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One of the last commissions of the brief American partnership between Bauhaus architects Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer,

the Virgil Abele House (Framingham, Massachusetts, 1940–41), has remained in the scholarly shadows until now. This place-

ment stemmed from its heavy borrowing of design elements from other Gropius andBreuer projects, which led previous commentators

to discount or overlook it. Using the lenses of consumerism and connoisseurship to reconstruct the Abele House’s design and stew-

ardship repositions it as significant in understanding the Gropius-Breuer practice and important in illuminating the spread of

modern architecture in the interwar period.

I
N JUNE 1943, Architectural Forum profiled a
newhouse credited to architectWalterGropius.
Simply entitled “House in Framingham,Mass.,”

the spread (fig. 1) led with imagery of the building’s
rear featuring a large photograph by architectural
photographer Ezra Stoller and a rendering of the
house’s planned completion with a never-realized
addition atop its garage. The report downplayed the
house’s street-facing main façade, waiting until the
second page to include a small photograph of it as
built and another rendering of its planned expan-
sion.1 This article was the first in a series of period-
ical and scholarly publications in which architectural
critics and scholars would sidestep full engagement
with the house’s forms, its history, and its surprising
reuse of design elements from earlier projects. The
subject house, the Virgil Abele House, was designed

in 1940 during the waning months of the partner-
ship between Bauhaus icons Walter Gropius and
Marcel Breuer. Its most distinctive features—includ-
ing its floor plan, angular entrance canopy, massive
fieldstone walls, central switchback staircase, and
glazed side and rear elevations—borrowed quite di-
rectly from the architects’ designs for their own
houses, completed just a few years before. The earli-
est publications about the house neglected to men-
tion these similarities, and later, such likenesses fed
dismissal of the house as unworthy of study.

This case study reclaims the Abele House as a
valuable scholarly subject and uses the perspectives
of consumerism and connoisseurship to illuminate
its history and to deconstruct broader attitudes
about originality in architectural discourse. To the
patron and the average viewer, the Abele House
seemed unique, distinctivelymodern, and exciting.
To the architectural elite, however, the house read
less as a unified design and more as an awkward as-
semblage of familiar architectural fragments. Re-
constructing the house’s history through the lenses
of consumerism and connoisseurship informs a new
view of the building between these two extremes,
showing it as emblematic of the spread of modern

Amy D. Finstein is assistant professor of architectural history
at College of the Holy Cross.

The author thanks Jeanette Abele Zeis, Nanine Abele Case,
and Maxine Watton for sharing memories, photographs, and me-
mentoes of their former home. The author also thanks Astrid
Liverman, Kristina Wilson, and two anonymous reviewers for their
valuable feedback on earlier versions of this manuscript.

Winterthur Portfolio, volume 56, number 1, spring 2022. © 2022 The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, Inc. All rights reserved.
Published by The University of Chicago Press for the Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum. https://doi.org/10.1086/722305

1
“House in Framingham, Mass.,” Architectural Forum 78 ( June

1943): 77–79.



Fig. 1. “House in Framingham,Mass.,” 1943. From “House in Framingham,Mass.,”Architectural
Forum 78 (1943): 77. (Rendering, south elevation, Abele residence, Framingham, MA, 1940–
41, BRGA.93.42, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum,
top photo © President and Fellows of Harvard College; bottom photo © Ezra Stoller/Esto,
www.esto.com.)
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architecture as a consumer object in the interwar
period.

The story of the Abele House hinges on polari-
ties of delight anddisdain related to its architectural
forms. The building’s white geometric massing and
ahistoric details reflect the ascendancy of modern
architecture in the 1920s and 1930s, an evolution
nurtured by Gropius and Breuer via their earlier
work in Europe. Such features simultaneously con-
noted a general visual progressiveness and a specific
type of artistic innovation worthy of evaluation by
architecture critics and scholars. Both implications
depend on aesthetic connoisseurship, where the cli-
ent and the evaluating audience are judging the
merits of a design against both existing norms and
increasingly progressive new artistic ideas.WhenVir-
gil Abele hiredGropius andBreuer to designhis new
house, his choice reflected a nonexpert’s embrace
of these new architectural ideas on both counts.
But when Abele asked the architects to replicate
elements from their previous designs in his house,
he set into motion the building’s erratic reception
by distinct constituencies ever since.

Juxtaposing these perspectives exposes underly-
ing tensions about home design and architecture

as art. First, contextualizing the history of the com-
mission itself positions Virgil Abele as a consumer
of ideas aboutmodern architecture. Next, in-depth
examination of the Abele House entails dissecting
its design and its copied forms within the context of
Gropius’s and Breuer’s oeuvres and within broader
consumer narratives about modern housing and
family life in the 1940s. Third, applying the idea
of connoisseurship to evaluate the Abele House’s
inconsistent historiography repositions it relative
to other commissions and other moments of archi-
tectural repetition by the architects. Finally, family
photographs and owner reminiscences empower
reconsideration of the Abele House’s successes on
terms beyond those of the architectural elite, ulti-
mately reframing the commission as more complex
and significant than previously suggested.

The House, Characters, and Setting

The Abele House is a two-story, rectangular wood-
frame home with a flat roof built in 1941. Rectan-
gles repeat and overlap to define its forms (fig. 2).
Its main two-story block is centered by a projecting

Fig. 2. Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer, Virgil Abele House, Framingham, MA, 1940–41.
(Photo © Ezra Stoller/Esto, www.esto.com.)
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vertical volume for the stair, which is flanked at right
by a massive two-story fieldstone wall. To the east
(left), a covered breezeway connects the house’s
main volume to a single-level garage featuring an-
other fieldstone wall on its eastern flank. A flat-
roofed entrance canopy projects diagonally in front
of the entire assemblage, announcing the house’s
protected door within a small single-story volume
(fig. 3). These forms are distinctive yet emblematic
ofmodernhouses in the1920s, ’30s, and ’40s, when
white rectangular geometries, simplified details, and
honest use of materials typified high-style architec-
tural discourse. Hiring Gropius and Breuer to de-
sign a house for his family connected a small-town
Massachusetts doctor, Dr. Virgil Abele, to this elite
design dialogue.

When Gropius and Breuer met Abele in 1940,
they operated a joint architectural practice in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, in addition to teaching archi-
tecture at the Harvard University Graduate School
of Design. Gropius was the more senior and sea-
soned of the two, having served as the director of
the Bauhaus, the German national school of art and
craftsmanship, from 1919–28. During Gropius’s ten-
ure, the Bauhaus established itself as a European
center for progressive aesthetic theorizing and pro-
duction in arts ranging from painting and weaving
to furniture and architecture. Gropius left the Bau-
haus in 1928 amidst internal disagreements about
school leadership, and Germany’s increasingly op-
pressive political climate eventually drove him to

England in 1934. He remained in England until
1937, when he emigrated to the United States to
assume leadership of the architecture program at
Harvard. Breuer, nineteen years Gropius’s junior,
had been a student and an instructor of furniture
design and carpentry at the Bauhaus during Gro-
pius’s tenure. He also left the Bauhaus in 1928 and
operated his own practice in Berlin for a time before
also departing for England in late 1935—at Gropius’s
encouragement. In England, Gropius and Breuer
bothbenefited from theirBauhaus credentials, yield-
ing them opportunities to design furniture and
buildings and ultimately culminating in Harvard’s
invitation to Gropius—and Gropius’s successive in-
vitation to Breuer soon thereafter.2 Gropius’s and
Breuer’s immigration to America signaled not only
Harvard’s support of European refugees but also its
embrace of modern design ideas that previously
had run counter to the school’s BeauxArts philoso-
phical and aesthetic principles. In complementing

Fig. 3. Front entrance and massing looking west from driveway, Abele House. ( Jeanette Abele
Zeis.)

2 In England, Gropius and Breuer each benefited from the
support and collaborationof JackPritchard, founder of themodern
English furniture and industrial design firm, Isokon. Pritchard pro-
vided literal shelter, connections, anddesignopportunities for both
Gropius and Breuer during their time in England. Gropius also set
up an architectural partnership with English architect Maxwell
Frye; Breuer established an architectural partnership with architect
F. R. S. Yorke. For more on their time in England, see Isabelle Hy-
man, Marcel Breuer, Architect: The Career and the Buildings (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 2001), 78–89; Reginald Isaacs, Gropius: An Illus-
trated Biography of the Creator of the Bauhaus (Boston: Bulfinch, 1991),
187–221.
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their teaching with a joint architectural practice,
Gropius and Breuer brought their design ideas—
considered the height of international currency—
to a new local public.

Dr. Virgil Abele (fig. 4) was an eager member of
Gropius’s and Breuer’s local public. Born in New
York City in 1904 to Italian immigrants, Abele grad-
uated frommedical school in 1929 and by 1935 was
living with his wife, Barbara, twentymiles west of Bos-
ton in the suburb of Framingham, Massachusetts.
Abele established a medical practice in downtown
Framinghamandconverted a former three-storyhouse
to serve as a small ten-bed hospital. Opened in 1935,
the hospital accommodated routinemedical services
and surgeries and, after 1939, obstetric care.3 The
Abeles lived in an apartment in the same house as
thehospital, as did the hospital’s doctors andnurses.
It was a family affair—Mrs. Abele cooked for the hos-
pital in the basement and also helped tend to pa-

tients upstairs.4 By the late 1930s the Abeles began
to consider moving out of the hospital and building
a single-family home in a more rural part of town.
They ultimately purchased two acres of land onWin-
ter Street (fig. 5), approximately twomiles northwest
of the family’s downtown apartment.

With large estates dotting gentle hills and agri-
cultural land, the Winter Street area contrasted
dramatically with the urban density of the Abeles’
downtown neighborhood. The Abeles purchased
their land from the locally prominent Dorr family,
whohadmadeFramingham theirhome since about
1920. The family’s patriarch, FrankDorr,was aman-
ager(andlaterpresident)of famedBostondepartment
store Raymond’s, and successive generations of the
Dorr family remained involved with Raymond’s and

Fig. 4. Dr. Virgil Abele and family (clock-
wise from top left), Virgil, Barbara, Jea-
nette, and Nanine. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

Fig. 5. Subdivision plan separating Abele property into
Parcels 2A containing house footprint at south and 2B,
1941. (Masslandrecords.com.)

3
“Dr. Abele to Open Hospital,” Framingham News, August 8,

1935, n.p., FraminghamHistory Center; Nanine Abele Case, inter-
view with author, February 17, 2016. 4 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021.
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other Boston retailers.5 The Dorr estate, known as
ClibourneTower, featured a large shingle-style home
for the family with assorted outbuildings to house
the staff and attendant farming needs for the prop-
erty. Notable estate icons included a gambrel-roof
barn and a tall silo that likely gave the property its
name. The land was pastoral, flanking the Sudbury
River and one of three associated water reservoirs
created in the late 1870s to provide water to Boston
(fig. 6). While the immediately adjacent reservoir
only fed water to Boston until the late nineteenth
century, it remained a bucolic backdrop for recrea-
tion and vistas in the vicinity (fig. 7).6 ForDr. Abele,
buying property in this location, amidst the local
landed elite, surely asserted an intentional shift in
his social status and a consumptive posture about
land, vista, and thepromiseof auniquenewresidence.

A Consumer’s Landscape

Virgil Abele always drove a Cadillac. Such a status
symbol marked a far reach from his humble roots
as a child of poor Italian immigrants. Abele’smother
diedwhenhewas eleven, andheplayed banjo on the

streets of New York to earn money to put himself
through medical school.7 By the mid-1930s, when
he wasmarried, operating his own hospital, driving
a fancy car, and buying two acres of pastoral land,
he was able tomeasure his successes in specific, tan-
gible ways. A custom-designedhomeon a distinctive
piece of land would reinforce this new stature, and
Abele sought such a milestone. The consumerist
bent of building a new home ultimately proved an
evenmore complicated demonstration of consumer
culture than one might expect. Abele became an
intentional consumer of concepts and market op-
tions for new house construction, but in so doing,
he initiated a series of successive episodes where
the Abele House served as both the subject and ob-
ject of consumer narratives about modern design
and modern housing.8

Consumerism and consumption frame theAbele
House’s design and construction in four distinct
ways: Dr. Abele’s pursuit of ideal housing ideas, his
enthusiasm for one particular model home, his in-
troduction to Gropius and Breuer, and his request
for the repetition of features from the architects’
own homes in their design for him. First, Dr. Abele
intentionally sought out and acquired knowledge

Fig. 6. “Panoramic View of Metropolitan Water Reservoir System, South Framingham, Mass.,” n.d. (Historic Photo-
graph collection, Framingham Public Library.)

5 Resident and Business Directory of Framingham Massachusetts:
1920 (Boston: Union Publishing, 1920), 87, Framingham History
Center; “‘Hayseed and Sawdust’: Story of Raymond’s Store Comes
Out in Book Form, Written by Frank Dorr—Big Surpriz Fer Litrary
Fellers (sic),” Daily Boston Globe, September 9, 1934, A52; “Frank I.
Dorr Dies Suddenly: President of Raymond’s Had Brilliant Ca-
reer,” Daily Boston Globe, December 28, 1935, 13.

6
“Clibourne Tower” photo album, Dorr papers, Framingham

History Center; Desmond Fitzgerald, A Short Description of the Boston
Water-Works (Boston: Rockwell and Churchill, 1895), 5–6; “Water
Supply System Thematic Nomination,” National Register of His-
toric Places Nomination Form (Washington, DC: US Department
of the Interior, National Park Service, 1989), Sect. 7: 8, 10; Sect. 8:
3, 6–7.

7 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021.
Virgil Abele was a 1925 graduate of Fordham University and a
1929 graduate of Middlesex College of Medicine and Surgery.
Clipping, “Dr. Abele Completes Training,” n.d., n.p., likely from
Framingham News, courtesy Jeanette Abele Zeis.

8 In engaging the concept of consumerism in this context,
I am indebted to Lizabeth Cohen’s A Consumers’ Republic, which
quantified the postwar period in America as defined by an ethos
focused on boosting capitalism through mass consumption. The
Abele House, Dr. Abele’s engagement with the 1939 New York
World’s Fair, and successive consumerist episodes traced hereafter
exemplify this framework chronologically and philosophically. See
Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consump-
tion in Postwar America (New York: Vintage, 2004).

8 Winterthur Portfolio 56:1



about modern home design. Soon after purchasing
the new riverside property, Abele set off for New
York City to attend the 1939–40 New York World’s
Fair.9The fair was a landmarkmoment for discourse
about modern design at all scales, from consumer
appliances and residential designs to trains, automo-
biles, and ideal urban forms. The fair’s housing ex-
hibit, “Town of Tomorrow,” brought the intertwined
nature of these ideas to life via fifteen full-scale single-
family model homes of varying architectural styles,
each sporting exemplary new appliances, building
finishes, and visions for family life (fig.8).Underwrit-
ten by buildingmaterialsmanufacturers, themodel
homes engaged “modernity” from visual, material,
and experiential perspectives. Of the fifteenmodel
homes, four were architecturally “modern,” featur-
ing intersecting geometric volumes, flat roofs, and
bands of windows, with nohistoric architectural ref-
erences. Modern materials pervaded the exhibit,
thanks to its financing by building manufacturers.
The aptly named “House of Plywood” showcased
the efficiency of newly invented plywood to clad the
interior and exterior walls and roof and to form
interior closet doors (fig. 9). The “House of Glass”
not only featured large expanses of windows to vis-
ually connect interior spaces to adjoining land-
scapes, but also used sliding glass panels to divide
bedrooms into sleeping and dressing areas of dif-
ferent temperatures (fig. 10). Regardless of archi-
tectural style, many houses used glass block inside
and out, and all of the homes celebrated techno-
logical innovations that would make the construc-

tion and operation of new houses easier for builders
and residents alike.10 Dr. Abele traveled to the fair
specifically because of this housing exhibit and
was excited about the prospect of integrating what
he learned into the design of a house on his new
property.11

A second formof consumption applies toAbele’s
introduction to specific modern architectural forms
and personalities, as he left the New York fair with
new ideas and personal connections that would di-
rectly informhis eventualhouse.Abelebroughthome
and saved a brochure from “The Modern Home,”
whichwas also known as the aforementioned “House
of Plywood” (see fig. 9).12 Designed by American
architect A. Lawrence Kocher, the model house of-
fered a one-story, L-shaped layout geared toward a
family of two adults and one child. A central living
room grounded the composition, with a rounded
dining alcove projecting as one wing of the house,
while two bedrooms and a bathroom accessed from
the far end of the living room defined the house’s
perpendicular reach. Sliding glass doors allowed
the living room to spill into the screened-in porch
at the rear, and a curtain allowedflexible separation
between the dining and living rooms. Built-in book-
shelves, an electric dishwasher, washing machine,
and food disposal promised efficiency and conve-
nience to prospective residents. While some of these
same featureswould eventuallymaterialize inAbele’s
finished house, themost direct connection to Abele’s
planning at this stage appeared on the rear cover
of Abele’s pamphlet, where someone sketched an
early design idea for a house. The sketch is oriented
in relation to the street, indicating the street name
of “Winter Street,” and features three rectangular
volumes labeled kitchen, living room, and dining
room. The sketch positions the living room and
dining room facing the water, separated by a space
suggestive of a hallway. A “K” indicates the position
of a kitchen parallel to the dining room, closer to
the street. The drawing shows a thin rectangle
stretching beside both the living and dining rooms
(facing the river), perhaps alluding to the idea of
a patio uniting the spaces outside.13 This entire

Fig. 7. Dorr family boating on MWRA Reservoir. (Cli-
bourne Tower photo album, Dorr Family Papers, Fra-
mingham History Center.)

9 NanineAbele Case, interviewwith author, February 17, 2016.

10
“Modern Houses Top N.Y. Fair,” Architectural Forum 71 ( July

1939): 63–72, 34.
11 Nanine Abele Case, interview with author, April 4, 2021.
12 Note that Kocher’s design is inconsistently labeled in rec-

ords of the fair: included as “The Plywood House (House No. 2)”
in Architectural Forum in 1939 although Dr. Abele’s brochure fea-
tures this same design as “No. 7 The Modern Home” without men-
tion of plywood as the particular focal point of the design. Brochure
courtesy Nanine Abele Case.

13 Brochure, “The Town of Tomorrow No. 7 The Modern
Home,” 1940New York World’s Fair. Courtesy Nanine Abele Case.
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concept never materialized in the finished design
for the Abele House, though the views to the water
remained important.

In addition to the Town of Tomorrow and Dr.
Abele’s brochure from the exhibit, the world’s fair
also generated the specific introduction of Abele to
Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer. This outlines a
third consumer posture, where Abele could show-
case his new knowledge about modern architec-
tural iconography by hiring famed architects to de-
sign his house. While Gropius and Breuer did not
contribute to the Town of Tomorrow exhibition,
they designed the interior of the Pennsylvania State
Exhibition at the fair. According to Abele’s family,
the doctor met a colleague of Walter Gropius—be-
lieved to beMarcel Breuer—at theNewYorkWorld’s
Fair who suggested that Abele talk with Gropius
and Breuer about designing a new home. Abele

Fig. 8. Town of Tomorrow under construction at top center, New York World’s Fair, 1939–40. (New York World’s Fair
1939–40 records, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library.)

Fig. 9. A. Lawrence Kocher, House of Plywood, New
York World’s Fair, 1939–40. (New York World’s Fair
1939–40 records, Manuscripts and Archives Division,
New York Public Library.)
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subsequently visited Gropius’s and Breuer’s personal
homes in Lincoln, Massachusetts, which had been
completed in the previous two years and which
the architects frequently used to demonstrate their
architectural principles to students and potential
clients alike. Following these visits, Dr. Abele hired
Gropius andBreuer todesignhis family’s newhome.14

This sequence of events—Abele’s land purchase,
his visit to the Town of Tomorrow exhibit, his intro-
duction to Gropius and Breuer, and his subsequent
retention of the architects—documents the inter-
section of Abele’s consumer-oriented interest in
architecturewith the architectural avant-garde repre-
sented by Gropius and Breuer. The finished house
would continue the interweaving of these extremes.

Gropius and Breuer began to design the Abele
House in early summer 1940 and finalized most
of the scheme by the following summer (fig. 11).
Construction likely extended through fall 1941
(fig. 12). Key aspects of the design evolved from
the client’s direct exposure to the architects’ Lin-
coln houses. Many famous architects and scholars

made pilgrimages to the architects’ houses over the
years, and other houses from the Gropius-Breuer
partnership quoted features found in Lincoln.15

But Abele’s requested copying of specific elements
from the architects’ Lincoln houses suggests that
he consumed the visual signs of a Gropius-Breuer
house more than its full design ethos. Abele asked
the architects to replicate the angled entrance can-
opy fromGropius’s house (fig. 13) and also to echo
the prominent use of natural stone featured at
Breuer’s home (fig. 14). The Abele House copies
morebroadly aswell, reproducing theGropiusHouse’s
first-floor plan nearly in full (figs. 15–17), mimick-
ing its south and west elevations in kind (figs. 18–
19), and featuring a switchback staircase and glass
partition wall eerily similar to those used in Gro-
pius’s own house.16 This direct copying constitutes

Fig. 10. Landefeld and Hatch, House of Glass, New York World’s Fair, 1939–40. (New York
World’s Fair 1939–40 records, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library.)

14 Nanine Abele Case, interviews with author, February 17,
2016, and April 4, 2021.

15 Notably, the Gropius House attracted significant attention
from uninvited local spectators who showed up to gawk at the un-
usual home, provoking admonition from Gropius via the Boston
Globe to discourage further visits. See “Gropius House Not Open
for Public Inspection,” Boston Daily Globe, October 28, 1938, 26.

16 The Abele staircase quotes not only that at the Gropius
House, but also aspects of the staircase at the Ford House (1939).
The glass divider between the Abele House’s living and dining
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a fourth iteration of consumerism relative to the
Abele House.

Such copying is simultaneously understandable
and complicated in the realm of celebrated archi-
tectural ingenuity. The Abele House’s distinctive
entrance canopy provides a case study for contrast-
ing consumer and connoisseurs’ perspectives on

Fig. 11. Revised plot plan (100 p 2002000,½00
p 102000) showing retaining walls and grading to

manage slope down to reservoir, AbeleHouse, July 1941. Graphite on paper; H. 151/1600, W. 123/1600.
(BRGA.93.2, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo
© President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

rooms echoes the glass wall used between theGropiusHouse’s mas-
ter bedroom and dressing room and is similar to the glass wall be-
tween the living and dining areas at the FordHouse. These features
will be discussed in more detail later in this essay. Winfried Ner-
dinger, ed., The Walter Gropius Archive: An Illustrated Catalogue of
the Drawings, Prints, and Photographs in the Walter Gropius Archive at

the Busch-Reisinger Museum, Harvard University, vol. 3 (Cambridge,
MA: Garland, 1990), 275; Joachim Driller, Breuer Houses (London:
Phaidon, 2000), cat. 28.
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architectural imitation. The Abele House canopy
presents a white planar roof projecting at an acute
angle from the house’s main volume supported by
two lally columns at its farthest reach (see figs. 2–
3).17 The canopy announces and shelters proces-
sion to the front door, which is flanked on both
sides by narrow vertical stacks of glass block that
provide both privacy and translucency. The canopy
also serves to shade the horizontal windows on the
first floor of the house’s façade. This entire ar-
rangement replicates that at Gropius’s own home
with some small modifications.

The Gropius House (see fig. 13), completed in
the fall of 1938 in the rural town of Lincoln, Massa-
chusetts, served as an early demonstration of the
transposition of European design ideas to the United
States and to the greater Boston area in particu-
lar. Local philanthropist Helen Storrow provided
Gropius this opportunity by offering funding and
land to Gropius and Breuer to build their personal
homes. The GropiusHouse arose as a two-story rect-
angular volume clad in white vertical wood sheath-
ing, with bands of horizontal ribbon windows defin-
ing its two stories. A long planar entrance canopy
acutely reaches northeast from the middle of the

front façade, supported by two lally columns. As
the canopy nears the house, glass block encloses
its northern flank and continues inside, where it
defines one wall of the entry foyer.

As it turns out, however, the Gropius House’s
canopy is itself an iterative artifact of architectural
consumption and replication. The Gropius House
was designed jointly byGropius andBreuer, though
Gropius was the more dominant design voice for
his own home. That said, scholars have sought to

Fig. 12. Abele House under construction showing west and south elevations with conservatory projecting atop field-
stone foundation. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

Fig. 13. WalterGropius andMarcel Breuer, front (north)
façade showing angular canopy leading to glass block–
enclosed front entrance, GropiusHouse, Lincoln,Massa-
chusetts, 1937–38, photo 2022. (Photo, AmyD. Finstein.)

17 Two interstitial lally columns have been added since the
building’s original construction.
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untangle design authorship of specific features, in-
cluding the canopy. Some have linked the canopy
to the massing of Breuer’s Doldertal Apartments
in Zurich, Switzerland (1932–36; fig. 20). Here,
Breuer appended an angular volume to the rear
of a perpendicular rectangular prism to create a
composition that, especially in plan, presages the
geometric relationship betweenGropius’s entrance
canopy and main house. Historian Joachim Driller
reports that Breuer’s draftsman (and later collabo-
rator) John Johansen credited Breuer with contrib-
uting the canopy element to the Gropius design.
Driller further asserts, however, that regardless of
who authored the final scheme for the Lincoln
house entrance, its inspiration actually lay in the en-
trance bridge to Le Corbusier’s Cité de Refuge in
Paris (1929–33; fig. 21).18 Le Corbusier’s entrance,
while lacking the angular posture of the Lincoln iter-
ation, presents a planar roof supported by angular
lally columns connecting to a one-story cylindrical
volume. While the visual cues are clearly related,
Gropius renegotiated and integrated them in a
way essential to his entire house design. Acknowl-
edging this “inspirational” lineage reframes the
context in which architectural ingenuity is touted
or judged.With this perspective, the Gropius canopy
appears as one in a sequence of explorations of en-
trance and geometric form amidst high-profile Euro-
pean architects. Its more literal replication at the
Abele House presents a consumer-driven iteration
of what is itself a derivative form.

While copying specific elements manifests one
type of architectural consumption, the borrowed
forms also reflected prevailing consumer narratives
about modern residential design ideals and mod-
ern family life. One such element was the Abele
House’s central switchback staircase (figs. 22–23)
featuring widely spaced tubular banisters and a sin-
ewy handrail—much like that found at the Gropius
House (fig. 24). The Boston Globe noted the “open
treatment” of theAbele stairway as a way of creating
spaciousness in the central hallway.19 The concept
of spaciousness dominatedmuchpopular discourse
about the single-family home in midcentury Am-
erica. In The Modern American House, architectural
historian Sandy Isenstadt showed how popular and
professional discourse about architecture and deco-
ration repeatedly focused on achieving “a sense of
space in single-family houses but to do so within
small dimensions and for very little money.”20 The
Abele House fit this model in its layout, too, offering
amain-floor plan that organized the kitchen, dining,
and living rooms contiguously along thehouse’s rear
expanse, wasting little space on hallways or transi-
tional spaces beyond the main stair hall (see figs. 15–
16). This arrangement also maximized those rooms’
engagement with the landscape via large bands of
windows that overlooked the adjoining water reser-
voir. A glass screen between the living and dining
rooms ensured the continuity of this view across dif-
ferent spaces (fig. 25). This arrangement of rooms
and their orientation to the landscape not only rep-
licated a nearly identical approach at the Gropius
House but also exhibited how sweeping views to
the surrounding land could help create the desired
sense of spaciousness inside the house itself.21 Such
orientation created the illusion of bigger spaces in-
side and also privatized the house’s views to the res-
ervoir bymaking the house an obstacle and gateway
to the water beyond.

The Abele House’s expansive windows, glass
internal wall, and glass block also illustrate the ex-
citement about modern materials that empowered
broader enthusiasm about spaciousness and effi-
ciency inmidcentury housing. Thanks to newman-
ufacturing processes, by the 1930s glass was avail-
able in a wide variety of new products, types, and
sizes, andmanufacturers,museums, and trademaga-
zines touted its applicability to a wide range of

Fig. 14. Marcel Breuer andWalter Gropius, front façade
showing prominent use of fieldstone in wall at right,
BreuerHouse, Lincoln, Massachusetts, 1938–39. (Photo
© Ezra Stoller/Esto, www.esto.com.)

18 Driller, Breuer Houses, 112.

19 Trudy Nelson, “Framingham Woman Tells Why She Enjoys
Living inHerModernHouse,” Boston Sunday Globe, June 9, 1946, A3.

20 Sandy Isenstadt, The Modern American House: Spaciousness
and Middle-Class Identity (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 10.

21 Isenstadt, Modern American House, 142.
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scenarios. This was well represented at the 1939–
40 New York World’s Fair, where the Pittsburgh
Plate Glass Company’s “House of Glass” (see fig. 10)
showcased the “creation of a sense of space seem-
ingly unwarranted by the house’s square footage.”22

Foreshadowing the Abele House’s local nickname
of “the glass house,” its horizontal bands of win-
dows on the south and west elevations (figs. 26–
27) exhibited the so-called “landscape window,”
where operable casement windows flanked a large
fixed pane of plate glass, allowing uninterrupted
views to the outside while still providing the op-
portunity for ventilation. Isenstadt argues for the
landscapewindowas apredecessor to themoremain-
stream “picture window,” which emerged frommass-

production techniques to offer a large plate-glass
window that would integrate ever-changing views
of the landscape into thehome interior.23 Such visual
effects actually dominated newspaper coverage
about the Abele House in the Boston Globe, where
a 1946 article quoted Barbara Abele as saying,
“I’d much rather these windows than pictures.”
The Globe continued by recounting Abele’s enjoy-
ment of the glass, commenting that “she loves the
bright, spacious atmosphere brought by the room
length windows (even the kitchen and bathrooms
have them), by the glass brick panels at either side
of the front door and the glass partition between
the dining room and living room, which saves

22 Isenstadt, Modern American House, 154. 23 Isenstadt, Modern American House, 152–54, 192–202.

Fig. 15. Drawing, Walter Gropius andMarcel Breuer, first-floor plan, Abele House. Ink on paper; H. 24⅛
00, W. 30⅛00.

(BRGA.93.39, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo © President and
Fellows of Harvard College.)
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the view of the reservoir for both rooms.”24 A 1940
article about the Gropius House, which features
nearly identical south and west window patterns rel-
ative to the Abele House (fig. 28; see also fig. 19), in-
cluded Ise Gropius’s similar reflections about such
features: “‘This is really a small house,’ she contin-
ued, ‘but because of the views on every side you’d
think it was much larger.’”25 As architect-designed
houses, the Abele and Gropius houses’ use of these
features was surely more unique than those in most
mass-market homes of the time, but they still demon-
strate how a shared interest in glass, spaciousness,
and modernity underwrote both high-style and

mass-market narratives about single-family housing
in the 1930s and 1940s.

The voices of female heads of household noted
above also highlight howmainstreampublicity about
the Abele and Gropius houses became a means for
communicating gender, housekeeping, and social
norms as related to modern homes. For example,
the aforementioned 1940 article about the Gropius
House primarily focused on Ise Gropius’s ease of
housekeeping in her modern house but presented
this through veneration of her husband’s design
choices. Reporter Janet Jones celebratedWalter Gro-
pius’s inventiveapproachby recounting the lacquered
countertops, smooth-domed light fixtures, and large
expanses of glass that were both functional and easy
to clean. Descriptions of the kitchen organization,
bookcases, carpeting, and day beds followed, filled
with Ise’s commentary about the efficiency of these

Fig. 16. Drawing, Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer, second-floor plan, Abele House. Ink on paper; H. 27⅜00,
W. 303/1600. (BRGA.93.40, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo© President
and Fellows of Harvard College.)

24 Nelson, “Framingham Woman Tells,” A3.
25 As quoted in Janet Jones, “Mrs. Gropius Finds Housekeeping

Easy in Their Ultra-ModernHouse,” Boston Globe, April 21, 1940, C3.
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choices and their respective impacts on regular
cleaning routines.26 Such comments framed public
consumption of modern materials and forms not
according to their visual progressiveness, but be-
cause of their desirability from the standpoint of
daily functionality and a promised simplification
of regular housekeeping chores. The 1946 article
about theAbeleHouse echoed such ideals, relating
that the smooth wall finishes and minimal wood
trim provided fewer places for dust to collect, and
that light wood furniture did not accumulate dust as
obviously. Barbara Abele also reported that built-in
furniture and closets provided efficient storage
and that mechanical accoutrements like a kitchen
exhaust fan kept cooking grease and smells from

permeating the living spaces and sullying the walls.27

The narratives about cleanliness, smells, and
household work in both cases reinforced gender
expectations by documenting the everyday activi-
ties that Barbara Abele and Ise Gropius shared with
wives across the country. This served to normalize
the homes’ visual forms, showing thatmodern forms
did not fundamentally challenge contemporary fam-
ily expectations.28 The Boston Globe article’s headline

Fig. 17. Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer, first-floor plan, Gropius House. Ink and graphite on paper; H. 24⅝00,
W. 36⅛00. (BRGA.82.73, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo © President
and Fellows of Harvard College.)

26 Jones, “Mrs. Gropius,” C3.

28 For more on women’s roles related to design, housekeep-
ing, and the impact of machines on housework in this time period,
see Ruth Schwartz Cowan,More Work for Mother: The Ironies of House-
hold Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (New York: Ba-
sic Books, 1983), esp. chaps. 4 and 6. For more on the importance
of technology in informing futuristic visions of houses and house-
keeping in this period, see Brian Horrigan, “The Home of Tomor-
row, 1927–1945,” in Imagining Tomorrow: History, Technology, and the
American Future, ed. Joseph H. Corn (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1986), 137–63.

27 Nelson, “Framingham Woman Tells,” A3.
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loudly proclaimed this, announcing: “Framingham
Woman Tells Why She Enjoys Living in her Modern
House,” and the article’s photographs provided fur-
ther evidence of expected gender roles (fig. 29).
For example, a view of young Abele daughter Na-
nine playing at her mother’s built-in vanity and

makeup mirror underscored the importance of a
woman’s physical appearance and announced that
there was an intentionally provisioned space in
the house for procuring it. Moreover, the Abeles’
daughter was being properly schooled in these
expected norms as well. The caption for a view of
themaster bedroom toutedMrs. Abele’s deference
to her husband’s preferences in her decorating
choices, justifying the sparse use of an area rug with
her comment that “Dr. Abele ‘is crazy about bare
floors.’”29 The eldest Abele daughter recalls this
more colorfully, noting her mother’s frustration
with keeping the hardwood floors clean.30 A pho-
tograph from the Abele family further highlights
this room’s messaging about gender and house
organization, showing the built-in vanity at left, set
with hairbrush and mirror, a skirt and belt laid out
atop the neatly made bed, and a bed with built-in
sidetables implying efficiency and controlled orga-
nization of the space (fig. 30).31

Fig. 18. Shaded west and sunny south elevations from reservoir, Abele House. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

Fig. 19. Paul Davis, photo, south elevation showing hor-
izontal bands of windows and spatial organization that
would inspire similar treatment at the Abele House,
GropiusHouse. (BRGA.82.259, gift of IseGropius,Harvard
Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo © Presi-
dent and Fellows of Harvard College.)

29 Nelson, “Framingham Woman Tells,” A3.
30 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021.
31 The dressing table and horizontal band of windows wrap-

ping the Abele House’s master bedroom echo elements at the
Gropius House, where Ise Gropius’s built-in vanity and dressing
area is separated from the master bedroom’s sleeping area by a
glass wall. This treatment allows a band of horizontal windows to
light both spaces consistently and serves as a precedent for the
glass divider between the Abele House’s living and dining rooms.
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Fig. 20. Marcel Breuer, Alfred Roth, and Emil Roth, first-floor plan, Doldertal Apartments,
Zurich, Switzerland, 1932–36. (GTA Archiv, ETH/Zurich.)

Fig. 21. Le Corbusier, entrance canopy andbridge, CitédeRefuge, Paris, 1929–33, photo1983.
(https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.23678837, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by
/4.0/, Richard Guy Wilson Architecture Archive.)
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A Boston Globe view of Nanine Abele ascending
the central staircase reflects similar commentaries
about modern architecture’s controlling implica-
tions for children and family life, focusing on the
image of the young girl on the staircase, but with
the caption privileging the geometric lines of the
banisters and vertical paneling over the child’s posi-
tion.Apreviously unpublishedphotographpresents
a similar juxtaposition, capturing Barbara Abele and
Nanine approaching the house’s front door, with a
baby’s pramnestled under the shelter of the house’s
canopy (fig. 31). With their backs to the camera,
their bodies are small relative to the house in the pic-
ture’s composition and are easy to miss in the shad-
ows of the entrance canopy. One reading of this im-
age might celebrate the ease with which the house’s
modern forms could welcome family users. But an-
other interpretation might note the facelessness
and diminutive stance of Barbara and her child, and
suggest their submissiveness to the physical and so-
cial expectations wrapped up in the house’s forms,
associated upkeep, and daily use. Design historian
Kristina Wilson has documented such narratives
about gender and bodily control in her book Mid-

CenturyModernismand the AmericanBody: Race, Gender,
and the Politics of Power in Design. Particularly rele-
vant here is Wilson’s careful deconstruction of a
series of postwar domestic advice books, which she
reveals as replete with illustrations and commentar-
ies that presentedmodern design as a tool for defin-
ing gender and family roles, expectations for clean-
liness, and racial norms.32 Within this context, the
newspaper coverage of the Abele House shows how
the house consumed and reiterated literal architec-
tural forms and also became a consumer object it-
self for sharing ideas about modern forms, gender
expectations, and ideal family living.

Distinct from these stereotypical roles, however,
was Barbara Abele’s engagement with her house
as a consumer commodity during World War II.
The Abele daughters report that the design of their
house was resolutely their father’s pet project, with
little interest or involvement from their mother.33

However, the house’s role as shelter and its close
proximity to a veterans’ hospital proved a useful
opportunity during the war when Dr. Abele closed
his hospital, joined the US Medical Corps, and
remained away for three years.34 During his long
absence, Barbara Abele rented upstairs bedrooms
to recovering soldiers and those affiliated with the
nearby Cushing General Hospital—a military hos-
pital that opened in 1944 on 100 acres of nearby
land. The Abele daughters recall sharing a room
during the time that recovering veterans and lodg-
ers came to stay.35 These events position the Abele
House not as an architectural landmark of any
kind, but simply as a convenient place for the com-
modity of shelter—highlightingBarbara Abele’s re-
sourcefulness by extension.

Two other episodes illustrate the ironic com-
modification of the Abele House as a visual form.
First was the construction of a children’s playhouse
on the property built to emulate the forms of the
main house. The designer and timeline for the play-
house are unclear, though it was complete when the
family moved in. Nestled between trees and close
to the reservoir, the playhouse presented a small,

Fig. 22. Central stair hall showing front door flanked by
glass block at left, Abele House. (Photo © Ezra Stoller/
Esto, www.esto.com.)

32 Kristina Wilson, Mid-Century Modernism and the American Body:
Race, Gender, and the Politics of Power in Design (Princeton,NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2021). See esp. chap. 1, “TheBody inControl:Mod-
ernism and the Pursuit of Better Living,” 21–67. See also Kristina
Wilson, Livable Modernism: Interior Decorating and Design during the Great
Depression (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004).

33 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021;
Nanine Abele Case, interviews with author, February 17, 2016, and
April 4, 2021.

34 Clipping, “Dr. Abele Completes Training,” courtesy Jeanette
Abele Zeis.

35 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021.
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white rectangular volumewith a flat roof projecting
slightly beyond the front façade (fig. 32). A picture
window centered the composition, flanked by an
entrance door at right. Two slatted trellises, each
the full height of the playhouse, alignwith the front
façade and project the small building’s geometry
into the landscape—much like similar trellises used
on the main house and at Gropius’s house in Lin-
coln. The playhouse included a storage space where
Dr. Abele initially kept his lawnmower, and later,
where he parked the ambulance affiliated with his
hospital.36 The 1946 Boston Globe article about the
Abele House mentioned the playhouse, even not-
ing that friends had urged the Abeles to turn it into
amore finished form that could host full-time occu-
pants—apparently potential tenants had already ap-

proached the family.37 In fact, a subsequent owner
did winterize and improve the playhouse to afford
year-round residence but sold it off as a separate
property. Later expanded and encased with white
vinyl siding, the former playhouse’s origins as awhim-
sical copy of the Abele House next door are now
invisible.

A final iteration of consumer impetus relates to
the Abele House’s purchase and restoration by its
third owners. Despite Dr. Abele’s very intentional
pursuit of the site and design for his house, his fam-
ily situation made their tenure on Winter Street
short-lived. In 1949, Virgil and Barbara Abele di-
vorced and sold theirhouse.Thehouse’s next owner
enlarged the playhouse and encased the main
house in chocolate brown aluminum siding, paying

Fig. 23. Front entry and stairway showing vertical clapboards, built-in shelf, and closet area behind graphic floral
curtains, all of which mimic similar features at the Gropius House, Abele House. (Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

36 Jeanette Abele Zeis, interview with author, July 19, 2021. 37 Nelson, “Framingham Woman Tells,” A3.
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little attention to either building’s design origins
(fig. 33). This changed with the property’s third
owners, Robert andMaxineWatton. RobertWatton,
a doctor at Children’s Hospital in Boston, had
grown up nearby and had admired the AbeleHouse
regularly from the perch of his bicycle. He dreamt
that he would buy the house one day as an adult.
When the house became available in the 1970s,
theWattons were able to realize Robert’s childhood
dream.TheWattons focused onprideful restoration
of what they saw as a distinctive architectural com-
modity. Maxine Watton recalls washing the interior
walls with buckets and mops, removing the brown
aluminum siding, and restoring the property’s ex-
tensive gardens and visual connections to the river
(fig. 34).38 The Wattons’ stewardship of the house
becomes a pivot point in this essay’s analysis. The

Wattons saw the Abele House as a distinctive object
that they sought to own, and their interest in it
came from Dr. Watton’s previous familiarity with
the house. This stance made the Wattons simulta-
neously consumers of the house as a local icon and
also connoisseurs about its distinctive forms that in-
formed their successive stewardship of it.

Connoisseurship and Copying

In the art historical world, a connoisseur is an ex-
pert who can distinguish authorship of works of art
based on their in-depth knowledge of a given style
and attendant artists.39 Defining the term more
generally, an art connoisseur can be well versed
in art and seek works of art that suit their highly
educated, discerning tastes. The Wattons acted as
consumer-connoisseurs in seeking out the Abele
House because of its local distinctiveness, but this
originated from a different place than the critical
evaluation of the Abele House in contemporary ar-
chitecture periodicals and later scholarly studies of
Gropius and Breuer. Such elite design discussions
hinged far more on connoisseurial attitudes about
the architects and the iconography of their oeuvres.
This type of connoisseurship, focused on originality
of expression and repetition of key forms, stoked
two distinct narratives about the Abele House.
The first approach amplified the idea of the Abele
House as worthy of attention largely because of its
fameddesigners and avoided any potentially embar-
rassing mention of the house’s similarities to other
projects. The second approach, embodied by later
scholarship about the architects, grappled directly
with these imitative elements and consequently dis-
paraged the Abele House and excluded it from
meaningful evaluation or discussion. Tracing these
two dialogues shows how connoisseurship culti-
vated both avoidance of the copying at the Abele
House and its disparagement, while consumers em-
braced the house’s forms on more general terms.
Moreover, examining the house’s position within
Gropius’s and Breuer’s surrounding commissions
positions repetition and revision not as anomalies,
but as key facets of the architects’ process at the
time.

Two elite design periodicals profiled the Abele
House soon after its completion but largely side-
steppedmeaningful evaluation of the house’s forms.

Fig. 24. Front entry and stairway showing vertical clap-
boards, glass block, and open closet, Gropius House.
Photo; H. 99/1600, W. 7⅜00. (BRGA.82.111.A, gift of Walter
Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum;
photo © President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

38 Maxine Watton, interview with author, September 17, 2015;
Nanine Abele Case, interview with author, February 17, 2016; Draft
Registration Card, Serial No. W 406A, Robert Francis Watton, Au-
gust 13, 1945, https://www.ancestry.com/; 1950 United States Cen-
sus of Population and Housing, Massachusetts, Middlesex County,
Saxonville, E.D. 9-266, p. 9, line 26, US Census Bureau, https://
www.ancestry.com/.

39 Robert Rosenblum, “Introduction: Connoisseurship in the
Age of Replication,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 24, no. 2 (Win-
ter 2005): 3–5.
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The first was the June 1943 Architectural Forum issue
noted in the introduction, and three months later
theArchitects’ Journal republished portions of theAr-
chitectural Forum spread. It seems likely that the
house’s Gropius-Breuer authorship made it worthy
of documentation in these trade publications. Both
articles were descriptive, rather than evaluative, fea-
turing large spreads of photographs and short writ-
ten inventories of key features. Architectural Forum’s
first page (see fig. 1) led with a large photograph of
the building’s rear elevation as built and a render-
ing of its planned expansion at a later date (also
from the rear), avoiding the main façade and dis-
tinctive entrance canopy. The rest of the article
maintained this stance, including only small photo-
graphs of its front and western elevations and fea-
turing instead the house’s floor plans and a frontal

rendering of the house’s planned addition. On the
final page, photographs of the living room and dra-
matic staircase accompanied three brief paragraphs
of text. The text did not mention the staircase’s
notable similarities to that at Gropius’s own house
or at other recent commissions by the duo. Instead,
this narrative inventoried the house’s organizing
principles, explaining the use of a square framing
unit for efficient construction, the siting of the
house that preserved two elm trees, and the benefit
of planning for future expansion.40 The two-page
spread by the Architects’ Journal in September 1943
followed suit, repeating much of the same text and
illustrations fromArchitectural Forum andonly includ-
ing one photograph of the building’s front as its

Fig. 25. Dining room showing glass partition connecting to living room and sideboard at right, Abele House.
( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

40
“House in Framingham, Mass.”

Consumerism, Copying, and Connoisseurship in an Unsung Commission 23



smallest illustration on the second page.41 Absent
in both cases was mention of any relationship to
previous projects by its designers or the role of
the patron in requesting some of the project’s key
elements.

Another important andcurious omission in these
articles was the name of Marcel Breuer as one of
the house’s architects. Tracing the explanation
for this not only contextualizes the commission
within Gropius’s and Breuer’s larger oeuvres but
also illuminates how previous architectural schol-
ars have engaged with the Abele House as connois-
seurs. The immediate explanation for the project’s
sole attribution to Walter Gropius comes from the
Abele House’s ensnarement with the messy break-
up of the Gropius-Breuer partnership. Mounting
tension between the two partners boiled over in
May 1941 following a frustrating interaction be-

tween the pair during an architecture studio review
at Harvard. When Breuer openly criticized Gro-
pius’s late start to the review, Gropius rebuked him
publicly, leaving his junior partner humiliated
and angry.42 That evening Breuer penned the letter
that would set into motion the dissolution of their
partnership. He proposed that the office close as
of August 1, by which time construction would be
complete on two in-process projects, one of which
was the Abele House.43 Further correspondence
sorted out who would claim responsibility for which
jobs, and the Abele House fell within Gropius’s
purview.44 Therefore, press coverage of the Abele

Fig. 26. South elevation showing view through horizontal windows and conservatory to reservoir and landscape be-
yond, Abele House. (BRGA.93.62, gift of Ise Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo
© President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

41
“House at Framingham, Mass.,” Architects’ Journal (Septem-

ber 9, 1943): 187–88.

42 Reginald Isaacs, Gropius: An Illustrated Biography of the Creator
of the Bauhaus (Boston: Bulfinch, 1991), 247; Isabelle Hyman,Mar-
cel Breuer, Architect: The Career and the Buildings (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 2001), 109–11; Fiona MacCarthy, Gropius: The Man Who
Built the Bauhaus (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2019), 398–400.

43 Marcel Breuer to Walter Gropius, May 23, 1941, MS GER
208, Walter Gropius Papers, HoughtonLibrary, HarvardUniversity.

44 Hyman, Marcel Breuer, Architect, 107–11.
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House, including the three articles discussed previ-
ously, credited the design wholly to Gropius. Sig-
fried Giedion’s 1954 study of Gropius and the 1990
catalog of Gropius’s archive at Harvard followed
suit.45

This attribution, however, has not quieted specu-
lation about the authorship of individual commis-
sions, ascribing certain designs ormotifs to one part-
ner or the other. It is well established that the two
partners played different roles in the drafting room,
withBreuer doingmuchof the drawing andoversee-
ing draftsmen and Gropius providing big-picture
ideas and collaboration throughout.46 In the case
of the Abele House, Isabel Hyman has refuted the
claim of Gropius’s sole authorship by citing an early
scheme for the Framingham house that includes a
note in Breuer’s hand detailing an apparent dis-
agreement between the partners. Gropius had disre-

garded a scheme proposed by Breuer and had held
ameeting with the client to discuss his preferred de-
sign without including Breuer.47 So, even as Gropius
is most often listed as the architect for this commis-
sion, the reality was more complex.

The question of Breuer’s contributions to the
design for the Abele House connects to similar dis-
sections of form relative to Breuer’s involvement
in the design for Gropius’s own house in Lincoln
(fig. 35; see also figs. 13, 28). Architectural histo-
rian Leslie Humm Cormier has convincingly ar-
gued for evidence of Breuer’s hand in the design
of Gropius’s house.48 Cormier identified connec-
tions between the west elevation of Gropius’s house
and the south elevation of a small exhibit pavilion
in Bristol, England, designed by Breuer in 1936
(fig. 36). Called Gane’s Pavilion, the elevation in

Fig. 27. West elevation, Abele House. (BRGA.93.64, gift of Ise Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Mu-
seum; photo © President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

45 Sigfried Giedion, Walter Gropius: Work and Teamwork (New
York: Reinhold, 1954), 188–89; Nerdinger, The Walter Gropius Ar-
chive, 290.

46 Hyman, Marcel Breuer, Architect, 107–8.

47 Hyman,Marcel Breuer, Architect, 337. See also Sketches 609a
and 609b, Abele House, Marcel Breuer Digital Archive, Syracuse
University.

48 Leslie Humm Cormier, “The Woods End Colony: An Ar-
chitects’ Refuge in America” (MA thesis, Brown University, 1983).
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question used vertical planes of stone to define an
exterior patio space topped by a partially open pla-
nar roof, flanked at right by a large glass window
set between planes of stone. This play between en-
closure and openness reappears in Lincoln in the
composition of the roof deck, the large window in
the living room below, and the adjoining masonry
chimney wall (see figs. 28, 35). Based on Cormier’s
observations, Driller ventures that Breuer’s contri-
butions—including the visual and organizational
likenesses to Gane’s Pavilion, as well as the southern
overhang that shades the windows below—evolved
as Breuer revised Gropius’s solo-authored original
scheme for the house.49 As transposed to the Abele
House, whose south and west elevations directly
mimic the fenestration and overhangs at Gropius
House (see figs. 26–28, 35), these features main-
tain Breuer’s design voice—regardless of whether
or not he specifically authored them for the Fra-
mingham locale. This dialogue simultaneously ech-
oes the selective visual consumerism of Gropius’s

angular entrance canopy noted earlier, while also
showcasing how, in this case, scholars have discerned
authorship as connoisseurs—tracing formal simi-
larities between buildings.

Architectural connoisseurship has marginal-
ized discussion about the Abele House in broader
scholarship about Gropius and Breuer. Despite
coverage in trade and local periodicals soon after
its completion, architectural scholars have gener-
ally said little about the Abele House even while
profiling other works designed during the same
time period. When it is discussed, the house is
treated dismissively, without details or with fleet-
ing mention of the imitative entrance canopy. In
the complete catalog of Gropius’s works, Winfried
Nerdinger includes all of the archival drawings of
the Abele House, with the brief commentary that,
at the Abele House, Gropius “did not succeed in
repeating the elegance and finesse of his own
house.”50Two aforementionedBreuer scholars com-
ment on the house only in fleeting fashion: Hyman
dedicates half a page to the Abele House as part of

Fig. 28. West elevation, Gropius House, photo 2022. (Photo, Amy D. Finstein.)

49 Driller, Breuer Houses, 112; Cormier, “The Woods End Col-
ony,” 24–27. 50 Nerdinger, The Walter Gropius Archive, 290.
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Fig. 29. “Framingham Woman Tells Why She Enjoys Living in Her Modern House,” 1946.
From Trudy Nelson, “‘I’d Much Rather These Windows Than Pictures’: Framingham Woman
Tells Why She Enjoys Living in Her Modern House,” Boston Sunday Globe, June 6, 1946, A3.
(From The Boston Globe. © 1946 Boston Globe Media Partners. All rights reserved. Used un-
der license, https://www.bostonglobe.com/.)
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her comprehensive catalog of his works, and Driller
addresses the house only in his book’s appen-
dicized catalog of Breuer’s work.51 Robert Gatje,
in his biography of Breuer, omits the Abele House,
as does Fiona MacCarthy in her recent biography
of Gropius.52 Easily deduced from these omis-
sions and brief mentions is the critical consensus
that the Abele House was not as strong or im-
portant a design as other works by Gropius and
Breuer.

There is some merit to these judgments when
contextualized within broader evaluation of the
Abele House design. The front elevation, its copied
canopynotwithstanding, feels truncated in its as-built
form. The heft of the stone wall at right overwhelms
the void atop the garage, making the façade as a
whole appear unbalanced. The planned addition
atop the garage (fig. 37) would have made the com-
position more cohesive, giving visual prominence to
the canopy and allowing the voids of the garage and
balcony setbacks to balance the huge vertical field-
stone wall. Without the addition, however, the house
lacks the visual unity that might have evoked more
praise from architectural reviewers.

Compounding these design-specific shortcom-
ings, the designers’ unrestrained copying from
iconic buildings conflicted with elite assumptions
about famous designers’ constant architectural in-
genuity. For an architectural critic or scholar to re-
veal that the Abele House borrowed so obviously

Fig. 30. Master bedroom showing bed with integrated nightstands, bedside area rug, and built-in vanity table at left,
Abele House. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)

51 Hyman comments briefly on disagreements between the
partners during the Abele House design process and notes corre-
spondence pertaining to attribution following the partnership’s
dissolution. Hyman, Marcel Breuer, Architect, 337. Driller notes the
similarities between the Framingham and Lincoln houses and
hypothesizes about Breuer’s likely involvement in early design of
the house. Driller, Breuer Houses, cat. 28.

52 Robert F. Gatje,Marcel Breuer: A Memoir (New York: Monacelli,
2000); MacCarthy, Gropius: The Man Who Built the Bauhaus.
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Fig. 31. View from street of Barbara and Nanine Abele approaching front door, flanked at left by parked baby car-
riage, Abele House. (BRGA.93.61, gift of Ise Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum; photo
© President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

Fig. 32. Abele family playhouse, nestled between trees and near reservoir, Abele House.
( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)
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from previous commissions might have sullied the
duo’s reputations, which already were widely ac-
claimed internationally. Similar sentimentsmay have
informed the original 1943 coverage of the house in
Architectural Forum and theArchitects’ Journal, where the
leading pages of both articles featured the house’s
rear elevations and renderings of the house with its
planned addition and downplayed the as-built fa-
çade. This minimizing of the copied canopy and fo-
cus on the planned, rather than realized, design ob-
scured the front elevation and its connections to its
Lincoln precedents.

Fully realized connoisseurship about the Abele
House might have contextualized its distinctive
features within the pair’s larger oeuvre, as other
Gropius-Breuer commissions from this era showcase
features and forms similar to those highlighted in
both Framingham and Lincoln. The Abele House’s
large fieldstone walls are foretold by similar forms at
Breuer’s own home (fig. 38, see also fig. 14), and
also by the slightly earlier Hagerty House of 1938
in Cohasset, Massachusetts (fig. 39). At the Abele
House, a fieldstone fireplace wall grounds the living

Fig. 33. View from south showing Abele House encased
in brown siding, with tubular steel railings painted blue,
and brown and blue striped awnings sheltering the con-
servatory, photo printed 1966. (Maxine Watton.)

Fig. 34. Conservatory (with glimpse of reservoir at its lower left) and part of southern elevation after restoration by
Robert and Maxine Watton, Abele House. (Maxine Watton.)
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room at its northern reach (fig. 40), echoing that
used in Breuer’s own living room and foreshadow-
ing the increased importance of stone in Breuer’s
later work. At the Hagerty House, a fieldstone wall
wraps the house like an apron and rises to full
height for the chimneys and side wall. Another joint
commission, the 1939 FordHouse in Lincoln, offers
a staircase whose interior features and exterior
massing resemble that at the AbeleHouse. A vertical
rectangular volume housing the staircase protrudes
from the front of the house much like that in Fra-
mingham, and inside, the chrome metal tubing
and vertical wood clapboard paneling echo the Gro-
pius House’s staircase and presage Abele’s (fig. 41).
The Ford House also features a glass partition above
built-in cabinetry dividing the living and dining
rooms (fig. 42), an element similar to the glass par-
tition between the living and dining rooms at the
Abele House (see fig. 25).53 These shared features
demonstrate the architects’ repeated exploration
of certain design elements and suggest their relative
comfort with the repetition of forms as part of
their design approach.54 In fact, in later residential
designs on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, Marcel Breuer
was happy to replicate forms—and sometimes entire
houses. This is apparent in his 1963 design for the

Wise House, which amounts to a mirrored transpo-
sition of the design for his own nearby cottage. His
1949 cottage in Wellfleet was itself one of a series
of related explorations of the so-called “long house,”
a rectangular volume hosting a linear arrangement
of spaces that progressed from most public at one
end of the house (living room) to most private
(master bedroom) at the other. The long house,
and the binuclear house (a design that fit public
and private spaces into separate but adjacent archi-
tectural volumes), became recurring typological
footprints for Breuer’s residential work in the fol-
lowing years.55 In these contexts, repetition was a
means for refining existing ideas and increasing
their popularization, even as their echoes of previ-
ous designs were not widely acknowledged.

Such specialized connoisseurship about the
Abele House’s forms should be balanced by doc-
umenting its general consumption by both its
residents and the broader public. The Abele House
was a successful and distinctive home in the eyes
of its original patron and his family. Both daugh-
ters recall the house lovingly despite their limited
time living there. Its nickname to them, and to
many in the area, included variations of “the
house of glass” and “the glass house,” and local
newspaper stories reported how the Abele House
attracted substantial attention for its progressive
“modernistic” forms.56 Neighborhood kids talked

Fig. 35. West and south elevations, Gropius House, photo
2022. (Photo, Amy D. Finstein.) Fig. 36. Marcel Breuer, southwest view, Gane’s Pavilion,

Bristol, England, 1936. (Marcel Breuer Papers, 1920–
86, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution;
photo, F. Bromhead.)

53 The Gropius House engages glass more as well, using a full-
height wall of horizontally striated glass block to divide the home
office from the dining room. This wall allows light to penetrate
both spaces and transforms movement in either room into ambig-
uous shadows.

54 An ironic postscript to this pattern of copying is that
Jeanette Abele Zeis enjoyed the semicircular banquette in her
childhood kitchen so much that she had a scaled-down version
of it built in her current home. The original banquette is visible
in the Abele House first-floor plan (fig. 15). Jeanette Abele Zeis,
interviews with author, July 19, 2021, and August 12, 2021.

55 Peter McMahon and Christine Cipriani, Cape Cod Modern:
Midcentury Architecture and Community on the Outer Cape (New York:
Metropolis Books, 2014), 184, 153–59.

56 Nanine Abele Case, interview with author, February 17,
2016; Jeanette Abele Case, interview with author, August 12, 2021.
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about the house as a kind of oddity and wanted to
come visit because it was so unusual. This noto-
riety surely helped to expose new local audiences
to modern architecture, including Dr. Watton,
who would eventually buy the house because of
its local renown. The house also served as a distinc-
tive backdrop to family activities (figs. 43–44) and
a gateway to happy childhood explorations along
the reservoir and the neighboring landscape. Both
Abele daughters remember making pies from blue-
berries picked on site, tapping maple trees for
syrup, and for the eldest daughter, Jeanette, fishing
atop her favorite rock along the water. After the
breakup of his marriage and his wife’s departure
to Florida with their children, Dr. Abele stayed in
the house for a few years before selling it—some-
thing that both daughters describe as heartbreaking

for him.57 A few years after the sale, Dr. Abele even
wrote to Gropius to request documentation of the
house. After explaining the recent changes in his
family and his current pursuit of surgical training
in West Virginia, Abele asked Gropius if he had
any photographs of the house, citing his pride in
knowing that the house had been photographed
and featured in many periodicals and books but
lamenting that he did not have copies of any.58 If
Gropius replied directly to Abele, the letter does
not survive, but given thatmany of the photographs

Fig. 37. Rendering, planned front (north) elevation, including unrealized expansion above garage, Abele House.
Ink and graphite on paper; H. 2315/1600, W. 30⅜00. (BRGA.93.41, gift of Walter Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-
Reisinger Museum; photo © President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

57 Jeanette Abele Case, interviews with author, July 19, 2021,
and August 12, 2021; Nanine Abele Case, interviews with author,
February 17, 2016, and April 4, 2021.

58 Virgil Abele to Walter Gropius, April 27, 1952. Walter Gro-
pius Papers, MS GER 208, Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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included in the present essay come from Abele’s
family, it is clear that this situation eventually re-
solved. All told, these local moments of consump-
tion show that the Abele House not only served
as a prideful milestone for its original residents,
but also operated as a means for sharing ideas
about modern architecture, artistic distinction,
and domestic ideals more broadly—regardless of
any architectural quotations or replications con-
tained within.

If the Abele House was not wholly original but
also fits within modern discourse about American
housing and illuminates design trends in Gropius’s
and Breuer’s work, how should we resolve its place

in architectural history?More than an impersonator
of other buildings, a consumer-driven pastiche, or
an incomplete project, the Abele House epitomizes
the popularization of modern architecture as a con-
sumer commodity between thewars.Modern design
tenets spread throughmedia exposure, personal ex-
perience, and personal connections, and the Abele
House’s story exemplifies the importance of those
facets in the house’s design process and subsequent
reception. It also demonstrates how Gropius and
Breuer clearly engaged certain forms and themes
in multiple locations and in varying ways. Because
of this formal repetition, and perhaps because of
the visual incongruity provoked by its unfulfilled
addition, the Abele House has been neglected in
discussions about Gropius, Breuer, and their design
legacies. Documenting how the house emerged as a
conglomeration of architectural quotations instead
of a singularly executed design theory shows the
tenuous boundary between architecture as a com-
modity to be purchased and showcased, and archi-
tecture as art. Bringing its full story to the fore
reveals the messy vitality of modern architectural
consumerism at midcentury and the varying shades
of architectural connoisseurship then and now.

Fig. 38. Living room showing fieldstone fireplace
wall and southern window wall, Breuer House. (Photo
© Ezra Stoller/Esto, www.esto.com.)

Fig. 39. Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer, Hagerty
House, Cohasset,Massachusetts, 1938–39. (BRGA.85.22,
gift of Ise Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger
Museum; photo © President and Fellows of Harvard
College.)
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Fig. 40. Living room showing fieldstone wall with fireplace and log storage, and built-in desk at left, Abele House.
( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)
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Fig. 41. Staircase, Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer,
FordHouse,Lincoln,Massachusetts,1938–39. (BRGA.91.55,
gift of Ise Gropius, Harvard Art Museums/Busch-
Reisinger Museum; photo © President and Fellows of
Harvard College.)

Fig. 42. Glass partition and built-in cabinetry separat-
ing dining and living rooms, Ford House. Photo;
H. 8⅛00, W. 101/1600. (BRGA.91.40, gift of Walter Gropius,
Harvard Art Museums/Busch-Reisinger Museum;
photo © President and Fellows of Harvard College.)

Fig. 43. Jeanette Abele and family dog Victor playing in
yard, with conservatory and master bedroom roof deck
behind at left, Abele House. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)
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Fig. 44. Abele family backyard featuring (clockwise from left) table with umbrella, hammock, slide, and swing set,
Abele House. ( Jeanette Abele Zeis.)
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