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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Jote Derby House is an American Modernistic house with orna­ 
mentation of Mayan inspiration. The house is of a unique pre-cast 
concrete and knit block construction. Most of the exterior is 
covered with stucco.

The house is basically a four story mass (25* on each side) arising 
out of a long rectangular mass (73* x 21'), both of which are anchored 
to the base of a decomposed granite hillside. The top two stories 
of the tower-like mass are perpendicularly intersected by another 
mass (23* X 27'). The roofs of the long rectangular mass are garden 
decks.

There are two main entries to the houses one being up a flight of 
exterior stairs shielded by pierced block screens into a two story 
living room focusing on a walk-in fireplace with wrought iron gates 
and original andirons. Over this, running diagonally across the 
room is a balcony/library. On this level is the rectangular master 
bedroom two stories in height with a studio loft over a portion of 
it. The three pairs of vertically stacked window/doors here are 
separated by block pillars and open to a roof deck. The master 
bath on this level has the original tile, tub and sink.

The other entry through the garden leads to a six-sided dining room 
also focusing on a fireplace with a hood of decorative block extending 
to the ceiling. A window wall of pierced block is opposite. Off 
this room on one side is the children's bedroom wing and on the 
other, the service wing.

There are twenty-two exterior doors also serving as windows; many 
have an overlay of wrought iron screens whose design was inspired 
by the Yucca plant. The main entry doors are bordered by leaded 
glass as are the living room doors which open to balconies facing 
east and south. The latter are protected by pierced block sunscreens 
which start at midpoint and rise to the roofline.

All the lighting fixtures, some inspired by an American Indian design, 
are extant as is the original icebox. The house is basically un­ 
altered from the original.

Also on the property is an original pireced block bridge and a 
storage shed built of lath on a rock and stone foundation. There 
are numerous rock retaining walls, stone steps and rock terraced 
slopes, concrete and stone paths, benches and barbeque. Scattered 
on the property are many California Live Oak and Eucalyptus trees 
as well as some tall Pittosporum shrubs.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

•rne following was written by Esther Mcdoy, author, architectural 
historian and correspondent for Progressive Architecture. The 
quotations are taken from a letter by Alson Clark, librarian of the 
Architecture and Fine Arts Library of the University of Southern 
California and have been added to Mrs. McCoy's material.

The Derby House built in 1926 is one of six houses designed by Lloyd 
Wright or his father, Frank Lloyd Wright, in a system called Knit- 
Block. Concrete blocks were cast in a mold of an abstract design 
drawn from nature, the design either embossed or pierced; the blocks 
were knitted together with steel rods, "...the first house using 
reinforced concrete blocks was built by Lloyd Wright, and the senior 
Wright acknowledged the fact that the idea came from his son." The 
material and system was judged by the Wrights to**sui table for a semi- 
arid climate - essentially a mud form pierced and opened up for light. 
The textured concrete block period lasted less than ten years with 
the Wrights.

The sunscreens were used by Wright in this house "at least four years 
before Le Corbusier proposed them for buildings in Algiers, and thirty 
years before Edward D. Stone popularized them ..." The library/balcony 
which runs diagonally across the living room "is undoubtedly the 
prototype for the living rooms in Frank Lloyd Wright's famous unbuilt 
'Saint Mark's Tower' project in New York three years later."

Lloyd Wright 1 s houses differ from his father's in several respects; 
one, the concentration of ornament rather than an overall texture; 
two, Lloyd used ornament as counterpoint to large areas of plain walls. 
The extensive use of planar surfaces in Lloyd's work shows the in­ 
fluence of Irving Gill, in whose San Diego office he worked as a 
draftsman as a youhoman. (Gill's houses were undecorated cubes.)

t/

• Lloyd's skill in creating dramatic (often theatrical) spaces and 
forms is a contribution too little recognized. Lloyd's houses are 
unique in the grandeur of their scale, (even for a structure of 
limited siz,e); they are self-contained in their scale, seldom es­ 
tablishing a benchmark from which they can be measured but instead 
simply being objects in space. Some of this scaleless tendency may 
come from the German Expressionists, but Lloyd's interest in the
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theater gives to his houses a certain kinship with the stage or 
movie set. Lloyd was one of the few who could combine a livable 
plan with high drama.

The general scheme of Lloyd's outdoor spaces reflects his years 
in the office of landscape architects and landplanners, Olmsted 
and Olmsted; he worked with them on plans for Balboa Park, Palos 
Verdes and the City of Torrance. The siting of the house on the 
decomposed granite soil, the layout of the gardens show a debt 
to the Olmsteds.

The Derby House "is one of the landmarks of modern architecture 
in Southern California."
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