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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Herbert F. Johnson house is built across a shallow ravine on a
gently rolling site. The lower levels are constructed of smooth-faced,
red brick and follow the site's contours. This is sharply contrasted by
the strongly horizontal upper level which is faced with lapped cedar siding.
The horizontality is stressed further by a number of projecting balconies
which shadow the lower levels so the house appears to hover over the earth
kept in place only by the hipped, red-tile roof.

The plan is in the shape of a four-armed pinwheel radiating from a
three~story octagonal hub. At the center is a massive stone fireplace.
Flowing around it are the entrance hall, living room, dining room, and
library areas separated by changes of level, low screems, and built-in
furniture pieces. The interior walls are of the same brick as used in
the exterior, and the space is 1lit by a series of clerestory windows
and hidden lighting fixtures. Alongside the fireplace is a spiral stair-
case leading to a small observatory tower. Each of the four wings is
"zoned" for a particular function. One wing contains the master bedrooms;
the second, children's bedrooms and playroom; the third, services; and
the fourth contains guest rooms and garages. All the rooms are linked by
an in~house telephone system. The floors, as in the Usonian houses of
the same period, are concrete slabs containing heating pipes. The building
is now used as the headquarters for the Johnson Foundation, and the garages
have been converted into offices.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Frank Lloyd Wright called the Herbert F. Johnson house "The last
of the Prairie houses,'" and at the time it was built he called it his best
designed house. It blends a number of elements characteristic of some
of Wright's later work with the established forms of the great Prairie
houses. The plans of the early Prairie houses were deyeloped from the
intersection of planes at 30°, 60°, and 90° angles. The pinwheel plan of
the Johnson house is a development of the plan of the 1907 Coonley house
in Riverside, Illinois, and is composed of angular elements. However,
the transitjyns, befween spaces in the octagonal core are assisted by
curvilinear forms reminiscent of those employed in the 1936 Johnson Wax
Administration Building. The exterior form of the Johnson house is typical
of the Prairie houses, but the facing of brick and lapped siding is not
common in those early works.

The Johnson house is an excellent example of Wright's ability to
create a house that compliments and is completed by a site that might
otherwise be considered rather uninteresting. The house accentuates the
site's gentle hill and gully. In his autobiography (page 476) Wright
expressed pride in the way the house improved the site.

Herbert F. Johnson had first commissioned Wright to design the
Johnson Wax Administration Building in Racine. He had recently married,
and the house was to have been the residence for his young family. His
wife died before the house was finished, however, and Johnson inhabited
it for only a few years. An extensive farm unit had been planned on
the property, but it was never built.

Wingspread is perhaps the most important educational and cultural con-
ference center in the Middle West.
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