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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Built in 1907-09, the Avery Coonley House is a large, long, low, 
U-shaped, two-story suburban "prairie house" of frame and stucco 
construction. Asymmetrical in its irregular U-shaped plan and 
comprised of square blocks subtly arranged and also subdivided into 
smaller well-defined space blocks, the complex house thus presents 
a series of continually changing facades on every elevation. The 
house stands on a flat concrete base and the entire ground floor, with 
the exception of one large centrally located children's playroom, 
serves as a large raised basement for what is essentially a one-level 
dwelling. All other principal rooms of the house are located on the 
second floor and from their elevated position look out over lawns and 
gardens. The roofs of the house are of gentle slope and broadly 
extend beyond the walls so as to shade the second-floor casement 
windows, which are arranged in long rows.

Of low elevation, with strongly defined horizontal lines, the 
Coonley House fuses harmoniously with its setting, and its great 
length, bent like the letter U and intricately jointed, is given 
further variety by the articulation of its wall surfaces and by the 
extensive use of Wrightian ornamentation. The treatment of the 
exterior walls produces a banded effect: the first story is coated with 
a fine sand plaster or stucco of creamy tan shade and the upper story 
is faced with a deep frieze of bronze colored, gold and orange 
tilework pressed into the stucco and arranged in carefully designed 
geometric patterns. This frieze enhances the shadow effect of the wide 
overhanging eaves, and with the low roof, serves to emphasize the o 
horizontal lines of the house. The terra cotta covering of the roofs 
is a russet shade and the wood trim is stained brown.

o
The length of the central block of the U is projected at each

end by a pavilion, the small southwestern one contains the dining 
room and the southeastern one is extended to form a cruciform wing 
that contains the master bedroom. The dining room, the master bedroom, 
and the living room, which is located near the southwest corner, have 
broad, low, massive central chimnies and fireplaces. The interior of 
the house is "zoned" according to use within the confines of its 
U-shaped form. The living room, dining room, and service quarters {in 
a wing to the rear of the living room) occupied the western half of the 
U (this now forms the residence at 261 Bloomingbank Road); the bedrooms 
and guest rooms occupied the eastern half (the section now making up 
the residence at 300 Scottswood Road). The central (south) bar of 
the U is divided in its functions between rooms used in common by the 
family and the sleeping quarters, in order to provide both sections of 
the bar with a south or garden view. The main or reflecting pool 
elevation (the block containing the living room), which appears to be 
the exact center of the composition, is actually placed off-center to 
the west. The west service wing and east bedroom-guest-room wing, the 
secondary blocks and legs of the U-plan, are both pierced at the first 
story level by a driveway; the resulting isolation of northern first- 
story rooms in these two wings, confirms the relative unimportance of 
the part they played in the functioning of the house.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Avery Coonley House, erected in 1907-09, is an enlarged 
version of a "prairie house" built on a magnificent scale and on a 
very ample suburban lot; it is a culminating masterpiece of Frank 
Lloyd Wright's early and fertile period, 1900-1913. The Coonley 
House, together with the Robie House ( a brick "prairie house" 
adapted to a city-sized lot), summarize Wright's principles of 
domestic architecture to that date. In Wright's own opinion, the 
Coonley House was "the most successful of my houses from my stand­ 
point ."

In the design of this large U-shaped two-story residence 
Wright had his greatest opportunity to illustrate his concepts of 
the centrifugal plan and the raised basement. The Coonley House's 
low strong horizontal lines, low-pitched overhanging roofs to shade 
windows and balconies, broad central chimneys and fireplaces, free- 
flowing interior spaces, the combination of windows in continuous 
strips, the use of outswinging casement windows to associate the 
interior with the outdoors, the use of continuous inside-to-outside 
walls to join the house to its garden, and the harmonious blending 
of the structure with the site, forecast the major trends in house 
design during the following 60 years.

The Coonley House has been divided into two separate residences. 
Despite this change, the exterior of the building has retained its 
original character very well and the interior alterations in the 
major rooms have been few and tastefully done.

History

In 1906 Mr. and Mrs. Avery Coonley acquired a large lot in 
Riverside for the purpose of building a residence. After a careful 
study of other houses in the area designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, 
they went to the architect at his Oak Park workshop and commissioned 
him to design their home. Mrs. Coonley informed Wright that they 
saw in his houses "the countenances of principle." The architect 
wrote later: "This was to me a great and sincere compliment. So, I 
put the best of me into the Coonley house. I feel now, looking back 
upon it, that the building was the best I could do them in the way of 
a house."
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7. Description Continued page 1

Inside, near the southwest corner, twin staircases (one of which 
has been removed), lead up from the first-story to the long and narrow 
second-floor hall with a sloping ceiling of leaded glass skylights, 
lighted from within at night, that runs along the entire length of the 
north side of central bar, connecting with the dining room at the west 
end, the bedrooms to the east, and with the living room to the south. 
The living room, which is located in a large block that projects to the 
south, is of great size and of remarkable beauty. Its broad, low, 
sloping ceiling creates a tent-like atmosphere of lightness in the room 
Wright's theory of organic ornamentation is superbly demonstrated in 
this ceiling, with its brown stained wooden strip pattern forming an 
abstraction of the structural framing and incorporating an integral 
lighting system.

The north wall of the living room is comprised of the brickwork 
of the enormous fireplace. The upper half of the wall, on either side 
of the wide fireplace, was originally decorated by a painted frieze of 
a birch forest, since covered over. The other three walls of the room 
create an open, screen-like impression and are made up of large casement 
windows, that are set with leaded glass arranged in geometrical 
patterns. The windows are grouped in pairs, extending from the low 
ceiling about two-thirds of the distance to the floor, and opening out 
on the garden. The south (pool side) wall of the room has been 
altered by the insertion of three French doors leading out to a small 
balcony in the space originally occupied by three sets of casement 
windows. The original leaded glass from the windows, however, has been 
re-utilized in the doors, so that the existing effect is much as in the 
original design.

The chief rooms are large, flow easily from one into another, and 
provide long interior vistas. The harmony of the shape and texture of 
the interior is due to the fact that all of the furnishings and fitting 
were designed by the architect. Nearly all of the original furniture, 
however, has been removed from the house. The interior color scheme, 
which is still largely intact, is autumnal: natural oak, brown, tan, 
and gold shades. As on the exterior, the color scheme is utilized to 
emphasize sharp lineal definitions of breaks of planes and geometrical 
patterns.

Around I960 the Coonley House was divided into two separate 
residences by closing off the halls connecting the east and west halves 
of the central bar of the U. Except for the insertion of the three 
French doors and the addition of the small balcony to the south 
elevation of the living room block, there have been no other changes 
made to alter the original exterior appearance or design of the house.
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7. Description Continued page 2

North and south of the house modern dwellings have been built on the 
land that once formed its extensive lawns and gardens, but there is 
still enough open space between them so that the newer structures do 
not intrude heavily upon the Coonley House, Of the chief rooms in the 
house, the dining room is unaltered and the living room has been 
slightly altered, as noted above. Of the two original main staircases, 
the east one in the central bar of the U has been removed to create a 
new room on the second floor. Other rooms, such as bedrooms and former 
servants' quarters, have been readapted for the use of two separate 
residences, but this has been accomplished without making structural 
changes.

Both portions of the Coonley House are in good condition and are 
utilized as private residences; neither section of the house is open to 
visitors.
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8. Significance Continued page 1

Wright completed his designs in 1907 and construction began in 1908. 
All of the furniture and fittings of the house were also custom-made 
to Wright f s designs. Because of the size and furnishings, the Coonley 
House was long in construction, but it was practically completed before 
Wright left Oak Park in 1909.

Around 1960 the large Coonley house and garden lot was subdivided 
into four separate properties under separate ownership: the stables and 
garage, the gardener's cottage, and the Coonley residence itself was 
divided into two separate dwellings. The Coonley House still functions 
as two separate residences and is not open to visitors.
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