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        1. Introduction:
The Country House Revisited
      

      
        And suddenly a new and secret landscape opened before us.
      

      (Waugh, Brideshead Revisited, 39)

      
        More than the work of the great architects, I loved buildings that grew silently with the centuries, catching and keeping the best of each generation, while time curbed the artist’s pride and the Philistine’s vulgarity, and repaired the clumsiness of the dull workman. In such buildings England abounded, and in the last decade of their grandeur, Englishmen seemed for the first time to become conscious of what before was taken for granted, and to salute their achievements at the moment of their extinction.
      

      (Waugh, Brideshead Revisited, 260–1)

      The standing of the house as a literary symbol, setting, motif and subject reflects its vital role in human life. The focal point of this monograph is literary renditions of a typical English variant of this phenomenon, the country house, in twentieth and twenty-first century fiction. Both its contemporary standing and previous development are studied in the wider historical, cultural, philosophical and literary contexts. The diversity of the literary portrayals, which feature stately homes as well smaller, less ostentatious forms such as ancient converted farms, reflects the resonance of the country house in English culture. Whereas the opening of this work traces various theoretical approaches to the house in general, be it through architecture, philosophy, spatial poetics, history or literature, the following sections evolve exclusively around the country house. First, it is interpreted from the perspective of attempts at authentic dwelling in the countryside performed in two different novels, namely E. M. Forster’s Howards End (1910) and Iris Murdoch’s The Sea, The Sea (1978). Although these works herald current, post-millennial ecological anxieties, it is the following part of the book that revolves around contemporary variations on the theme, such as Sarah Waters’ The Little Stranger (2009), Alan Hollinghurst’s The Stranger’s Child (2011), and Sadie Jones’s Uninvited Guests (2012), stressing predominantly the various types of decline and transformation of the country house as well as their firm, intertextual ties with their literary predecessors.

      A number of publications and monographs concerning various aspects of country houses, predominantly their cultural, historical or artistic significance, is published every year. Nevertheless, works dealing specifically with country house fiction and the relationship between the country house and English literature are relatively scarce. No systematic theoretical study has been published since Malcom Kelsall’s 1993 contribution, The Great Good Place: The Country House and English Literature. However, both the country house and country house fiction have been discussed by prominent authors, such as Raymond Williams in his seminal work on the conception of rural and urban existence within the English tradition, The Country and the City (1973). There he marked the country house as an exclusive, temporary answer to the conundrum of human existence, the choice which needs to be made between “necessary materialism and necessary humanity” (Williams, 293–4). This dilemma tends to materialise in many ways: as the difference between the working week and the weekend, between work and leisure, or between the city and the technological processes associated with it and the countryside and its natural way of life. Despite the fact that some country houses originally were purely functional regional, feudal centres, the majority of them have offered a solution to the existential struggle between isolation and society, nature and technology, or, last but certainly not least, the country and the city. This conception elucidates the massive popularity of these places amongst the aristocracy and, later, nineteenth-century capitalists who either bought the residences from the impoverished gentry or built their own versions of stately homes.

      Moreover, this type of settlement partly echoes Williams’s insistence on the necessity of perceiving the country and the city as complementary parts, whose permanent division inflicted a wide range of negative effects on both of them. Hence, the country house, merging the advantages of both rural and urban existence, has inspired a number of imitations: from country cottages and semi-detached or detached suburban villas inspired by the aestheticism of the great country houses, to the emergence of Metroland, built on the premise of mobility and allowing an easy fusion of idealised countryside and fast-paced city centres. Despite Williams’s rather reductive description of the country house as a settlement attempting to solve the existential struggle, in all its possible permutations the country house stands out as a unique phenomenon, which has inspired, besides a wealth of literary creation, a considerable amount of all kinds of artistic endeavours over the centuries, ranging from architecture and interior and landscape design, to painting and sculpture.

      This monograph delineates the manifold results of the transformation of the conception of the country house and its twentieth and twenty-first literary representation, country house fiction. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the idealised, mythical form, which symbolised orderly relations between the aristocracy and their tenants, was replaced by an understanding of the country house that highlights its abstract meaning as the embodiment of history as well as its role in the formation of national identity. Nevertheless, the contemporary stately home is a symbol under siege, struggling to find a place in the modern world, no longer satisfied with its publicly ascribed role as pure relic from the past or imitation of a socially and economically superior lifestyle.

      In the wider social context of contemporary architectural theory introduced in the first chapter, the country house is primarily understood as a house, with all the twentieth-century implications of its necessity in human life, its integrating, centring properties, and its complex historical and cultural dimensions, as well as its treatment and position within contemporary architectural theory and practice. Seen from this perspective, the country house reflects the universal artistic and practical effort to move from residing to dwelling, understood as “existing in a human manner” (Heidegger, Poetry, 154) and therefore serves as a perfect vehicle for the analysis and interpretation of the various possible forms such an effort might take. This endeavour has inspired numerous literary portrayals but it first required the redefinition of the phenomenon of the country house. No longer restricted to stately homes and manor houses, the country house has embraced all kinds of countryside dwellings ranging from old, converted farms and cottages to sea-side villas. The country house has become the subject of detailed architectural scrutiny, practically, theoretically, popularly and literarily. In fiction, the houses are renovated, redecorated and sometimes even built, and the amount of suspicion towards modernist tendencies may only be explained with reference to the surviving vestiges of the old country house ideology which promoted orderly, hierarchical relations between the house and its surroundings, the house and its tenants, and particularly the tenants and their master. Any sign of abandonment of the remnants of this traditional approach is seen as potentially disruptive and unorderly, or even ungodly; there is no place for novelties which would mean a discontinuity with the past and the best of its heritage. Some of the descriptions of country houses, e.g. that one which McEwan presents in Atonement, even emphasise the ugliness of the Victorian houses in question, as if to echo the popular interpretation of their aesthetic as fraudulent and vulgar and to accentuate their “newness” as compared to the ancient, historical sites they often replaced. On the contrary, other works, such as Waugh’s A Handful of Dust (1934) or Hollinghurst’s The Stranger’s Child reflect the effort of some theoreticians and historians to refute such a stance and an appreciation of Victorian architecture is consequently presented as implying emotionality and sensitivity, or even traditionalism, not necessarily bad taste.

      The traditional, historical form of literary creation connected with the country house, the country house poem of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with its tendency to idealise and mythicise the relationship between the house, its master and the tenants, has influenced modern country house fiction in a number of ways. For example, there is an inclination to situate the plot in summer, a typically pastoral setting partly reviving the idyll, with its eternal days of summer, or “days of peculiar splendour” (Waugh, Brideshead Revisited, 23) to quote Evelyn Waugh, a vocal admirer of these places. The guests tend to abound in country house fiction and this may also be seen as an echo of the country house poem in which guests and visitors come to the house as if to highlight its welcoming, gracious character. What is more, both types of literary portrayals are frequently written from the perspective of a guest and the outsider perspective highlights the exclusivity of the experience of living comfortably in the countryside. The perception of guests, who know that the duration of their stay is restricted, both intensifies the experience and points to the fact that not many people are entitled to such a privilege for a longer period of time. Nevertheless, this alien observer is, notwithstanding their unbecoming origin, often a central protagonist of the plot, mirroring the historical position of a poet guest visiting his patron.

      The twentieth and twenty-first century depiction of the country house in fiction reflects shifts of social, cultural and economic paradigms. Great country houses of the past had been tied to the aristocracy, which, especially from the period after the end of the Second World War until the 1970s, lost most of its political and economic power and therefore a great deal of public hostility. No longer the subject of possible public criticism and resentment of the nature of their living arrangements, the aristocracy began to systematically exploit its possessions – many houses were sold, transformed, or opened to the public. Seeking new employment for spaces which, stripped of their original significance and function, became suddenly unsustainable and thus could only survive through a transformation into public spectacle: “Growing numbers of owners declared ‘open house’ and sought to profit from a gentle resurgence of popular interest in history of all kinds” (Mandler, 5).

      Thus, the aristocracy’s estates acquired a new role in society and became emblems of a new social and economic order, no longer serving only as idealised representations of their owners and their social class. The nature and the relative standing of country houses within English culture have transposed them into the domain of public interest. Country houses are often imagined as symbolising the country values of “old England” (Lucas, 71), which is boosted further by the booming success of various TV series such as ITV’s well-known adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited or the recent sweeping success of the idealising period drama, Downton Abbey.1 The former was broadcast for the first time in the gloomy years of economic recession in the 1980s and the latter, with its first episode airing in the autumn of 2010, once again coincided with the aftermath of an economic crisis. There is a multitude of possible explanations for their immense popularity. The first, most obvious one might be that they present a retreat from depressing reality. However, these pretty pictures of an orderly social hierarchy might also serve is as an ideological glamorising of subservience.

      In general, country houses in the original sense of “stately home” have not ceased to fascinate the public and guarantee the existence of the National Trust.2 This idealised perception may elucidate the enormous popularity of stately homes both as sights and as subjects of various artistic renditions, ranging from a multitude of fictional, as well as non-fictional accounts of its existence to TV series. Non-fiction on the subject tends to take a historiographic approach and present life in country houses in all its complexity and variety. Individual places are approached from the point of view of their architectural properties, daily routines, the collection, analysis and classification of thousands of letters produced by their inhabitants and ubiquitous guests, poems and artworks, all of which map out the range of transformations they underwent, amplifying the grandeur of their artistic inventories, and pointing to the unknown or the dark sides of their history or to the personal histories of their owners.

      The existence of the country house has been logically conditioned by its situation in the countryside. Literary production that authentically represents the countryside and does not limit it to the position of an inspiring backdrop, was rehabilitated by Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City. He was nevertheless less optimistic as far as the viability of country house fiction was concerned. He described the middle-class detective story as the only possible and plausible future for the country house novel as these places tend to gather together a heterogeneous group, as does the plot of a typical detective story. The twentieth-century country house in fiction became a backdrop, an interchangeable setting for the complicated relations of its temporary inhabitants, with the focus shifting from the house and its symbolism to the untying of the knot of entangled relations. According to Williams, this literary development led to a reduction of the country house’s importance and vitality, since it only provided a suitable space for events which had been prepared elsewhere and which would be resolved elsewhere: “It is not a sad end; it is a fitting end. The essential features were always there, and much of the history that changed them came out of them, in their original and continuing domination and alienation” (Williams, 250).3 Its role, according to Williams, was reduced, both in reality and in fiction, to a purely instrumental one, which is reflected in its transition into an indifferent setting for a public school, museum, hotel, or secret police headquarters. At the same time, their status as symbols of power or success was maintained, with the real source of their funding situated conveniently elsewhere.

      Another aspect which, from Williams’s viewpoint, affected the importance of the future role of country houses was their exclusivity. Not only is the maintenance of these places economically demanding, but their position in the countryside requires the mobility of their inhabitants. If the countryside is to retain the qualities for which it is valued, it naturally indicates the absence of a larger number of commuters. The peaceful solitude of the countryside was threatened at the beginning of the twentieth century by the ever-expanding sprawl of suburbs, which represented a solution to the universal demand for the beneficial effects of life in the countryside. From the ecological point of view, if life in the countryside is to remain peaceful and harmonious and the natural environment unspoilt, it requires a sparsity of population and is therefore mutually exclusive with it becoming the living arrangement for the masses, which adds to its exclusivity. Romantic communing with nature seems to be destined to remain highly selective in terms of the intellectual and also economic disposition of those who embrace it. All these factors are projected with growing urgency into fiction, where they provide fertile soil for the depiction, questioning, re-valuation and re-definition of the various nuances of the pastoral of the country house, the delineation of which became, particularly in the post-war period, an increasingly demanding and delicate task. Post-war social and political changes, which gradually severed the ties binding the country house to its culture-specific and class-restricted reading as an emblem of national identity, opened it to a varied, more complex and consequently multi-layered interpretation and enabled its employment as a more universal, versatile metaphor of dwelling. Therefore, the precarious nature of stately homes and the considerable widening of the definition of the country house did not lead to the ultimate decline anticipated by Williams, it actually meant that country house fiction acquired a whole new dimension, spanning a range of unexplored topics. The country house ceased to be the embodiment of an ideal, and its definition broadened considerably to include many different types of permanent or temporary dwellings as well as a variety of approaches to the phenomenon, considerably expanding the spectrum of works suitable for analysis.

      Accordingly, the chapter on E. M. Forster’s novel, Howards End, and Iris Murdoch’s novel, The Sea, The Sea, stresses the parallel focus on alternative, diminutive versions of the country house and it also provides an estimate of the actual degree of the physical, cultural and social change heralded by the alteration of the portrayal of the country house in fiction. As living in a country house typically presupposes living in the countryside, it offers the opportunity to challenge the stereotypical qualities typically associated with the rural mode of living, such as automatic communion with nature and authenticity of existence. At the same time, it elaborates on the theme of the growing subtlety involved in the exploitation of one class by another, which does not necessarily mean the strengthening of a traditional stratification.

      The next part follows Alan Hollinghurst’s subversive pastiche, The Stranger’s Child, as it accentuates the spatial and textual affinities between its literary forerunners, such as E. M. Forster or Evelyn Waugh, and contemporary examples of country house fiction of the beginning of the twenty-first century, including Sarah Waters’ The Little Stranger, or Sadie Jones’s Uninvited Guests (2012), revisiting its original seat, the stately home. Their thematic intersection is the crumbling microcosm of the house, whose attempts at dignified survival or noble decline they explore and question. Its imminent material decline and gradual slide into the impersonal spaces of hotel or school institution provide both physical metaphors of the historic state of the country house and an acutely decadent poetics of decline. The painfully striking physical distortion of the house, which stands in sharp contrast to the aspirations of its builders and owners, evokes ruminations upon the nature of time and its passing. With events revolving around the house as a dying star at the centre of the novel, alternately threatening implosion, imprisoning the tenants gravitating towards the centre, or explosion, scattering them eternally into the great unknown, leaving a treacherous void behind, the struggle to maintain a fragile equilibrium acquires the existential dimension of the perpetual human fight for authentic existence.

      

      
        1Richard Vine laments the end of Downton Abbey and the gaping hole it left in the Sunday schedule in his article “Downton Abbey Review: The Glorious Fantasy of Britain Comes to an End” published in The Guardian on 26 December 2015. Besides praising the outstanding performances of some of the actors, he draws attention to the nature of the prevailing social contentment of the protagonists, who perform their duties without ever questioning their positions in the hierarchy.

        2In order to further promote local tourism in England, the year 2016 was named the “Year of the English Garden”. Promoted by the Visit England website, it features guided visits of famous gardens on the occasion of the 300-year anniversary of Capability Brown, a famous garden and landscape designer, known as “the Shakespeare of the gardening world”.

        3This persuasion concerning the concentration of decisive social powers, although only temporary, is echoed by Stevens, the embodiment of the perfect butler and the unreliable narrator of Kazuo Ishiguro’s 1989 novel, The Remains of the Day: “… although we did not see a great deal of the country in the sense of touring the countryside and visiting picturesque sites, we did actually ‘see’ more of England than most, placed as we were in houses where the greatest ladies and gentlemen of the land gathered” (Ishiguro, 4).

      

    
  

 2. (Country) House since 1900

2.1Building, Writing, Thinking

Architecture will no longer be the social, the collective, the dominant art. The great poem, the great building, the great work of mankind will no longer be built, it will be printed.

(Victor Hugo, qtd. in Unpacking my Library: Architects and Their Books)

The role houses assume in literature is patterned on their role in the lives of humans. From the point of view of human existence, a house embodies an archetype. Its vitality is projected into the depth and width of the spectrum of its influences. The study of the house stipulates the need for an interdisciplinary approach in order to embrace its complex role in human life. Despite the number of possible perspectives of study this phenomenon enables, three have been determined as pivotal: architectural, philosophical and, naturally, literary. The twentieth century has acknowledged and accentuated the interconnectedness of these three disciplines, especially owing to the works of Martin Heidegger and Gaston Bachelard. The emphasis which philosophy, architecture and literature put on the dependence and mutual conditioning of houses and humans reflect the essentiality of this connection. The current practice can be seen as further developing their gradual merging. Contemporary architecture is preoccupied with a semantic approach to buildings, which are read and interpreted as signs. The growing level of abstraction and involvement of semantics in architecture imply its linguistic turn. At the same time, the frequency of employment of building terms in literature indicates its architectural turn.

The literary perspective generally mirrors respect for houses and their role in human life. Given its flexibility, it endows the fictional houses with a spectacular array of qualities and interpretations. Despite their variety, some of the properties might be designated as predominant. First and foremost quality of the house, given its place and importance in human life, is the ability to integrate. Gaston Bachelard, a French philosopher and literary critic, the author of the seminal study of intimate spaces as they are reflected in and by literature, The Poetics of Space (1958), highlights the integrating properties of a house: “in the life of a man, the house thrusts aside contingencies, its councils of continuity are unceasing. Without it, man would be a dispersed being” (Bachelard, 7). Apart from that, the house shelters and, to a certain extent, even conditions existence, producing a body of images which provide human life with the notion of stability, as it is a “human being’s first world” (Bachelard, 7).

Bachelard’s emphasis on the binding properties of the house, of the vital importance of the spaces which allow for daydreaming, such as nooks or corners, and his insistence on the metaphysical dimension of a house, which represents a microcosm of the world, is echoed in several essential texts by the German philosopher, Martin Heidegger. He, via the example of the Black Forrest Farm, introduced another principal function of houses as having the ability to preserve “the fourfold, to save the earth, to receive the sky, to await divinities, to escort mortals – this fourfold preserving is the simple nature, the “presencing”, of dwelling. In this way, then, do genuine buildings give form to dwelling in its presence and the house this presence” (Heidegger, Poetry, 156). It is the house which allows for dwelling, both in the practical and existential sense. This fundamental role of the house in the lives of humans is in both cases tightly connected with literary production. From Bachelard’s perspective, houses and their recollection allow for daydreaming. Heidegger insists on the poetic nature of measure-taking, building and dwelling, since: “[p]oetry is what first brings man onto the earth, making him belong to it, and thus brings him into dwelling” (Heidegger, Poetry, 216). Both approaches resonate with highly distinctive yet similar themes. Houses, or buildings, are seen as distinctive “letting dwells”, conditioning and conditioned by human existence: “A house without people has no dimensions. An enclosed space, a box” (Mawer, Glass Room, 308); “A house that has been experienced is not an inert box. Inhabited space transcends geometrical space” (Bachelard, 47). The involvement of humans in all the processes and the absolute dependence of houses on their treatment and perception by humans are specified by highly influential and distinctive theoretical perspectives which strengthen the ties between the abstract, the poetic and the material, and determine the direction of contemporary architectural thinking.

As Adam Sharr points out in his interpretation of Heidegger’s texts from an architectural point of view, few philosophers have spoken or written exclusively for an audience of architects. In Heidegger’s case, the most marked occasion was the lecture “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” he gave on the occasion of Darmstädter Gespräch, a conference focused on the theme of “Man and Space,” which was held in Darmstadt in August 1951. Besides the text of the lecture, there are others, which he wrote on the subject and which further accentuate its meaning, the 1950 essay “The Thing” and 1951 “… Poetically, Man dwells…” They are essential both from the perspective of the interpretation of Heidegger’s conception of architecture and their influence on contemporary architectural theory and practice.4 Sharr considers these texts, although they are the least quoted ones amongst philosophers, to be the most architectural of his writings, stressing the importance of immediate experience. With translations into a number of languages and continual reissues, these works have influenced, if not shaped, much of the architectural theory and practice in the second half of the twentieth century. At this point, however, Sharr stresses the degree of controversy surrounding the philosopher. Heidegger was a member of the Nazi party and his naming as a rector of Freiburg University in 1933 coincided with the rise of the fascists to power. Despite his resignation from that post the following year, his romanticising approach to the rural and his resolute rejection of technology before, during and after Nazism, made him and his thoughts “skat[e] dangerously close to fascist rhetoric of ‘blood and soil’” (Sharr, Heidegger for Architects, 2). Nevertheless, Heidegger’s influence on Western architecture remains an irrefutable fact. Sharr metaphorically compares the impact to an infection. The effect of a mild infection might be irritation, with the possibility of both positive and negative outcomes. Generations of architects and architectural thinkers, such as Steven Holl, Juhani Pallasmaa, Peter Zumthor, Alvar Aalto, or Dalibor Vesely, Rowan Moore and Karsten Harries, have projected Heidegger’s ideas in their works, more or less prominently. Directly or indirectly, they have been forced to ponder human experience and environment from a different, humanist and immediate perspective. These echoes might be considered beneficial. However, the radical, unconditional application of his conception is analogous to a serious infection with its disastrous results. Both Heidegger’s converts and his critics insist on the importance of considering context for the correct interpretation of his works. In particular, claims which state that his theories the only legitimate model of the world and deny the possibility of existence of others, should be ultimately resisted. Furthermore, the notion of the soil of place dangerously borders on illiberal politics, with the possibility of racism. According to Sharr, “[w]here Heidegger’s romantic provincialism is absorbed uncritically, it can allow right-wing ideologies to flourish. Redneck Heideggerian infections must be challenged” (Sharr, Heidegger for Architects, 114).

The context of Heidegger’s thoughts concerning architecture elucidates both their popularity and persistence and prevents their reduction into a set of primitive, treacherous dicta. At the time of their formulation, post-war Europe relied with growing urgency on the technocratic outcomes of technological progress and economic conceptions. Heidegger refuted these dehumanising tendencies by emphasising the immediate human experience and the universal vitality of human perception. Humans tend to model their perception of the world, and their emotional response to it, according to their first experience of inhabitation. According to Heidegger, it is only later, that the experience is classified and quantified according to the rationalist concepts of economics and technology. The essential role of the architect in the development of human experience relies on designing spaces which adequately fill their important part in this process. Philosophy, according to Heidegger, should acknowledge the role of a building in the developmental process of humans. A building is therefore capable to reveal how its builders and/or its inhabitants conceived the space and measured their place in the world. Building could be understood as reflecting the ethos of both builder and dweller. Architecture, in its purest and most beneficial form, could be viewed as helping to navigate people, or pointing them directly, towards their centre in the world. Heidegger noticed the ability of traditional, historical buildings to provide people with places from which they may question and grow. He therefore stressed the necessity of lessening the influence of technology on building and returning to its fundamental conception.

The major task of an architect, a builder, and subsequently an inhabitant is to elevate the activities above mere construction and residing. His mission, similarly to a philosopher’s, is to reintegrate building with dwelling. This tendency equalised the status of vernacular architecture with aestheticized, expert, official architecture and insisted that the produced space harmonize with the nature of its inhabitation and its typical manifestations. Architecture has thus been taken from the pedestal of untouchable perfection and become more than a formalist quest for perfection of proportions, colours and materials. Instead it is more identified with the everyday activities performed in the spaces. A building, as Heidegger illustrates with the example of a bridge, whose usage and function dictate its aestheticism and its position of human life, “shouldn’t be understood just as an object to be admired or the product of a construction management process. Rather, it is primarily part of an ongoing human experience of building and dwelling” (Sharr, Heidegger for Architects, 46). Heidegger’s insistence on the morality of architecture and the vital importance of human presence, experience, perception and inhabitation recur in different variations and decisively shape contemporary architectural practice. Sharr adds mysticism, nostalgia and the tendency to stress the limits of science and technology as further qualities of Heideggerian rhetoric. This, consequently, celebrates provincials, who are reductively glorified as romantic incarnations of individuals who are able to commune with nature, past, their ancestors as well as being able to interconnect their bodies and minds. The perilous potential of such a frame of mind can be successfully reduced by consistent critical assessment and by interpreting it within the context of its creation.

The mutual conditioning of houses and humans is reflected in numerous contemporary works of architectural theory, which tirelessly elaborate on the ideas of the two great crusaders of the metaphysical character of houses, Heidegger and Bachelard. Karsten Harries is the most influential contemporary theoretician of architecture. He founds his 1997 opus magnum, The Ethical Function of Architecture, on the affirmation or redefinition of Heidegger’s premises.5 Harries insists that architecture’s major function should not be purely aesthetic, but ethical, stemming from the humanist preoccupation which replaces general disorder and formal chaos. In his work, Harries employs the Biblical metaphor of the Fall of Man, which he infuses with a Promethean reading suggesting its Romantic interpretation and conceives it as a possible optimistic start:

I would like to suggest that such a leave-taking from God for the sake of a genuinely human community is the foundation of any genuinely human dwelling. It is this leave-taking, this fall, this expulsion into insecurity and uncertainty that alone lets us develop into responsible individuals. Every human being has to repeat it for him – or herself. But human beings are not self-sufficient: having lost their place in paradise, they have to find their place in a genuinely human order; they have to know and join themselves to one another (Harries, 365).

An ethical conception of architecture therefore presupposes a tight connection between building, dwelling and community. Another influential architectural critic, Rowan Moore, in his study of human emotions and desires projected into buildings, Why We Built (2012), labels buildings as perpetually incomplete, “completed only by the lives for which they are setting. From this paradox comes much of the fascination and misunderstanding of architecture” (Moore, 91). Alain De Botton is a practical thinker and a great promoter of the practical implications of philosophy, which makes him an object of constant ridicule from the side of experts and great admiration from the side of the mass reading public. He develops his by far most successful work, The Architecture of Happiness (2006), on the premise that: “As we write, so we build: to keep a record of what matters to us” (De Botton, 123). Both Christopher Day and David Holl are practicing architects, the first being the author of Spirit&Place (2002), the latter of Parallax (2000), who accentuate an ecological approach to building, respecting the natural structures and cycles. Both insist on purely human dimensioning where man is the principal, fundamental measure of architectural works, as far as the size, character, quality and functioning are concerned.

The house is an entity endowed with an undisputable degree of integrating properties in terms of the dynamics of dichotomies it creates, such as the inside and the outside, the upstairs and the downstairs (or “the attic” and “the cellar” in Bachelard’s terminology), the masculine and the feminine, the past and the future, the material and thought, the mind and matter, the microcosm and the macrocosm. Yet, its power of integration does not cease there, but extends even to the realm of possible approaches to the phenomenon of the house, both as a physical object and a literary representation. The interdisciplinary nature of studies of the house in literature involves historical, social, cultural, gender, architectural, psychological, and philosophical perspectives, with all these frequently layered, interconnected and multiplied.

Karsten Harries juxtaposes the spatial and temporal properties by claiming that “… just as buildings establish regions, wrestling place from space, so they establish temporal situations, placing the individual in time – but not just in time, but in a communally shared time, in history” (Harries, 264). This ability to integrate social, cultural and technological history within the space of a house inspired another popularising historian of the everyday, Bill Bryson, to dedicate the volume he entitled At Home: A Short History of Private Life (2010), which dissected the intimate space of the house he inhabits, an old Church of England rectory situated in Norfolk, to the colourful and enjoyable tracing of the roots of individual spaces and their furnishings. The private and the public, the contemporary and the historical, the artistic and the everyday thus meet, intersect and coexist in a joyful union. Bryson’s experiment proves this while providing a vast audience with a pleasantly entertaining reading experience of easily digestible historical data: “Houses are amazingly complex repositories. … So the history of household life isn’t just a history of beds and sofas and kitchen stoves, as I had vaguely supposed it would be, but of scurvy and guano and the Eiffel Tower and bedbugs and body-snatching and just about everything else that has ever happened. Houses aren’t refuges from history. They are where history ends up” (Bryson, 22).

The integrative potential of the house extends well beyond the ability to interconnect social and individual history. Its integrative nature of an enormously powerful archetype binds the past, present and future together: “This house, as I see it, is a sort of airy structure that moves about on the breath of time. It really is open to the wind of another time” (Bachelard, 54). What also needs to be acknowledged is the tight connection between language, dwelling and literature, where one phenomenon presupposes the presence and existence of the other. According to Martin Heidegger, “[l]anguage is the house of Being. In its home man dwells. Those who think and those who create with words are the guardians of this home” (Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism”, Basic Writings, 147). Exactly this type of universality and general applicability, as well as the archetypal nature of the house and its enormous integrating force, which implies, inspires and invites a rich, multi-layered interdisciplinary interpretation, are all factors which have contributed to the transformation of the house, both as a physical presence and as a versatile literary symbol, setting, subject, or motif, into a popular field of scrutiny. As Francesca Saggini and Anna Enrichetta Soccio, the editors of the wide-ranging monograph, The House of Fiction as the House of Life: Representations of the House from Richardson to Woolf (2012), claim in the preface, entitled “The Paper Houses of English Literature”:

In more recent years, the interest for the house has grown irresistibly, to the point that in many ways houses seem to be situated at the very core of the creative, artistic and cultural domains of contemporaneity. Their presence sprawls across the media, from magazines to TV programmes, and across the globe, possibly because as repositories of the human, houses have a long-standing and profound connection not only with human beings but, at a deeper level, with the ways of representing — imagining, ostending, articulating — man’s world, across its declinations of gender, class, and race. (Saginni, 2)

A house, a fundamental type of building and architectural archetype, endowed with a powerful, universal symbolic meaning, is often compared and contrasted with the utmost form of human expression – language. Approaches to these two types of man-made structures, one material and the other abstract, vary, with some authors highlighting the difference between the two: “A building is not a sentence, which in principle has the ability to match and express closely. It is not linear, like language. Compared to the fluidity of words, a building is atrociously clumsy, but it can be lived and inhabited as books cannot be” (Moore, 91–2). Nevertheless, contemporary architectural theory and, quite surprisingly, even architectural practice have witnessed a steep rise in abstraction permeating through a field which has been traditionally associated with materiality. This upsurge in abstraction has been facilitated by the penetration of high-tech technologies involving virtual models and calculations into the design process. It also enabled the rise and fame of such architectural conceptions as Poststructuralism and Deconstructivism infused Free-form architecture, thereby almost entirely replacing the process of model making and any physical connection of architects with the body of their work.

The loosening, if not complete severing, of the ties of physical connection between the architect and the building is implicated in the same process of disintegrating relations between inhabitants and their houses, cities, even countries. The relation to place and space is thus severely damaged and endangered leading to what is referred to as the contemporary crisis of dwelling, which has been labelled and amplified by the group of previously mentioned architects and theoreticians. Another aspect which contributes to this development, which contemporary architects and theoreticians, such as Juhani Pallasmaa, the author of the monograph The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (2012), warn against, is a loss of tactile properties and the complete rejection of the material dimension of architecture triggered by computer design:

Computer imaging tends to flatten our magnificent, multi-sensory, simultaneous and synchronic capacities of imagination by turning the design process into a passive visual manipulation, a retinal journey. The computer creates a distance between the maker and the object, whereas drawing by hand as well as working with models put the designer in a haptic contact with the object, or space. In our imagination, the object is simultaneously held in the hand and inside the head, and the imagined and projected physical image is modelled by our embodied imagination. (Pallasmaa, 13)

Urs Peter Flueckiger, a practising architect and a teacher at Texas Tech University, whose monograph, How Much House? Thoreau, Le Corbusier and the Sustainable Cabin (2016), explores three minimal housing solutions and their design approaches: Thoreau’s house at Walden Pond, Massatchusets, Le Corbusier’s le Cabanon in Roquebrune-Cap-Martin, France and Texas Tech’s Sustainable Cabin on the High Plains of West Texas, inspired by the two previous designs and executed with the help of students themselves. He echoes Pallasmaa’s concern and stresses the vitality of this hands-on experience, which makes the students embrace a more haptic nature of architecture and perceive it as less abstract and more real. According to him, both professional and academic architectural studios have changed because of the implementation of the computerized design process. To use a pen or pencil sketch on paper is no longer necessary and its employment is restricted to the conceptual stage. The experiment described in his monograph clearly proves that students long for a tactile experience and should definitely be exposed to the difficulties which arise from the resistance of a material and the amount of labour necessary for elementary construction work. This is so that: “when they interact on the building site with contractors and workers, give them a closer understanding of what their side of métier is. In the end that will lead to a greater understanding of the whole design/build process which will then make a better architectural creation altogether” (Flueckiger, 84).
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