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Domestic Environments

1968-1977

by Michelangelo Sabatino

Between Protest and Poetry

John Zemanek, Residence
at 1723 Colquitt, 1968.

uring the 1960s and "70s a number of experimental, subversive domestic environ-
ments that conflated protest with poetic responses to the political and social
upheavals of the Age of Aquarius were constructed by architects, builders, and

entrepreneurs in Houston. Although these sites spoke different architectural languages,
they shared a countercultural desire to experiment and defy convention.

The architect John Zemanek designed his

house in Montrose (1968, fig. 1) by embracing an
aesthetic of modesty, materialized in his skillful
deployment of untreated wood and cement
board panels. Joe Mashburn, Jerry Lunow,

and Charles Keith, while working for Charles
Tapley, adopted an anti-architecture mobile
stance for their award-winning project “Take Me
to the Mountain” (1970, fig. 2) that proposed a
flexible dwelling for their client, Camille Waters,
involving a Volkswagen van on a site in the
Texas Hill Country. The architect Eugene Aubry
championed the hybrid with his Roy Avenue
Townhouses (S. I. Morris & Associates, 1974, fig.
3) in Houston’s West End, where he appropriated
corrugated, galvanized sheet iron siding from the
neighborhood’s industrial vernacular buildings
to create a loft-like domestic environment,
somewhere between gallery and workshop. In
the suburban neighborhood of Southampton near
Rice University, architect Barry Moore grafted

a zome (Steve Baer’s version of Buckminster

Fuller’s geodesic dome) onto the back alley garage
he designed for the brothers Albert and Tim
Mabher {fig. 4). Hippie builder Jon Patrick Lewis
and his wife, Cheryl, relied on Fuller’s formulas
to economically build a quirky geodesic dome

in the fields southeast of Houston (1977, fig. 5).
During the same years, John Milkovisch, a retired
upholsterer for the Southern Pacific Railway,
transformed an ordinary working-class bungalow
of the 1920s with a flattened-beer-can patchwork
(1974, fig. 6).

Whether single-family houses or additions and
alterations to extant buildings, and whether anti-
establishment or environmentalist in approach,
these initiatives were premised on a rejection
of the mainstream modernist fixation on “good
design.” Working against the grain of large-
scale commercial and institutional projects as the
Astrodome (1965), NASA’s Manned Spacecraft
Center (now the Johnson Space Center) (1964),
and the Galleria (1969-71), these small, subtle

domestic environments found a receptive

constituency, marking Houston as a center of
counterculture activity. Relatively low real estate
prices helped, as did an environment characterized
by the coexistence of high and low cultures in
close proximity to each other, a juxtaposition
made possible by Houston’s opportunistic
embrace of “de-regulation” (i.e. no zoning) and
only occasionally countered by government
sponsored large-scale initiatives and neighborhood
“covenants” that establish limited forms of control
over development.

An Architecture of Modesty

During the late 1960s and *70s, it was not
uncommon for architects to romanticize the
primitive ingenuity of vernacular builders in
reaction to positivist visions of a future that had
surrendered to science and space travel, a world
in thrall to “progress.” Architecture schools, led
by Yale, developed design-build practicums aimed
at breaking down the barriers between studio
education and the realities of the construction
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