CONDE NAST

JouseSGarden

JANUARY 1997 U.S. $2.95%

Pleasure Principle
| How to Make a Joyful Room

Wild and Weedy Bouquets
58 Great Doorknobs

" 5







Thinglessness

EVERY TIME I SEE the spare, uncluttered lines of a minimalist’s home,
I swoon. Suddenly I'm in a reverie of a life unfettered by possessions, of
rooms in which the eye is engaged not by the arrangement on a table but
by volumes of space that inspire the contemplation of infinity—or at
least world peace. When a minimalist bares his soul, as does the London-
based architect John Pawson in his new book, Mznzmum, I'm startled to
learn that even the soul must be de minimis, because that is a morally
advanced state “implying selflessness and unworldliness.” Minimalism,

Pawson explains to his readers, offers “a sense of liberation,
a chance to be in touch with the essence of existence, rather
than distracted by the trivial.”

I've often wondered if I would have the moral stamina to
sustain the thinglessness of the minimalist— that is, if I could
even approach such a condition. So I was pleased recently to
learn of the opening of a hotel in London modeled so entirely
on the rooms of Pawson’s own house that I thought (mistak-
enly) he was its architect. (It is odd to find the latest form of
minimalism emerging from England, home to the sort of dec-
orating in which you expect even fur balls and dust kitties to
be artfully arranged.) I booked immediately.

Little did I suspect, as I checked in, that I was about to
engage in a contest of wills with a room. Because there can be
no “stuff” in a minimal interior, everything must be stored
immediately. Because there can be no visible hinges on doors,
it takes a lot of trial and error— pushing on walls—to find the
closets. Because there can be no knobs to interrupt the lines
of the doors, it takes nail-breaking effort to dislodge them
from their openings in the plaster. Because the door has to
have the same weight as the wall, so that you can really expe-
rience its mass, I threw my back out. Because everything is
white —walls, floors, ceilings, linens—but my clothes are not,
[ felt as if I were falling short in aesthetic rigor. Heaven
forbid that I should neglect to clean up before the arrival of
housekeeping and betray my lack of minimalist discipline.

Living here called for something beyond neatness—some-
thing like invisibility. As evening neared, a gloom settled over
the rooms, and I could do nothing to dispel it because I could
not find a light switch. (Because light switches violate the
pure planes of the walls, etc.) I drew a bath, thinking to relax.
My bathroom featured one of those Pawson troughs I've seen
in photographs: a perfect rectangle of stone. As a tub enthu-
siast, I couldn’t wait to jump in. Once in, I couldn’t wait to
get out. I felt as if I were in a coffin, and, indeed, in a tub like
that, you can only stretch flat out and float, or assume the
Marat/Sade position and sit up straight, mostly out of the
water, getting chilled to death.

So much for good design. Here’s the messy little secret of
minimalism: as usual, you can’t be too rich or too thin.
Minimalism (city-style) takes maximal amounts of money.
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Beauty comes from using only the highest-quality materials.
Craftsmanship is everything, followed closely by maintenance.
A minimal interior tolerates no clutter, wrinkle, or stain. Even
your own excess pounds begin to feel like a violation of the
building code. Minimalism also takes maximal amounts of
things that even money can’t always buy, like space and light.
The “celebration of mass and volume” is a costly one. So much
for leaving behind the things of this world.

In his book Pawson returns over and over to his dread of
“the dead weight of possessions,” their “oppressive weight,” a
sense of “drowning in objects.” But many of us take nour-
ishment from our things. I feel warmth, I remember joy and
pleasure, I take delight in the painting from a lover, the gar-
ish clay blob from a child, the vase from my mother. The only
time I have ever been without a connection to my things was
during a period of intense grief, and I marked the beginning
of my passage out of mourning the day I appreciated once
again the way the morning light fell across the tiger maple
table by my bed, and brought its rich grain to a gleam.

There’s nothing modern about minimalism, of course; its
appeal is timeless. These days, once again, people are talking
a lot about simplicity, about scaling back, about shedding
things. The problem is, simplicity isn’t so simple: it isn’t just a
matter of thinglessness. And for many, life in a minimalist
space brings out complicated and even unpleasant responses.

Keith Irvine’s style of classical English decorating, our cover
story, displays a mastery of —and over— things, using them to
bring comfort and whimsy to a room. And what could be sim-
pler (and more profound) than to recognize, as he does, the
beauty in his daughter’s unfinished and abandoned knitting,
and tuck that, too, into a still life. The way people use decorat-
ing to achieve a state of grace or tranquility is, of course, a mat-
ter of taste—and psychology. We can appreciate the different
approaches. Just spare us the moral superiority. I know now that
my eye needs the beauty, variety, and sensuality of fabric, furni-
ture, and treasure. At least, that is, until I can afford a minimal-
ist retreat of truly magnificent and lavish proportions.
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