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Afterword

DAVID R. CONTOSTA


The Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia, located in the far northwestern corner of the city, has long been known for its uniquely attractive architecture and landscape design. This reputation is especially evident for commissions during the early decades of the twentieth century in what remains a railroad suburb just inside municipal limits. In The Philadelphia House: Organic Architecture and Placemaking in Chestnut Hill, authors Khosrow Bozorgi and Keith Gaddie explore the origins and evolution of what they call the “distinctive Chestnut Hill country house.” For Bozorgi and Gaddie, these houses “represent the best of a flourishing era in the architecture of the country house on the East Coast.”


The authors attribute this country house flowering in Chestnut Hill to several intertwined factors. These include the emergence of several extraordinarily talented young Philadelphia architects; the character of local building sites in a landscape made up of hills, valleys, and meandering streams, much of the land becoming reforested in the early twentieth century. A mild climate also allowed an abundance of outdoor life. The “reserved characteristics” of wealthy Philadelphians, which the authors attribute to Quaker traditions of simplicity (even among many who were not themselves Quakers) had led most to reject opulent mansions for housing. In addition, there was a late romantic nostalgia for country life in response to the chaos and ugliness of industrialization, an Arts and Crafts movement that was part of the rebellion against machine production, the availability of extremely talented local craftsmen, and an attractive local building stone know as Wissahickon schist that was highly suitable for echoing rural vernacular styles.


A striking characteristic of country house architecture in Chestnut Hill, according to Borzorgi and Gaddie, is its organic unity, especially as displayed in what they call the “walled house garden…, [a] unity of concept that makes houses and gardens two happily married rather than autonomous partners.” Such an arrangement was at the heart of an “inside/outside” flow of spaces that further emphasized an uninterrupted connection to the out-of-doors.


The book features the work of several Philadelphia architects or architectural firms: Mellor, Meigs & Howe; Willing and Sims; and Robert R. McGoodwin, along with seven of the houses and gardens they designed in the Chestnut Hill area. The publication also contains dozens of illustrations of these properties, which add both insight and enjoyment for readers. Architects, architectural historians, and those living in northwest Philadelphia as well as in various communities throughout the country will want to acquire this multifaceted treatise about The Philadelphia House.
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