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Originally, the four long glass walls of the weekend house that Mies van der Rohe designed for 
Dr. Edith Farnsworth on the banks of the Fox River, 60 miles or so outside of Chicago, Illinois, 
were shaded by curtains that ran along a ceiling track. Made of hundreds of yards of pure 
shantung silk (used as mobile screens in earlier interiors on which Mies had collaborated with the 
architect and designer Lilly Reich, such as that of the Tugendhat Villa), these could be pushed to 
the corners of the glass panes to give a wondrously complete panorama or drawn to create an 
envelope of seclusion. Their lavish expense doubtless contributed to the spiraling costs of the 
project, leading to the ugly breakdown of the relationship between architect and client, which 
played out in the courtroom, the international press and – infamously – the pages of House 
Beautiful magazine. The draperies were irreparably damaged when, in 1954, the house flooded 
for the first of many times (its raised pilotis being at a not-quite-safe height above the Fox’s 
floodplain). Farnsworth replaced them with cheaper roller blinds; she had never been happy with 
the colour of the curtains: she had wanted them to be yellow. 
There is a lemon-yellow curtain bunched in the corner of one of the archetypal Modernist interiors 
depicted in David Ben White’s ‘Inside Outside’ (2015) paintings. It flows to the floor in the deepest 
recess of the imagined space, an acid streak at the right angle between two floor-to-ceiling glass 
panels. The space is overlaid with a perfectly rectilinear grid whose squares are tinted in muted 
shades, from the sandy stone of Mies’s preferred travertine to the midnight-grey of advancing 
shadows. Into this a line of mountains – curved and friendly, as a child might draw a hill – has 
been etched, visible through the transparent walls. Next to the sliver of curtain, one of the glass 
panels opens like a door. But the breeze does not rush in. The whole composition feels taut, 
airless: the grid pushes everything up against the picture’s surface. Its lines are set at a different 
angle to the uprights of the interior to produce what Rosalind Krauss’s taxonomy (in her essay 
‘Grids’, 1979) would have called a centrifugal effect: the eye slips off towards the composition’s 
block-yellow edges. 
There is control here but there is also a sense of barely repressed mania. White’s structural 
elements are created using tape to mask areas of blank surface, the edges of which the artist 
then traces repeatedly with slicks of different colour paint, forming a raised, slightly murky seam – 
or scar – shot through with bluebottle flashes of colour. Subtle enough to be missed from a 
distance, the ridges rupture the paintings’ otherwise calculatedly diagrammatically flat planes, 
threatening to destabilise the compositions’ equilibrium with their suggestion of frayed edges and 
unraveling.  
Such repeated line-making seems compulsive: neurotic, perhaps, or even hysterical. Is it too 
reductive to think of these unruly intrusions (or extrusions, as they seem to have been expelled 
from the white areas they delineate) as feminine tears in the hyper-masculinised logic of the 
architecture? I think of the heroine of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story The Yellow 
Wallpaper (1892). Locked in a room at the top of the house, she is trapped, too, by the tightly 
wound pattern of the wallpaper – a kind of lunatic grid – and its sulphured hue, which surrounds 
and smothers her. We are told she suffers a nervous affliction, for which her paternalistic doctor-
husband prescribes rest and isolation. In her enforced boredom, she obsesses over the 
wallpaper, imagining a woman trapped behind its pattern; she goes slowly mad.  
Which leads us back to White’s yellow curtain. I’d like to imagine it as the artist’s subtle tribute to 
Dr. Farnsworth who, despite having persevered through the house’s greenhouse summers and 
ice-cellar winters until 1971, has been all but erased from the history of the structure that bears 



her name. If she is footnoted at all it is generally to villainise her interventions – defilements – of 
Mies’s design. It would seem that in spite of her professional credentials, Dr. Farnsworth was not 
sufficiently qualified to prescribe the treatment to her own affliction, that is, to furnish her summer 
house in a way that she saw fit. (The wardrobe is a famous case: Mies deemed one unnecessary: 
in a weekend house Dr. Farnsworth would need only one dress. She insisted; he eventually 
conceded, but his design was to be produced in teak rather than the primavera paneling used in 
the rest of the house – a visible signal its difference, its inappropriateness, her intrusion into his 
house.) In an infamous editorial in 1953 Elizabeth Gordon, the devoutly anti-Modernist editor of 
House Beautiful magazine, called the Farnsworth House ‘nothing but a glass cage on stilts’. 
Meaning: Dr. Farnsworth was held hostage by Mies’s absolutes. He designed her an idea of a 
house, rather than a place (or even a machine) for living. 
The Modern interior – as an attempt to conceal domesticity, or at least side-step it – went some 
way to displacing women’s traditional claim to that space. However, the contribution of women 
within the early-20th-century Modernist project has long been downplayed or overlooked. White’s 
series of portraits of the women architects, artists and designers involved in avant-garde 
movements from Russian Constructivism to the Bauhaus addresses this omission. This project 
has a biographical impulse: the artist’s grandmother, Elizabeth Benjamin, was one of the first 
generation of women to train at the Architectural Association school in the late 1920s and an 
early member of the Modern Architecture Research Group (Mars). 
White’s painted interiors are schemas rather than representations: they have the flat theatricality 
of a stage set, or a show home. Their legibility as spaces says something about the way that the 
architectural language of Modernism has become naturalised and continues to perpetuate itself, 
in spite of the movement’s ideological shortcomings. In 1921, Mies dreamed of a glass tower 
block that would stretch to the sky; the project was never realised, but he made several sketches 
– rising on one side to a point above the busy, grey streets, it looks like the Shard. 
Inside, outside: sometimes it’s hard to tell, with White’s work, which side of the glass we are on. 
The artist is clearly enthralled by the austere beauty of Modernist form, whose elegance and 
striking luminosity informs his painting. And yet, more clearly than most, White sees through the 
glass – which feigns neutrality (transparency) – to the power relations that structures like the 
Farnsworth House, or the Shard, enact and embody. Of the Farnsworth House, Mies once said: 
‘When you see nature through the glass walls […], it gets a deeper meaning than outside. More is 
asked from nature because it becomes part of the larger whole.’ And again: ‘I myself have stayed 
in that house from morning to night. Until then I had not known how colourful nature could be.’ He 
needed to put something in front of him to see what was already there, to see it on his terms: the 
landscape becomes a feature of the house rather than the other way around.  
This is a seductive vision, but it is also folly. In winter, the walls of the Farnsworth house are 
veiled by condensation that blurs the view and, as the swimming-pool-blue expanse of rug in 
Inside Outside 18 (2015) slyly reminds us, the water levels will rise again. 

 
 


