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Sited on a long, narrow
comer lot, the two-and-
a-half-story house
features a steel-framed
canopy supporting
orange and yellow sun-

shades (opposite). One

elevation of the house
boasts a long glass
wall running parallel to
a lap pool, inviting the
outside in (this page).
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Steven Ehrlich combines primitive and Modern
aesthetics at his 700 Palms Residence

By Joseph Giovannini

enice, California, has been described as a state of mind, a

beach community in which artists and architects have been

comfortable stretching their artistic limits since World War

[I, when it became home to the Beat Generation, and then
the cradle of the Light and Space art movement. But at this point in Los
Angeles history, Venice has also come to represent a major real estate
phenomenon that is convulsing the old pattern of suburban develop-
ment. As properties are sold at major prices, new owners are enlarging
existing structures or building new ones at a much bigger scale, reflect-
ing the increase in underlying property values. Inflationary values are
producing steroidal results.

Steven Ehrlich, who first bought and remodeled a Crafisman
style house here decades ago, before a long interlude living in Santa
Monica, returned to familiar but changed territory when he bought a
corner lot to build a new home for himself. He was susceptible to the
usual real estate pressures, but was also thinking large to accommodate
his wife, Mancy Griffin, and family. The house had to be generous and
hospitable enough to entice three grown children back for visits.

Pushing the envelope is a metaphor for most architects, But for
Ehrlich, it meant building the house not only out to the lot line, but also
establishing the height limit across the site. He erected translucent walls at
the edges of the property to claim its entirety as a private outdoor precinct,
and then extruded the lot line up with a structural cage that establishes the
envelope of the site in three dimensions. Rather than simply designing in
terms of square footage and plan, he thought in terms of volume and sec-
tion. By conceiving the house as filling the full site and thinking spatially at
the outset, Ehrlich vastly increased the apparent territory of occupation of

the postage-stamp lot, which measures 132 by 43 feet.

Jaseph Griovannini is an architect and critic based in New York and Los Angeles.

The architect, however, never proposed a mindless McMansion,
or even a Modernist McMansion, that would reside as an object isolated
in the space of thin, yard-line setbacks. Instead, he explored an approach
that would illustrate the traditional California inside-outside relation-
ship of the house to the yard. In a pavilion at the back of the lot, he
nestled a studio and guest apartment, separated by a courtyard, bounded
at the near end by the main structure, a stecl, glass, and block armature
that held bedroom pods for his daughters and the master bedroom suite
on the top floor.

Ehrlich articulated each element of the program so they do not
congeal in a single block, but form a highly porous structure of glassy
solids set in voids that blur the boundaries between inside and out, up
and down. The velume is large but not monolithic and imposing. What
truly makes the house porous, however, is the range of opportunities for
opening and closing the volumes to the outside, and even to other parts of
the interior. Richard Neutra would be transfixed with envy at the size and
quantity of doors and window walls that slide or pivot open, some of
them two and a half stories tall,

Within the steel structural frame on the front facade, Ehrlich
stretched a mobile sunscreen of fabric that, at the touch of a button,
moves to open the house to views of the sky, or closes to protect it from

Project: 700 Palms Residence, Venice,  Ven-Bentum, Maruel Mamnuelian,
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the sun. At the ground level, a long glass wall ~ An Aleppo pine tree
parallel to a lap pool slides back, bringing the  grows outside the 18-
element of water visually into the house. When  foot sliding doors of the
the front and rear window walls open, the living  living room, providing
space—Dboth inside and out—flows in one con-  a dramatic centerplece
tinuous sweep, perfect for casual parties with  for the room.

large numbers of ambling guests. “T was inter-

ested in transformation,” says Ehrlich. By simply moving glass partitions,
large and small, he can merge and separate space in a variety of combi-
nations. The house becomes participatory, an environment to be shaped
and reshaped according to weather, degrees of privacy, and simple fancy.
It invites its occupants into the everyday making of space.

In addition to the California indoor-outdoor theme, Ehrlich
imported another cultural element. Early in his career, he spent six years
in Morocco and Nigeria, where he was impressed by courtyard houses
that create a sense of community within outdeor precincts. Here in
Venice, the architect infused the house with memories of African ver-
nacular architecture by claiming the entire yard as a living precinct, and
within it, creating outdoor courts, front and back, that break the yard
into intimate places inflected with unique character. The pool area is
athletic and sunny; the front yard, with its huge tree, is a contemplative
corner of nature. The back court, with its raised, heated seating plinth
opposite a barbecue, is the festive social hub. The main indoor space,
two stories tall, is a savannah of living, with a long dining table and
generous seating, perfect for grazing en famille or alone with a book
and some wine.
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chitect materializ A glass-and-steel sus-
pended bridge spans
the space above the
Iving'dining room. A
Japanese-style tansu
stair with storage balow
leads to it. The bridge,
in turn, leads to a float-

ing stair to the upstairs.

f his own, Ehrlich intentionally spliced
a hybrid that is both contextual by

California traditions anc

Philip Johs

term for a style i

Sources

Concréte bloek: Orco
Stucco: Fle
Exterior panels: Lur

Appliances: !
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