
tWenty-First-Century Attention to Mid-tWentieth-Century ModernisM 

as an architectural style is confirmed nationally by Dwell, a consumer magazine; Design Within 

Reach, a retail company selling mid-century modern furniture to the public; and several books 

focused on enclaves of houses from this era across the country. Preservation groups have been 

formed nationwide to save threatened Modernist neighborhoods and houses and to educate 

the public about them. Even traditionally conservative groups, such as the Society for the Pres-

ervation of New England Antiquities (today called Historic New England), now pay attention to 

Modernism. The Gropius House of 1938 in Lincoln, Massachusetts, is the one twentieth-century 

property in its thirty-six-house collection. Also, confirming popularity among design profes-

sionals, most of the houses featured in the professional and academic architectural press over 

the last twenty years have been inspired by Modernism. 

Scarcity and Plenty,  
Experimentation  
and Nostalgia
MiD-TwEnTiETh-CEnTury arChiTECTurE on CapE CoD

By John r. DaSilva
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Cape Cod has a concentration of Modernist 
houses, mostly in Wellfleet and Truro but with 
important individual examples elsewhere. There 
are also little-known planned Modernist neighbor-
hoods in Wellfleet (Mayo Hill Colony Club, 1949), 
Yarmouth (Salt Box Association, 1938—artist George 
Grosz’s early getaway), and Falmouth (Bywater Court, 
1940). Since the 2006 show at the Provincetown Art 
Association and Museum A Chain of Events: Marcel 
Breuer to Charles Jencks, Modernist Architecture on the 
Outer Cape (catalogue essay by Michael Hays), the 
region’s Modernist houses have been featured in the 
2013 documentary Built on Narrow Land, and in books 
such as Artists’ Handmade Houses by Michael Gotkin 
(Abrams, 2011), Tomorrow’s Houses: New England Mod-
ernism by Alexander Gorlin (Rizzoli, 2011), and, most 

recently, Cape Cod Modern: Midcentury Architecture and 
Community on the Outer Cape by Peter McMahon and 
Christine Cipriani (Metropolis Books, 2014). 

Cape Cod Modern follows McMahon’s important 
work establishing Cape Cod Modern House Trust, 
an organization devoted to saving and restoring Mod-
ernist houses on the Outer Cape. McMahon and Cip-
riani’s depth of coverage, the first of its kind, does a 
great service to the architectural history of the Cape. 
They categorize Modernist houses in Wellfleet and 
Truro (with one exception each in Orleans and Dennis) 
into three overlapping phases. The first started in the 
late 1930s with the introduction of Modernism to the 
Outer Cape by a small group of bohemian “Boston 
Brahmins,” who were highly educated, artistic, and 
worldly. They were self-taught as designer-builders and 
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committed to a “do-it-yourself” mentality. They 
also sought a Thoreau-like escape into experimen-
tal living close to nature and practiced Minimal-
ist aesthetics based on knowledge of avant-garde 
European Modernism. European intellectual 
architects who, beginning in the 1940s, summered 
and built on the Cape after fleeing World War II–
era oppression and joining American universities, 
characterize the second phase. This phase shared 
many aspects with the first, including tectonics of 
scarcity (lightweight construction, inexpensive/
recycled materials used in strictly honest ways), 
reductivist aesthetics, and abstraction. It largely 
resulted, however, in work with more sophisticated 
formal, spatial, and landscape interaction qualities.

The third phase, Late Modernism, occurred in 
the 1960s and ’70s with disparate strains: a revival 
of heroic 1920s European Modernism, the incor-
poration of vernacular American forms, inspiration 
from Frank Lloyd Wright’s “Usonian” houses, and 

the “Brutalist” use of concrete as both structural 
and finish material. The final project featured in 
the book, Charles Jencks’s “Garagia Rotunda,” 
shares its experimental stance, ad-hoc tectonics, 
and utopian get-away-in-nature location with the 
earlier work, but not its intellectual or aesthetic 
point of view, which are Post-Modernist. This proj-
ect introduced representation—anathema in pure 
architectural Modernism but important in virtu-
ally all previous eras. It included ornament that 
referenced pre-Modernist historical architecture 
synthesized with De Stijl (early Modernist abstract 
compositional approach), creating a complex, mul-
tivalent whole. Jencks used materials in a represen-
tational rather than “honest” way—in one example, 
wood was given the pattern and proportions of 
stone. Materials for Jencks did not have to be sim-
ply beautiful unto themselves, but could also (or 
alternatively) be beautiful, or just interesting, as 
signs pointing to or standing in for something else.

In contrast to its revolutionary avant-garde 
origins, Modernism has become since the 1970s 
a historical style open for nostalgia, revival, preser-
vation, and historical interpretation like any other 
architectural genre. Professional and academic 
attention, however, has not affected the desires 
of the majority of homeowners. The public has 
never been sold on Modernism as a house style. 
Without the representation, metaphors, quota-
tions, irony, and symbolism that serve to connect 
the present to the past—without the legibility that 
connects the built environment to ideas—many 
are alienated. Most homes built throughout the 
United States, including Cape Cod, are based on 
premodern house styles. Gorlin’s beautiful, and 
beautifully written, book celebrates regional Mod-
ernism but rightly points out that Modernism as 
a house style was ultimately a failed experiment.

McMahon and Cipriani focus on Cape Cod 
Modernism as evolved from a tradition of scarcity 
that produced the Cape Cod cottage house type as 
an honest solution to subsistence in the eighteenth 
century. There is, however, an alternate tradition of 
plenty that is equally prevalent in the region. Fre-
quently, as soon as nineteenth-century owners of 
Capes could afford it, they transformed their sim-
ple cottages with additions and renovations using 
Greek, Gothic, or other more elaborate revival ele-
ments. Areas of wealth, such as Old Kings Highway 
on the Upper and Mid Cape, or Provincetown’s 
East and West Ends, produced houses in an array 
of wealth-displaying styles visually unrelated to the 
Cape Cod cottage. Methodist campgrounds were 
developed with lightly structured but elaborately 
ornamented cottages that were, like Jencks’s proj-
ect, tectonically a part of the tradition of scarcity 
but with visual affectation implying the tradition 
of plenty. Grand mansions and hotels were built in 
classical, Shingle Style, and even occasionally Med-
iterranean styles. While Thoreau made it clear in 
Cape Cod that he hated revivalism, it is as important 
a determinant of the built environment on Cape 
Cod as any original architecture, either ancient 
“Capes” or avant-garde “contemporaries.” 

Today, those with Modernist bias sometimes 
display derision toward recent architectural 
trends in the region with phrases like “Shingle 
Style mini-mansions” and “decades of conspic-
uous consumption,” referring to the period 
after Modernism. Yet one of the finest Mod-
ernist houses on the Cape, designed by Walter 
Gropius and his firm the Architects Collabora-
tive, the Murchison House (1956) in Province-
town, was, like nearby Land’s End (1904), large, 
expensive, and on a highly visible hilltop—a 
“mini-mansion” displaying the owner’s wealth 
and taste but in a Modernist rather than Shingle 
Style mode. Modernist architects were happy to 
design showplaces for clients willing and able to 
pay for them—happy to be a part of a conspicuous 
tradition of plenty, even though their own Cape 
retreats were more likely to be spare, hidden, and 
experimental personal utopias. They understood 
what architectural historian and Harvard pro-
fessor Neil Levine wrote in Modern Architecture: 
Representation and Reality: “The ‘show’ aspect has 
always been a significant feature of architectural 
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The kePes house by MarceL breuer 
(WeLLFLeeT, 1949) rePresenTs The 
second Phase oF ModernisM on 
The caPe, When euroPean exPaTs 
creaTed inexPensive buT eLeganT 
and idea-rich hideaWays (in The 
sParTan TradiTion oF scarciTy) For 
arTisTs and inTeLLecTuaLs such 
as gyorgy and juLieT kePes and 
For TheMseLves. The Four houses 
breuer buiLT in WeLLFLeeT share 
The saMe basic eLeMenTs: Long, 
LoW ForMs; shaLLoW shed rooFs; 
sTudied ProPorTions; and siMPLe 
buT WarM MaTeriaLs such as Those 
in The kePes Living rooM.
photo © raimund koch 
courtesy metropolis books
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expression and, in most cultures and periods, has 
been what distinguishes architecture from mere 
building.”

Proponents of Modernism on Cape Cod are 
in danger of falling into the same trap as Tho-
reau. Rejecting the past itself, or representation 
of the past in the present, is just as narrow and 
intellectually irrelevant as demanding only the 
past, as do numerous regulations and “no-change” 
advocates who influence development in much 
of the region today. Breuer’s most elaborate Cape 
project, the Scott House (1949) in Dennis, is in a 
“historic” district, and approval to build it today 
would be unlikely given the regulatory restrictions. 
Many of the Outer Cape Modernist houses of the 
mid-twentieth century could also not be built 
today because of codes that prohibit light con-
struction and require systems and energy efficiency 
that the houses do not accommodate. 

The popular perception of Cape Cod, as estab-
lished in the early twentieth century by author 
Joseph Lincoln, photographer Samuel Chamber-
lain, painter John Hare, and others, was decid-
edly antimodern. Like Thoreau, who decried the 
contemporary houses of his time, these artists 

living. When Edward Hopper bought his house in 
Truro, he consulted with Wills on the renovation. 
His wife, Jo, wrote letters (archived at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill) in May and 
June of 1934 to her friend Bee Blanchard describing 
Wills as something of a kindred spirit to her hus-
band (but not necessarily to her):

We were taken to see some houses he did in 
Brookline & Ches. Hill & they were lovely—so 
chaste looking—like E. H.’s watercolors—that is 
like the style of his watercolors—not the subjects 
. . . he has taste as well as knowledge. . . . Archi-
tect—Royal Barry (some such) Wills . . . cast an 
eye on E’s plans and said they were good. Mau-
rice A. Dunlavy, his contractor, did Mrs. Jenness’ 
Chestnut Hill house & she wasn’t content ’til 
she got him doing ours here. He & Wills have 
done very lovely houses in Brookline—Glorified 
Cape Cod adaptions. . . . Not my idea of a house. 
This is E. Hopper’s house. His, and the dear dead 
uncle whose money is buying it. My uncle would 
never stand for anything but the (conventional) 
best. . . . It’s rather interesting that his preferences 
are working themselves out in this little house. 
. . . Personally I like the reclaimed horse car—or 
house made out of ex moving van. Something 
with a smack of adventure about it. This may be 
comfortable but smug.

The haTch house by jack haLL (WeLLFLeeT, 1962) is PerhaPs The MosT soPhisTicaTed Work by a designer WiTh origins in The FirsT 
Phase oF ModernisM on The caPe. he caMe To The caPe in The LaTe 1930s and broughT his WorLdLy inTeresT in ModernisM WiTh hiM. a 
crisPLy execuTed Three-diMensionaL gridded FraMeWork organizes The enTire haTch house and iMPLies encLosure For circuLaTion 
sPace ThaT is oTherWise oPen To The eLeMenTs. This organizing PrinciPLe For indoor/ouTdoor sPace May be iMPracTicaL For daiLy 
Living buT rePresenTs a disciPLined archiTecTuraL idea.  photos © raimund koch, courtesy of metropolis books

celebrated only the old-fashioned. Their work cre-
ated a narrative fiction establishing a conservative 
image for the built environment that suited those 
who did not like the changes brought about by 
expanded wealth, industrialization, immigration, 
and population growth. That image persists in 
the popular imagination today. In this context, 
Modern architecture was and is an aberration. 
Bias against it is so strong that it is legislatively 
outlawed in some areas. Highly regulated districts 
prevent the use of the flat or shallow pitched 
roofs, smooth board siding, and large expanses 
of undivided glass characteristic of Modernism. 
They also limit eclecticism in favor of romanticized 
eighteenth-century and early-nineteenth-century 
vernacular. Rising real-estate values relative to 
income also limit the type of experimentation 
that characterized early Modernism on the Cape. 
When land was relatively inexpensive, the pressures 
of protecting a major investment were fewer and 
risk taking was more palatable. 

Early- to mid-twentieth-century development 
of Modernism on the Cape paralleled the colonial 
revival movement that was strong throughout the 
country and region at this time. Boston architect 
Royal Barry Wills designed numerous houses in the 
region that were sophisticated historicist represen-
tations of the nostalgic fiction of Lincoln and others 
but also designed to accommodate contemporary 

The Murray house by royaL barry WiLLs (chaThaM, 1963) siTs on The edge oF easT-Facing dunes. iTs addiTiveLy coMPosed TradiTionaL 
caPe ForMs, and iTs horizonTaL sPread, are TyPicaL oF WiLLs’s designs.  courtesy of polhemus savery dasilva architects builders
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It is unfortunate that the polarization of archi-
tecture as a whole worldwide, and the antimodern 
“all change is bad” sentiment that is so strong on 
Cape Cod, leave little room to revel in both Mod-
ernism and historicism and to create in this vein 
of complexity. There are few who would have it 
multiple ways and accept the contemporary mate-
rials, methods, and abstraction of Modernism; the 
nostalgia of Joseph Lincoln; and the showy conspic-
uous consumption of mansions in any style. Yet 
the beauty of architecture on Cape Cod is in the 
diversity created by competing forces and change 
over time. From basic Capes to romanticized re-cre-
ations, from boxy colonials to classically refined 
mansions, from Greek and Gothic revivals to car-
penter-ornamented campground style cottages, 
from Shingle Style piles to experimental Modern-
ist utopias, the Cape has a wealth of high-quality 
architecture that responds to various local contexts, 
represents different eras and lifestyles, and displays 
multiple agendas. A rich and interesting built envi-
ronment is the result. A few have been able to bridge 
the various traditions and create work that is mul-
tivalent—both forward and backward looking, both 
utopian and scenographic. Cape Cod will be richer 
architecturally and more relevant culturally if such 
complexity is encouraged rather than stifled.  

Wills’s houses were wildly popular with the 
public but largely ignored by architectural intelli-
gentsia who, then as now, had a Modernist bias and 
an inclination to disregard the past in search of the 
“new.” Being avant-garde for its own sake, however, 
has led to the constant, and tiresome, pursuit of 
novelty above quality, beauty, function, contextual 
appropriateness, and more. Wills’s houses were 
popular in the region and elsewhere because they 
represented “the simple life” without the abstract 
Minimalism that virtually forced it on the inhabi-
tants. He offered an unabashedly romantic version 
of a historic past, even though that past never truly 
existed. This carefully controlled fabrication was 
fueled by social factors such as the Depression-era 
search for dignity despite scarcity, a World War 
II–era nationalism focused on celebrating uniquely 
American qualities, and a post–World War II need 
for numerous affordable single-family houses with 
mass appeal. Wills understood that the majority of 
people wanted only stage sets that represented a 
romanticized “simple life” connected with the past, 
not the totalitarian rigor—the brave new world of 
the future—offered by Modernism. Gorlin quotes 
Norman Mailer from a 1964 essay: “Totalitarian-
ism . . . proliferates in that new architecture which 
rests like an incubus upon the American landscape. 
. . . This new architecture, this totalitarian archi-
tecture, destroys the past.”

Many writers who investigate Cape Cod invoke 
Thoreau and his Transcendentalist espousing of 
simple, truthful living close to nature. A broader 
view of Transcendentalism, however, has histori-
cally led to very different aesthetic ends than the 
minimalist Modernism readily associated with 
the ascetic side of Thoreau. Such a view includes 
Emerson’s imperatives of self-reliance, American 
cultural independence, and tolerance of multicul-
turalism. It also includes Whitman’s “Democracy,” 
integrating the universal and national with the 
unique and individual, and providing freedom 
from constraint. Ornament-rich and often eclec-
tic buildings that included historic reference, but 
not sentimental revivalism, by Frank Furness and 
Louis Sullivan in the nineteenth century were 
deeply influenced by Transcendental thought, 
and they pave the way for an appropriately eclectic 
architecture for today.

A broad, inclusive vision is necessary to 
achieve this, rather than the narrow, exclusive 
vision represented by Modernism and the novel-
ty-based ends to which it is now often deployed. 
Whether nostalgic and revivalist or avant-garde, 
no monothematic vision is adequate. A complex 
hybrid architecture in which multiple and even 
seemingly opposing forces are synthesized—an 
inclusive rather than exclusive architecture—is 
necessary to address the complexities of contem-
porary life. This will be influenced by the com-
plexity of organic systems and cycles as well as the 
deceivingly simple outward beauty of nature; by 
representational expression as well as abstraction; 
by participation in both historically continuous 
culture and unique (“self-reliant”) creativity; by 
protecting the collective good of communities 
as well as allowing the personal intuition and 
inspiration of individuals.

Architect and author JOHN R. DASILVA, AIA, is 
Design Principal of Cape Cod–based Polhemus Savery 
DaSilva Architects Builders. His design work and writ-
ing have appeared in numerous books, television shows, 
online forums, and periodicals, including several issues of 
Provincetown Arts. His book Shingled Houses in 
the Summer Sun: The Work of Polhemus Savery 
DaSilva was published in 2011. DaSilva can be reached 
through www.psdab.com.
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The Murchison house 
designed by WaLTer 
groPius (Province-
ToWn, 1959), is ProMi-
nenTLy siTed on a hiLL-
ToP in ProvinceToWn’s 
Far WesT end. iT cosT 
$300,000 To buiLd and is 
ProbabLy The LargesT, 
MosT exPensive, and 
MosT visibLe Mid-cen-
Tury Modern house on 
The caPe. 
photo © david w. dunlap/
building provincetown

in conTrasT To The rusTic naTure oF MosT oF The ModernisT houses on The caPe, The Murchison house has PainsTakingLy 
execuTed deTaiLs and rich MaTeriaLs Like Teak, cyPress, and sLaTe on The exTerior and MarbLe, Teak, and WaLnuT on The 
inTerior. This PhoTograPh shoWs The Living rooM, unchanged since iT Was buiLT. 
photo by julia cumes, © 2007, courtesy of polhemus savery dasilva architects builders
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