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I would say at
this point the
West coast
has its own
foundational
ontology.
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Rudolph Schindler arrived in Los Angeles
in 1920 to oversee work on Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Barnsdall House. His friend and
colleague Richard Neutra joined him three
years later. Both Austrian nationals, the
city they discovered mesmerized them with
its ruggedness. Schindler visited Yosemite
National Park in 1921 with his wife Pauline,
and recalled his time there as a major influence
on his work: the campfire’s visual and spiritual
magnetism, the tectonics of the portable
canvas tent, and the majesty of the trees that
surrounded it all. Both Schindler and Neutra
built houses by private commission in LA’s
Silverlake neighborhood. Modern dancers,
choreographers, poets, and filmmakers came
to live in Silverlake. Over the decades Neutra
and Schindler’s respective Silverlake oeuvres
contributed to a sensibility of bohemianism
that endures today.
Barbara Bestor calls that sensibility
“Bohemian Modern.” She is an architect who
has lived and worked in Silverlake since the
early 1990s. Bestor has renovated a Neutra
house, is influenced by Schindler’s philosophy
of construction. In 2006 she wrote a book
about the legacy entitled Bohemian Modern,
which sought to identify the strain of design
as one which gave definition to generations
of unorthodox ways of living in Southern
California in the 20th century.
In 2015, Bestor Architects completed
Blackbirds, a development down the road
from Silverlake in Echo Park. The project
consolidated five lots into one, and replaced
the five existing single family homes with
eighteen—with a strategy she calls “stealth
density.”

Very Vary Veri spoke to Bestor in late August
about Los Angeles in 2016, to get a picture of
her practice as she herself was a transplant to
Los Angeles—one of many in a long line of
architects who have arrived in Silverlake to
conduct experiments in living.
Very Vary Veri: You moved to Los Angeles from
London in 1988, after having grown up and gone
to college in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to begin
a career as an architect. And you have been there
ever since. Is LA the same “West” for you as it was
for Schindler and Neutra?
Barbara Bestor: I would say firstly that
this notion of the west (West Coast
USA) as a space of opportunity for
experimentation in architecture existed
prior to the European emigrés. Part of
this story links to Frank Lloyd Wright,
and his move to Taliesen as a very early
westward momentum in the United
States. And one could say that at that
time there was a gaze even further
westward in looking toward Japan
as well—if you go back to Green and
Green and the Craftsman movement,
it was very influenced by Japan. So
we have a different set of influences
than Europe. And in fact, supposedly
the reason that Neutra and Schindler
wanted to come work for Wright in the
first place was because his drawings had
become essentially part of the seed of
the International Style in Europe. So
LA in this way was already producing
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Blackbirds is located in Echo Park, northwest of downtown Los Angeles.
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And I would say that the notion of
exile—let’s say the popular notion of
LA that was made prevalent by the end
of the 20th century, of this city outside
of the center—has shifted at this point
everyone in LA now thinks that we’re
the center of the world. We have our
own Silicon Valley, there’s the movie
industry, we have two of the Pritzker
Prize winners living in America, we
have Gehry, we have more going on and
we think everyone else is like corporate
drones. [laughs] FYI! [laughs]. I would
say that is the general attitude here.
Whether or not that is true... I mean
probably not true at all, but we can think
that. And even the art world has revised
its centrality. So we’re sort of generating
more culture than the old centers. “A
center for cultural production” is enough
for us.

content that was attractive and
interesting—a kind of non-Corbusian
derived set of architecture vocabularies.
My sense as someone who grew up
in Cambridge and went to Harvard
as an undergrad, and who was pretty
steeped in theory and history—then I
came to SCI-Arc for grad school—was
that, the New York–European thing
was probably more Corbusian centric,
and it was never a big thing in LA. But
the organicism definitely predates the
European emigrés. It was something
they were attracted to, and ended up
making important contributions to of
course—but they discovered it there, it
predated them.
And then of course there is this other
thing, which is that there is an awful lot
of good clients—meaning people willing
to do something non-conformist. And
that probably comes from the fact, again,
of the core industry being the movie
business. The industrial tycoons like
Hearst seemed to prefer Beaux-Arts
architects like Julia Morgan. But the
set designers, the directors, the creative
types who have always lived here in such
a concentration have proven to be a good
client base for things that are different.
Because it becomes part of display and
the world of images, which is part of our
culture here.
So I would really counter this
idea that LA has ever somehow been
“outside,” and which was somehow put
on the map because of the emigrés. It
has always been much more creative
and generative than that on its own—
regardless of where the authors may be
from (and they have always been from
all over). I would say at this point the
West has its own foundational ontology
or mythology—that it has consistently
been an area of experimental practice for
a hell of a lot longer than most places—
in terms of getting stuff built.

VVV: Were you aware of these cultural forces as
a student? Is it part of what attracted you to the
city in the first place? Because there’s this question
of how architects build upon each other—like you
building upon the notion of bohemianism that has
florished here already, and so on.
BB: No, I learned a lot of it when I was
here. After undergrad I thought I was
going to stay on the East Coast so I went
to the Architectural Association for a
year. And it was ironically in London
that I got turned on to LA for the first
time, because everyone was like, forget
the East Coast, you have to go to LA if
you ever want to build anything as an
architect. And I was like, oh, ok. So I got
an internship at Morphosis. But for me
and my generation is still kind of weird
to go to LA, as a kind of Ivy League east
coaster, it seemed like a weird thing to
do. But actually there was already a long
story of Britons coming to LA, whether
it was Reyner Banham or Ron Herron or
whomever.
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Site plan.

View of street entry into Blackbirds.
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inhabitants, the buildings remained the
same. But we didn’t have the buildings
here, so as you are building the buildings
you have a lot more unconventional
living arrangements that become
physicalized—whether it is the
transparency of the Case Study houses,
or the hybrid spaces of the Schindler
House, which was built for two families,
there are many examples of these
alternative ways of living—like houses
with the mistresses next door.

I moved to LA in 1987 and I started
SCI-Arc in 1988. And it did seem like
even as a school SCI-Arc was kind of
nuts and very un-institutional compared
to where I had been before, and it was
great. The graduate program there at the
time had probably a bigger emphasis
on LA history—a lot of stuff about the
Eameses and the local modernists and
we spent a lot of time really absorbing
the culture. So that was a major
inspiration for me coming out of school.
I wanted to be the next Schindler, with
my station wagon full of 2x4’s and go
mess around on site.

VVV: Has anyone ever come to you with an
unconventional lifestyle request?
BB: Well it is different if you’re designing
a development versus doing someone’s
private house. A single family house is
very much like, what is going on with
this person? So the goal there is to have
it free and open enough so that many
different kinds of things can happen.
I once did something where I had to
convert a mother-in-law flat in a back
yard but it was actually for the client’s
ex-husband—she was going to have her
two husbands living there and that one
was to be above the garage. That is sort of
Schindler-esque.
I really try to look at how people
actually live, and let those observations
dictate the spatial arrangements, instead
of somehow defaulting to always putting
a tub in the master bathroom, et cetera.
When I’m working with a
developer—with Blackbirds for
example—I tried to similarly shrink
things that could be shrunk, even if that
was not the most typical thing, instead of
having like every room be so predictably
fifteen by fifteen feet. Those houses are
very small. The biggest one is still less
than 2,000 square feet, which is really
small for a new house in LA. But some
of them have three bedrooms or four
bedrooms because they’re just smaller

VVV: Is there something about Silverlake that
attracts people to alternative ways of living?
BB: Historically, definitely. Silverlake
was where all the old silent movie studios
were, and it was cheap, déclassé. The
fancy WASP neigborhood was Hancock
Park, and Beverly Hills was the fancy
Jewish neighborhood that was built
as an alternative to Hancock Park,
because Hancock Park was segregated.
But Silverlakewas altogether different.
One of Schindler’s houses was for a
black civil-servant married to a white
piano teacher, and they had this house
that was all built around the piano so
that you could have piano recitals in
the living room. And that was a house
that Schindler did in 1925! So that is
something that is not happening in any
other part of the city at the time—the
client, the interracial marriage, all of it.
Nowadays, every single person in
every Judd Apatow movie seems to live
in Los Feliz or Silverlake.
But also there’s this thing about
bohemianism in LA. In Greenwich
Village in the 1950s, for example, the
buildings that poets and artists lived
in were already there—regardless of
the unconventional lifestyles of the
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View of street entry into Blackbirds.

The parking space allotted for the houses acts as a courtyard.
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and then the living spaces above that,
and they automatically become very big,
like tall townhouses. So we were really
trying to max out what you could do with
this essentially new tool.
The advantage for us as well was that
this site was so insanely topographically
complicated, that it really forced us, or it
allowed us, to radically differentiate the
types of units, instead of just repeating
them over and over again.

rooms, but I still let there be a big living
area. A lot of them have rooms that are
meant to be workspaces too. A couple
of them have a garage and then behind
that there are these twenty-by-eight foot
rooms where people can set up a desk or
exercise equipment or something.
VVV: What was your involvement in creating
the site conditions at Blackbirds, in terms of lot
divisions and so on?

VVV: When cars aren’t parked there the space
becomes a play surface. It incorporates an idea
of time on the site, and the reciprocity between
age groups and user groups, and it forces this
negotiation between neighbors in terms of how
they want to use the space. How does this work in
a city like LA where people tend to be more used to
individualized space?

BB: We led the strategy. The developer
thought that I would be able to come
up with something good for that area,
which would be a legacy project for
them, so they were going to spend more
money than they normally would in
order to do something. And I know that
area really well. So we really took the
lead.
There was a lot of discussion about
how many units there would be. Legally
we could have done more units—it’s not
super high density, it’s more like medium
density.
What I was calling stealth density
was that two houses would look like
one house, or three would look like
one and a half. We also pursued a
language in the project that could
become continuous with the housing
stock around it. And that seems to have
been very successful. We didn’t ask
for any variances or anything, but we
exploited a lot of aspects of the small
ordinances that people don’t usually
exploit. I think because there’s generally
a formula. But we read it very carefully.
And by externalizing the parking, for
instance, we were able to increase the
mass considerably by not having to have
enclosed parking garages. And that
made the parking part of the street life
on the inside. That was huge because
almost every other small lot in Los
Angeles has parking on the ground floor,

BB: People seem to be crazy excited
about it, believe it or not. The living
street, the Woonerf, in Holland—the
multitasking surface, exists as an idea.
But the shocking thing is that it really
works here as well. I wasn’t really sure
if the space would function in the way I
envisioned. But I go there a bunch and
it is often empty. You can go down the
hill and take the Dash bus to downtown.
There is this whole new LA where people
are using other forms of transit. It’s so
weird, and it has become really apparent
in the people moving into Blackbirds.
But one of the big design
fundamentals for me was also that you
should see the cars, so that you know if
your neighbor is home. You have a view
when you get out of your car—and you
are kind of moving within the visual field
of everyone, because all of the kitchens
look onto the parking area. Everyone’s
entrance is on that space and connects
to their kitchens, which is where most
people spend their time. So you have this
sense of community immediately.
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that is a valid threat. But I think that
possibly the NIMBYism will provoke
that discussion at least—like, should
there be a design guidelines? We have to
articulate what we are asking people to
accept as changes.
I am really interested in what’s
happening around density now.
And I am really interested in intense
densification but on a really small scale.
I think that’s a really good way to go
about it in LA. Because you have these
smaller sites, you have these smaller
kinds of communities. Blackbirds is
very much an attempt to quadruple the
density, without doing the Junkspace
thing in a giant container. So hopefully
there will be more and more ways of
doing this that aren’t just the developer
boxes.

I don’t think it means that there is a
huge lack of privacy, but they seem to
have a lot more contact with each other
than is typical, especially compared to
a typical new development, where you
drive into your garage, close the door, and
go through your interior stair. And so
externalizing the threshold between the
car and the front door has really helped.
My interest in urban design is this
idea of creating community in the urban
context , which is why I have this issue
with scale. If you do tons of these smaller
scale projects, (Blackbirds is eighteen
houses) it could be really transformative
for the larger issues of transportation
and so on without dramatically changing
the visual nature of the city. And it’s not
just about form. It is about how do you
build in this way of communicating with
other people.

VVV: Is bohemianism a concept you work with
consciously?

VVV: You have spoken about Los Angeles
possessing a “strange beauty.” And I think I can
guess what you mean by this. LA is hard to “get”
as a city, and calling it beautiful is not exactly a
sure-fire point of agreement with the stranger
at a party. What are your thoughts on the calls
for densifying LA, and will it affect the “strange
beauty” of the city?

BB: In my book I wasn’t necessarily
describing myself as a producer of
bohemianism per se; but rather I was
proposing that there is an undervalued
strand of modernism that is not “high
modernist” which is beneath a lot of the
stuff in LA. Not that it was a particularly
academic book, but nevertheless,
my argument was that that strand of
modernism goes hand in hand with
let’s say the bohemian character of
the creative industries that were the
heart of the cultural status quo here.
So like all the oddballs of the movie
business. But it was a lot of people! Or
the modernist dancer hires Wright to
design her house. You know, people are
embracing experimentalism, over a one
hundred year period. So that openness
to experimentalism, and with it, being
open to changes in lifestyle, moving
away from the practical. I mean there are
some Victorian houses around and stuff,

BB: I do think that low density is part of
the character of LA, but the city covers a
rather huge amount of land. So you have
many different kinds of architectural
characters. Right now for instance a
lot of the densification is happening
downtown, which had all the dense
buildings that were essentially empty. So
I think everyone is fine with downtown
having more density because it already
has the infrastructure for it.
But the idea of neighborhood
character actually often produces the
NIMBYism we’re seeing a lot of now.
There is a fear of the unregulated and
generic kind of Junkspace, and I think
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Section showing three connected houses, with two roof pitches.

Blackbirds is located on an extremely steep site.
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Interior view.

Exterior view.
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Blackbirds, cutaway site axonometric.
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was just the coolest thing. But a lot of
my palette derives from that. I’m not
working on Victorian houses but I
brought with me a certain sensibility
about 1970s modernism that I wasn’t
all that conscious of, but strangely it
translates very well into the context of
contemporary LA. In that sense, like
any other exile, I bring with me my own
prejudices.

but the nuclear family encoded domestic
space was very much not a foregone
conclusion.
VVV: But bohemianism is such a personal choice.
It’s political, it’s ideological. So what is it like to
design such a lifestyle for someone else?
BB: Bohemianism isn’t such a tight
term, it can mean a lot of things. There’s
a book that came out right after mine,
called Modern Bohemians (mine was
called Bohemian Modern), and it’s
about gay and trans alternative lifestyle
politics in LA from 1910 to around
1960. The point is that I don’t like to
use it as a stylistic term. Because now
it has become this thing like I’m gonna
have a Berber Rug and a wall hanging
and so on. But when you look at the
word and the idea in the history of Los
Angeles, I think it is useful to denote
the overlapping interests between these
various creative pursuits and industries
where architecture really served a central
purpose in designing the spaces in which
these lifestyles would be carried out—
like lifestyle choices, alternative living
arrangements, a freedom to have more
sexual openness, and so on.
VVV: Does your intuition about LA-ness translate
to other places? Is that something you think about?
BB: I don’t think I really have an LA
style deliberately. But I am aware that
probably, some of the reason that my
work became successful here is that I
brought something with me as baggage
from Boston. When I grew up in the
1970s in Cambridge, my family was
friends with a lot of architects, I babysat
for a lot of them and spent time in their
houses. And they would be living in
some old house from 1840, and they
would do these radical 1970s remodels
on the interior, and I thought that that
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