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The Washington Post

WASHINGTON — The best
museum exhibits mix delight, edu-
cation and provocation so subtly
that the visitor isn’t aware where
one bleeds into another. The
National Building Museum’s new
long-term display, “House &
Home,” explores a subject so wide
and so fundamental to American
life that it inevitably touches the
pleasure buttons of nostalgia.

There are places where one
wishes the stress were different,
especially the environmental costs
of building a society premised on
homeownership and low-density
population dispersion. But the
curators have managed to tell a
complicated story clearly and
engagingly. And they haven’t
neglected complex questions
about how race, gender and gov-
ernment policy have affected the
physical structures we live in and
the sentimental structures that
nourish us.

The exhibition has been in the
works since 1995. During that
long gestation came the great eco-
nomic crisis of 2008, spurred, in
part, by risky mortgage lending,
which had a tremendous impact on
the housing sector. The curators
have taken note of the events, with
a timeline that marks a 32 percent
jump in foreclosures between
April 2008 and April 2009, and the
devastation of boomtown develop-
ments across the country. A photo-
graph of the Foreclosure Express,
a bus that shuttled prospective bar-
gain-hunters around the decimated
suburbs of Las Vegas, is a painful
late chapter in this more than 200-
year odyssey.

The timeline gives the most
thorough account of other dark
chapters in the real estate industry,
from government-sanctioned
mortgage policies that made it vir-
tually impossible for many
African-Americans to obtain mort-
gages to laws in the early 20th cen-
tury that prevented Asian immi-
grants from owning land. And, of
course, there was the grand theft of
a continent from Native Ameri-
cans.

Unless you read the timeline
thoroughly, however, much of this
history will stand apart from the
experience of the exhibition, like
an unpleasant footnote sequestered
in the back of the book.

Using photographs, films and a
gallery of small- and large-scale
models, the bulk of the exhibition
focuses on more feel-good fare.
The basic contrast between house
and home, between physical shel-
ter and emotional nest, is intro-
duced in the first gallery, where
rows of photographs display a
wide range of house types and the
panoply of life that transpires in
the home. Two large dollhouses
are included, reminding visitors
how early the sense that we must
have a traditional home, filled with
material goods, is inculcated in us.

Interspersed with the pho-
tographs are quotations that give a
good sense of the ambiguities and
even ambivalence in how we
relate to home and house. Home-
ownership is equated with pros-
perity and stability. “No man who
owns his own house and lot can be
a communist,” said William
Levitt, the famous real estate
developer who gave us Levittown,
Pa., a lingering fantasy and night-
mare of generic prosperity. But a

house is also a burden and can
make us isolated monads in a
world that needs collective respon-
sibility. Ralph Waldo Emerson
made part of that explicit when he
wrote: “A man builds a fine house;
and now he has a master, and a
task for life.”

The feel-good spirit of the exhi-
bition doesn’t dwell on the deeper
ambivalence of family life. Curi-
ously, the curators include a quote
from author Charlotte Perkins
Gilman: “The home is the center
and circumference, the start and
the finish, of most of our lives.”
But in light of her most famous
work, “The Yellow Wallpaper,”
about the imprisoning nature of the
home and family life for so many
women, that quote feels very dif-
ferent than it does decontextual-
ized on the wall of this exhibition.

The heart of the exhibition, and
the source of its pleasure, is a long
gallery of finely made house mod-
els, full-size mock-ups of basic
construction methods and rows of
classic household objects. The
construction techniques include
the stolid minimalism of adobe
brick, the rough-hewn carpentry of
post and girt (a Colonial practice),
and the increasingly light and flex-
ible forms of balloon frame (intro-

duced in the 1830s) and platform
frame (the type most often used in
new neighborhood developments).

Disturbingly, nothing is said
about the dirty little secret of so
much construction over the past
half-century: It is shoddy and
reaching obsolescence. The exhi-
bition won’t tell you that there is
increasing concern that the aver-
age life span of the typical new
American home could be from 30
to 50 years.

The disposable nature of Amer-
ican society is suggested
(although, perhaps, not intention-
ally) in a long wall of objects typi-
cally found in homes over the past
200 years. Including plastic kiddie
pools and a Farrah Fawcett poster,
the display functions as a jolt to the
memory and a test of historical
knowledge. It will probably be the
high point of the exhibition for
families, and with a tortilla press
and Islamic prayer rug chock-
ablock with a 1950s cocktail set
and 1806 Broadwood piano, it is
admirably multicultural in its
assemblage. But it’s hard to look at
many of the objects that became
household necessities in the past
half-century – video games, answer-
ing machines, Barcaloungers – and
not think of our burgeoning land-

fills.
The exhibition takes note of

consumerism in one of a series of
short films about basic themes of
home and family life. And just
when the photographs and images
from old magazines and newspa-
pers seem relentlessly and claus-
trophobically devoted to the stan-
dard-issue nuclear family, another
series of films shows us Rodney
White and Tom Brown, two men
living in a beautiful prefabricated
house in New York. It is one of six
understated but evocative shorts
that follow people through a typi-
cal day as they inhabit different
kinds of living spaces, including
an itsy-bitsy Tumbleweed Tiny
House that has one room and bare-
ly 100 square feet of space.

The film featuring the male cou-
ple isn’t idle, token inclusiveness.
One of the essential conclusions of
this exhibition is how the home we
make in our houses is a projection
of our American-ness. For immi-
grant families, it is a place apart
and a demonstration of common
humanity. Creating a home
humanizes us in two essential
ways: It makes our life richer and
more human, and it makes us seem
more human to those around us.

By the end of “House &
Home,” you may feel some of the
basic envy that motivates people
who are addicted to home-and-
garden shows and snooping
around Sunday afternoon open
houses. 

For so many Americans, the
home isn’t something inherited, a
cultural invariable handed down in
some basic form for centuries
upon centuries. The home is made,
and if you can make it one way,
you can make it another. Even if
you are happy in your home, there
is always someone who might be
happier. The home is essential not
just in grounding us but in making
us restless. For all of its omissions,
“House & Home” does a good job
of demonstrating how our living
space is the first and most funda-
mental theater for our relentless
self-invention.

Washington exhibit on fundamental of American life stirs up nostalgia

A HISTORY OF HOMES

National Building Museum
Rodney White and Tom Brown live in a beautiful prefabricated house in Callicoon, N.Y., and are the subjects of one of the six films featured
in the exhibit. 

Carol M. Highsmith/Washington Post
The heart of the “House & Home” exhibit is a long gallery of finely
made house models, including a photo of fishing houses in Dauphin
Island, Ala., that were built in 2000. 
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Riverstone veneer, keystone
arches and three stories of living
space (if you include the daylight
basement) comprise the Addi-
son’s more than 5,000 square
feet. It is a truly sumptuous estate
home.

Stepping through the lofty
entry arch, you pass into a two-
story foyer, naturally brightened
by the high arched window over
the door. A wide opening on the
right leads into an elegant tray-
ceilinged living room. The
matching opening on the left
flows into a stepped-ceilinged
dining room. A built-in buffet
with a small sink is just across the
hall.

Moving straight ahead, under
an inner balcony, brings you to
the largest, brightest room of all –
a family room with a two-story
ceiling. Sliding glass doors open
onto a spacious, fully covered
rear deck. A fireplace and home
entertainment center anchors one
end of the family room, which
flows into a nook and gourmet

kitchen on the opposite side.
Counters wrap around most of

the kitchen, and there’s more
counter/work space on the central
work island. An eating bar rims
one side of it, and a roomy pantry
is just around the corner. Base-
ment and second floor stairs feed
off the kitchen. Laundry appli-
ances are nearby, as is direct
garage access.

The Addison’s luxurious own-
ers’ suite fills an entire wing.
Along with a huge walk-in closet,
it boasts a large bathroom with
curving lines, a spa tub, two
basins and a private toilet. Two
more bedrooms, one of them
ideal for a guest suite, are
upstairs, as is a large bonus room.
Each bedroom has its own bath-
room. Doors in both bedrooms
also open out onto a large covered
veranda, great for relaxing in
summer or simply enjoying the
night air.

— For more information, visit
www.AssociatedDesigns.com.

The Foyer
Home, sweet home.

Addison offers more than 5,000 square feet

Rid your house
of toxic chemicals
By AL HEAVENS
The Philadelphia Inquirer

Myron Wentz, a microbiologist,
recently wrote a book called “The
Healthy Home” – www.myhealthy
home.com – and offers some ways
to create one at your house:

Take your shoes off before
entering your home. We walk
around unwittingly in car oil, pesti-
cides, animal waste and toxins.

Nonstick pots and pans release
potentially hazardous fumes and
particles into the air such as toxic
gases, carcinogens and global pol-
lutants. Try using a well-seasoned
cast-iron skillet instead.

“Wrinkle-free” sheets can
expose you to perfluorochemicals,
linked to reproductive and devel-
opment toxicity, as well as cancers
of the bladder and liver. Try using
natural alternatives like cotton.

Fluorescent light bulbs will
make you feel drained. They con-
tain a toxic gas known as mercury
vapor. Instead try purchasing regu-
lar incandescent light bulbs.

Electrical appliances create
electromagnetic fields that are sim-
ilar to those found under power
lines that were linked to cancer
clusters. Make sure you unplug
your appliances when they are not
being used.

•••
QUESTION: We have a top-

brand dishwasher in good working
condition. The problem is the bot-
tom rack. The white plastic cover-
ing is coming off, and rust is com-
ing through to the dishes. My dish-
es now have a rust color on the
rims.

I called the company and they
will sell me a new rack for more
than $200. I really don’t want to
have to purchase a rack for that
amount.

Do you know how we can cover
the plastic so that the rust will not
come through?

ANSWER: That’s a new one to
me. 

••• 
QUESTION: I’ve noticed

recently the floor around the toilet
in my powder room has gotten
very squeaky when you walk on it.

The floor has its original tiles
from 50-plus years ago. I don’t see
any visible leaks around the base
of the toilet or on the ceiling of the
basement below – at least from the
area that’s accessible to me.

Any suggestions on why this
could be happening or what it
could be?

ANSWER: You may have
ruled out a leak around the toilet –
but the area inaccessible to you
would give me pause. It also might
simply mean that the flooring has
come away from the joists.

If that is all it is, just go on the
Internet for the thousands of arti-
cles on how to fix a squeaky floor.

•••
Cork flooring. It was a while

ago, but I mentioned in a column
that I was considering cork floor-
ing, and I wanted to know what
experience readers had with it.

A reader sent this along:
“I have cork flooring in my

kitchen. My house does not have a
basement, and the cork floor is
warmer and also softer than a typi-
cal floor.

“I didn’t consider it an expen-
sive type of flooring, but it does
have one thing to consider. It is
prone to scratching. The installa-
tion has it as a floating floor. The
sections are large pieces, and they
are glued together.

“My cats have put many tiny
nicks in the floor through their rac-
ing and stopping. I did put on a
protective coating using water-
based polyurethane, which is the
suggested sealing by the manufac-
turer.”

By the way, I went with resilient
flooring. It was relatively inexpen-
sive and easy to install. Since this
was a basement room that I use as
an office, I didn’t see any reason to
spend a lot of money on higher-
end flooring.

QUESTION: Some months
ago you named a product that you
preferred to joint compound for
skim-coating walls. I thought I had
saved the article, but I cannot find
it.

ANSWER: It wasn’t me. I do
recommend to dry-wallers two
products I’ve used recently:
Sheetrock brand all-purpose light-
weight joint compound with dust
control, and Zero, the Zinsser
primer with no volatile organic
compounds.

The joint compound also does-
n’t shrink as much as others I’ve
used. Zero, even at a pricey $27 a
gallon, covers new drywall well.


