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In “The Tell‑the‑Tale Detail,” Marco Frascari (1945–2013) makes an acute observa‑
tion about Renaissance architecture that is equally applicable to modern prefabricated 
modular building systems. He defines “a basic measure, or module,” from which the 
architect derives all lengths, widths, and heights, as well as all details; and secures “a 
direct and intelligible relationship” between all parts of the building.1 This relation‑
ship precedes buildings’ formal expression. In How to Write a Thesis, Umberto Eco 
(1932–2016) advises “work[ing] on a contemporary author as if he were ancient, and an 
ancient one as if he were contemporary.”2 Inspired by Frascari’s diagnosis and informed 
by Eco’s method, this essay makes a somewhat unusual comparison. It traces a Renais‑
sance concept onto a mid‑twentieth century kit‑of‑parts house focusing on finishing as 
the crystallization of geometric construction and detailing that is encoded in the building 
to be transcribed in time by other architects to grow the building with organic additions.

Renaissance humanist and architect Leon Battista Alberti (1406–1472) lists finitio 
(translated by Leoni as finishing) as one of the three principles for achieving concinnitas, 
the skillful joining of parts.3 The mutual agreement and harmony between parts secure a 
“beautiful whole,” to which nothing can be added, subtracted, or altered except for the 
worse. When wholeness is equated with a complete and finished building, the principle 
can be interpreted in favor of total architecture. However, Alberti’s concern with math‑
ematical proportions is less about the visual appearance of a building, than a demonstra‑
tion of the building being “in accord with the general harmony of the world.”4

In book nine of De re aedificatoria, Alberti locates concinnitas in the law of nature, 
whose products demonstrate absolute perfection.5 Nature does not produce fixed forms, 
nor does architecture. An insightful demonstration of nature’s inherent variety is dis‑
cussed by Filarete (c.1400–c.1469), who pointed out that even the same architect and 
builder, with the same material resources, would not be able to build buildings that are 
exact copies of each other.6 Filarete favors the human body as the beacon of nature’s har‑
monious proportions. Just as humanity comes in many forms, some large, others medium 
or small, buildings must show nature’s rich variation.
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Being in harmony with nature stands for the building’s “goodness” or “truth.”7  Delving 
on this second and deeper interpretation, Frascari demonstrates that Alberti “does not 
apply this concept to the actual edifice, but, rather, to the mental one.”8 Unlike number 
and order, the other two principles of concinnitas, which can be formulated based on 
musical harmony or the proportions of the body and prescribed in various ways, finish‑
ing is inherently performative. It is a way of making, dependent on the architect’s skill 
and imagination. Finishing is making the internal logic that rules the building and its rela‑
tive significance in its context expressive to external audiences. Its performative nature 
makes the concept a timeless tool in the architect’s toolbox.

How do architects finish buildings?

The mental construing and the physical constructing of finishing meet in the joint, that 
is, the detail. For Frascari, a perfect example of this union is Alberti’s façade of Palazzo 
Rucellai in Florence: “Although the façade is incomplete and its incompleteness is clearly 
shown, the detailed architecture is complete, and nothing can be added or subtracted 
[but] for the worse.”9

Palazzo Rucellai is a fantastic example not only for its formal features but also for 
its construction story. The building was created from eight existing houses and built in 
phases. Originally built with five bays across the front, the building was later expanded to 
seven and open to more. The seamlessly expanded façade ends with a staged unfinished 
edge that reveals the cross‑sections of various components and parts of the façade: archi‑
traves, string courses, molding, and arches. The incompleteness of the façade invokes 
both the fragmented condition of ruins and the unfinished condition of work under con‑
struction.10 This façade, which is intentionally left open, faces the past and future at the 
same time.

Defined as setting up geometric and formal relationships so crystallized that one can 
observe them even when a building is incomplete, finishing is hardly limited to classical 
works of architecture. It gained unprecedented significance in the age of systems think‑
ing. Building systems that prescribe certain formal relationships without designating the 
final form or building size use finishing as a potent tool. Prefabricated building systems 
with standard‑size elements and standardized joints, which limit how those elements are 
put together, lock certain geometric relationships in place before construction activity 
commences.

The Packaged House

The Packaged House project (1941–1947), a prefabricated housing system designed by 
Konrad Wachsmann (1901–1980) and Walter Gropius (1883–1969), demonstrates one 
of the most ambitious cases of finishing. Its designers aimed to provide houses with 
almost infinite variation, using a single “universal” joint and only ten panel types vari‑
ably solid or fenestrated. The ingenious universal joint, known as “the (wedge) connec‑
tor,” allowed up to four‑way connections in both horizontal and vertical axes to make 
continuous walls, corners, cross‑, and T‑connections.

The cover of the November 1947 issue of Arts & Architecture shows two pieces of the 
universal joint juxtaposed with Michelangelo’s iconic nearly touching hands of God and 
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Adam on the Sistine Chapel ceiling (1508–1512). Celebrating Wachsmann’s universal 
joint as the genesis of a new kind of construction, the composition suggests its creation is 
as fundamental as the divine genius imparted upon humanity at creation. The accompa‑
nying article lauds the system:

All detail is integral with the product. A designer confronted with a building project is 
relieved of the task of having to start all the details from scratch, then see them cut to 
pieces on the site. He can now devote himself entirely to the best possible layout. On 
the other hand, great care and thoroughness can be applied to even the smallest detail 
which, when developed in the shop, will give it an aspect of finality and perfection.11

Finishing as the crystallization of geometric relationships and Frascari’s insight into the 
detail being the locus of this activity are clear from the 1947 promotion of the system. 
Coincidentally, the detail, in this case, the joint, was the most meticulously designed and 
repetitively patented part of the project that went through multiple design iterations. The 
designers constantly improved the joint for material economy and ease of production.

In contrast with the bold visual rhetoric on the Art & Architecture cover, the joint’s 
meticulous design and modular organization are remembered as a resounding commercial 
failure. Assessing the state of architecture in the 1960s, Reyner Banham accused Wachs‑
mann of being “a fanatical watchmaker” whose “celebrated joint for the space‑frame 
roof of the B36 hangar was associated with a fairly radical structure,” while “his equiva‑
lent work on the General Panel House was associated with a dwelling concept of the 
utmost banality.”12

Prefabrication historian Gilbert Herbert describes the Packaged House as an uncon‑
summated folly, for it never achieved the planned production rate, and less than  
200 houses were sold. It is unknown today how many were built or remain in their 
original location. Reflecting on the project retrospectively, Banham noted: “It might 
have been a minor incident in the history of prefabrication, but it was a complete disas‑
ter within modern architecture since it marked the failure of one of the most cherished 
dreams of Modernism.”13 The Packaged House is regarded as an industrial variation of 
the Tower of Babel story.

This historiography results from the symbolic significance associated with the promise 
of prefabrication, like the theft of fire by Prometheus. To Herbert, prefabrication, despite 
its association with military deployment, was also “an instrument of salvation.”14

The unfinished story of the Packaged House

Despite the system’s deficiency even within a robust industrial sector during a booming 
post‑war economy, the Packaged House was not a total failure. It provided financial 
and social gain for its designers. Wachsmann went so far as to say it was a tremendous 
opportunity for growth, implying that the insights he gained from the project could only 
be achieved through experience, which they applied to teaching.15 Gropius repeatedly 
used the Packaged House system in architectural design studios.16

While the commercial failure of the Packaged House echoes in almost every account 
of Wachsmann’s work, and the pragmatist position that takes the lack of material legacy 
as proof of failure reigns in the literature, the project seems to be an indispensable part 
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of the literature of prefabrication, housing, and detailing in architecture. Its discursive 
presence surpasses its material absence. Moreover, those regarding the lack of material 
legacy to assess the longevity of the project or its claimed universality disregard that at 
least one project stood the test of time.

The Wolf House

While the unbuilt General Panel Houses and the spectacular failure of the General Panel 
Corporation have attracted researchers’ attention, there is surprisingly little published on 
the houses actually built, such as the Wolf House. Narrators of the failure story overlook 
that many unbuilt projects are essential to the history of modern architecture, while they 
judge mass‑production houses differently. Whether or not the Packaged House was a 
viable housing proposal could be discussed independently from the number built. The 
Wolf House, which is still used as a single‑family home, offers an alternative understand‑
ing, that the Package House did fulfill its technical and spatial expectations.

Wolf House was built by Rudi Wolf, the chief draftsman in the General Panel company 
as his own residence. He erected the house on a steeply sloping site in the Hollywood 
Hills sometime between 1948 and 1951. The house is positioned along the NW‑SE axis, 
with its entrance facing South‑West to the North Nichols Canyon Road, and its more 
transparent façade overlooking a private garden and the dramatic canyon view facing 
North‑East. While the house still exists, it has undergone alterations.

Wolf constructed his house with special customizations to the system. There aren’t 
many documents regarding the initial construction. Even Herbert, a prolific documenter, 
had only a partial oral history record in his repository.17 However, it is possible to distill 
a conjectural plan from a few rare archival photos, a sketch, and other published plans 
of General Panel houses (Figure 23.1). The most significant customization was the flat 
roof. Though we cannot know Wolf’s motivation behind the roof customization, the roof 
was already the most contentious part of the system. While Wachsmann was trying to 
direct the California‑based operation from New York, the California directorate’s plea 
for producing conventional floors and ceilings, using wooden sheet materials, instead of 
finished panels, for economic and technical reasons greatly troubled Wachsmann even 
when it was suggested as an interim measure. Such changes detracted from the system’s 
universality, which was “its ideological justification.”18 Wolf, while loyal to the system’s 
performance in generating the plan, was not bothered by the “impure” adaptation on 
horizontal surfaces.

The façades show that the variation of panel modules allowed for finishing the house 
to fit different conditions in each direction. The high windows facing the street secure 
privacy, while the living room overlooking the private garden opens up with almost 
full‑length windows. Multiple doors opening outside at short distances from each other 
suggest that the garden was considered an outdoor room to take advantage of the gentle 
climate.

After living in the house for some years, Wolf hired architect William Merzbach to 
modify the floor plan. Unfortunately, like the original plans of the building, records 
of Merzbach’s modification are also missing from archival collections. Commissioning 
an architect suggests Wolf needed someone familiar with the local building codes. The 
garage is relocated to the other side of the building, with a new wing taking its place. 
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FIGURE 23.1  Construction photos of the Wolf house: a‑b: views from private garden toward 
the house, c‑d: views from the Nichols Canyon Road toward the house. Image 
Source: https://crosbydoe.com/address/2861‑nichols‑canyon‑road‑los‑angeles‑ca/ 
Last retrieved. September 1, 2024.

https://crosbydoe.com/address/2861-nichols-canyon-road-los-angeles-ca/
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Herbert reports that Wolf built a three‑bedroom house. The latest listings for the house 
in 2005 describe a four‑bedroom house. This linear extension, due to an added room 
and garage, was likely part of Merzbach’s modifications. Satellite images of the house, 
taken over long intervals, also show growth. Figure 23.2 shows a conjectural plan of the 
original house, derived from construction photos, as well as the building’s likely footprint 
changing through time.

The proportions taken from the satellite images show that the alterations followed the 
original grid. Considering that the panels were not available as commercial prefabricated 
materials, the “intelligent relationship” of the parts that the modular system expressed 
must have stood and were the effective measure even when new architects took on the 
renovations and new materials were introduced to the building.

In 2009, residential architects Eliza Howard and Ben Thorp bought the Wolf House. 
Reporting that the house was structurally sound but needed extensive rebuilding, they 
renovated it from the ground up.19 Though it needed repairs and probably other modi‑
fications to accommodate some of the new infrastructure we have come to expect in 
our homes since the 1950s, it offered a decent domestic environment. Their renovation 
included the most recent additions on both ends, along with solar panels and skylights on 
the roof. While the repetitive modifications to the house proved a different kind of finish‑
ing than Alberti’s, as there have been additions, the modular system and the “intelligent 
relationship” of the parts still stand.

Although the Wolf House did not follow any of the models featured in the factory 
catalog and has customized features such as its roof that distinguish it from most of the 
Packaged House proposals, it still counts as an informative built demonstration of the 
Packaged House. As Herbert noted, the decision to specify typical models and eventu‑
ally base all production on one model presumed to appeal to the largest group of clients 
was made with economic concerns. For its designers, the driving force behind the project 
has always been its openness and flexibility to generate different plan arrangements. The 
system was celebrated for its “adaptability” for various users, ways of living, and sites.

In ideal conditions, the Packaged House components would be sold like bricks or tiles, 
as building materials rather than parts of a closed set. Customization has been a central 
goal. This open nature of the system was evident in the 1947 promotion campaign, 
which incorporated housing proposals designed by prominent architects of the time with 
General Panel components (Figure 23.3). The campaign featured four houses by Elsa 
Gidoni (1899–1978), Paul Bromberg (1893–1949), Walter Gropius, and Richard Neutra 
(1892–1970). The deviation from the system is visible in all of them. The most significant 
deviation is the structural elements that carry the upper floor and wider‑than‑one panel 
windows in Gidoni’s “Bachelor House.” Rather than suggesting ideal types to be repro‑
duced, these projects demonstrated the inherent capacity of the system.

Wolf did what Gropius hoped the American middle class would do. The repetitive 
alterations handled by Merzbach, Howard, and Thorp also show that the system the 
building was initially designed with was evident to others across time and withstood 
the test of time, changing fashions, and changes in construction. These actors were able 
to decode the intelligent relationship of parts and alter the building’s size and spatial 
articulation without changing the fundamental relationships. The fact that this was not 
a one‑off addition or renovation but a process that is handled repeatedly, by different 
architects decades apart, suggests finishing is not only a classical concept but a basic tool 
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FIGURE 23.2  Plans of the Wolf House over time. Original plan derived from construction 
photos in Figure 23.1 and General Panel House plans. Later plans with additions 
are derived from satellite images via Google Earth Pro (2007, 2009, 2014, 2021, 
2022). Plans produced by the author (2023).
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FIGURE 23.3  Packaged House variations designed by “well‑known architects.” Architectural 
Forum Vol. 86, no. 2 (February 1947), p. 120.
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in architects’ toolboxes. The story of the Wolf House also demonstrates Filarete’s claim 
for the impossibility of identical buildings. Since the alterations were made to meet the 
emerging demands and preferences of the inhabitants, the resulting buildings reflect their 
choices and expectations. Like their bodies, their spaces of living reflect their lives with 
all its natural variety.
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