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Barton Myers’ Architectural Alchemy
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Architectural Alchemy
Barton Myers turns traditional
home design inside out

BY JANE ELLISON
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ative Chicagoans Dorothy and John Gardner were
drawn to Montecito for the natural beauty and
mild climate that make this part of California’s
Central Coast so desirable. “It also appealed to us
because it brings us closer to the two of our four
children who live in the West,” Dorothy explains.
“We’re very attached to Chicago,” John adds, “but, as time goes
by, we hope to spend more and more time here.”
Their Chicago residence—a French Normandy with formal gardens that has been in John’s family for 80 years—is the antithesis
of their recently completed Barton Myers-designed steel house. For
the less daring, it is difficult to imagine acclimating to so dramatic a
transition. “I guess you could call me an architecture groupie,”
John admits by way of explanation. “I’ve always made
a hobby of following architectural design.”
“The Gardners are the type of clients every
architect longs for,” Myers says. “They’re engaged,
adventurous and open to new ideas—besides, anyone who went to Yale and studied with Vincent
Scully is going to be okay!”
In fact, the couple was so thoroughly engaged
that they took advantage of an existing guest house
onsite that allowed them to track the project and be
an integral part of the decision-making process.
First introduced to Barton Myers’ work by their
realtor, the Gardners accepted an invitation for lunch
at the architect’s Toro Canyon home and were
immediately enthralled by its design. “This is it,”

Dorothy remembers thinking. In 2009, her wish was realized
with the completion of their 3,365-square-foot home that creates
a distinctive profile within the natural landscape.
Located in the hills above Montecito, it is the sixth in a series
of steel houses designed by Myers that began with his own home
in Toronto, constructed in 1971. Over the ensuing years, each
house, using steel construction and standardized off-the-shelf
industrial components, has contributed to his continuing research
focused on flexible prototypes for mass-produced housing.
For this home, an uncomplicated floor plan divides rooms
between public and private wings, the largest of which makes a
dramatic setting for the living room and the dining and kitchen
areas. Here, the metal deck ceiling reaches 16 feet. The entire wing

Opening spread: The back entrance to the home literally reflects the integration of the natural landscape with its steel and glass
architecture. Above: Twilight adds to the drama of the Gardners’ home as day gives way to evening and the façade is bathed in soft
light. Opposite: John Gardner takes time with the morning paper in the reading nook, an integral part of the kitchen and informal
dining area that provides a cozy setting for relaxation. Here the ceiling height has been lowered to create a more intimate space.
The fireplace is one of several found throughout the home in the library, master bedroom and living room.
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opens to the terrace and gardens through
massive multi-paned overhead doors,
bathing the interior with natural light.
A more intimate private wing is
dedicated to the library, bedrooms and
bathrooms, each with its own view of
adjacent courtyards and fountains.
The steel and glass construction creates
elaborate patterns and cast shadows that
call to mind a pavilion set within garden
walls. The effect could not be more dramatic. With so much transparency, there
are numerous opportunities for views—
both grand and intimate—whether they
frame small fountains, the lap pool and
cabana or a distant Santa Cruz Island.
Large six-foot clerestory windows on
the north and east provide a panorama
of constantly changing mountains as the
sun tracks its path toward a blazing sunset.
Immediate access to the surrounding

This page: Six-foot clerestory windows and retractable overhead doors open the living areas to the mountain landscape and a terrace
with a tantalizing view of Santa Cruz Island. Hard surfaces are softened by a combination of traditional furnishings, antiques and the
couple’s art collection. Balthrup cabinets, sink and fixtures in the kitchen area are placed opposite an old lacquered Chinese barrel table.
Opposite: John and Dorothy Gardner enjoy a quiet moment in their living room with views to the pool and cabana.
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Above: The master bedroom is a setting for both old and new, displaying, once again, the Gardners’ eclectic tastes in collecting and
interior design. Views encompass the winding trails leading to a boulder-lined ravine and creek. Opposite: An avid gardener and
cook, Dorothy Gardner works at her “potting shed,” located adjacent to her kitchen garden. Below: The master bath offers both
privacy and the feeling of being outdoors.

gardens makes every room
a delight as the divisions
between indoor and outdoor fade. “One reason I
enjoy it here so much is
that, although it’s a bit
more luxurious than camp,
it’s still like camp,”
Dorothy laughs.
Although hard surfaces
prevail, they are balanced by warmth achieved through the
unexpected combination of industrial components with traditional designs represented in furnishings and French antiquities
and fine art from the couple’s collection. Interior colors are
borrowed from the surrounding landscape’s neutral palette,
while fabrics and textures reflect the Gardners’ world travels,
with influences from the Orient and India.
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The concrete floors, steel framing and metal deck ceiling
become the perfect vessel for this surprising collection, which
highlights the owners’ eclectic tastes and varied interests. The
entire composition is a welcome fusion of old and new.
Particularly suited to fire zones, the home has no wooden
structural members. “It is also ‘green’ in many respects,” Myers
points out, “including the use of steel, the majority of which is
manufactured from scrap metal.”
The home was designed specifically without air conditioning.
Cross ventilation is aided by sectional glass doors, sliding doors
and windows that can be opened and closed quickly to adjust to
conditions. Other sustainable features include radiant heat—fed
by solar collector panels—efficient boilers, photovoltaic panels and
an Energy-Star rated “cool” roof.
“Working with a great team of architects and a trusting client
made constructing this challenging design a labor of love,” says
Mark Caputo of Caputo Construction, C O N T I N U E D O N P A G E 6 4
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The lap pool nestles comfortably into the wooded landscape.

contractor for the project. “The unconventional combination of industrial steel components, architectural metal panels with
large fixed and operable glazed openings
and exposed concrete floors and walls
created a striking home for the Gardners
that takes full advantage of the California
climate. This home typifies the industrial
aesthetic architecture I enjoy building.”
Dorothy’s love of gardens and her
penchant for spending time there assured
her participation in the landscape design
of the one-acre site, including the addition
of a “garden shed” carved out of a rear
portion of the garage. It faces a kitchen
garden that any C O N T I N U E D O N PA G E 8 5
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1 Fire pit
2 Terrace
3 Living/dining room
4 Kitchen
5 Reading room
6 Library
7 Guest room/bath
8 Master bedroom/bath
9 Potting shed
10 Garage
11 Lap pool
12 Cabana
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