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We often think of
serenity as a kind
of heavenly void—
an apsence of
stress, distractions
and incongruities.

But on rare occasion, architecture
exXpresses serenity as a ianginie thing.
You can see it, touch it, even feel it
working on you.

Such is the case with this Beling
ham house by Seattle architect

George Suyama

~ e home is impeccably graceful, well mannered
el understated. It has linle decoration asde
from the natural grain of the cedar channel sid-
ing wrapping the interior sping and the visual chythms
of the open ceiling trusses and stairway, Meticoulous de-
1ailing evervwhere seema to confirm the rational order
of the universe. All 15 as dassically proportioned and
beautifully harmonized as & Morar sonata, except .,
we Exgepl that after an hour or twe, you gradually be-
coine aware that the grid in the Iving room’s concrare
Noor doesn exactly line up with the walls, Arnd the ter-
races out back are slhvlv trapezoidal, not quite the nice,
nean rectangles they first appeaned o be. 10 isn™ az if
Frank Gehry (architect of Paul Allens Experience Music
Project) had slipped in one night to deconstroet Suvanma's

exguisite composition, but it i naggingly mysierious,

After a weak of reflecting. you figure il oul. The
house 15 cssentially composed of two boxes: a big one
containing the living spaces, and a smaller one for the
garage and workshop, The two are skewsed about fve de-

grees from mach ather sa that the gArage can line up with



the street, and the house with the best view of Bellingham Bay

at its back. Suyama allowed a bit of the garage’s peometry 1o in-
filtrate the living quarters so as 1o, in his words, "create more of
an active engagement for the people living in it Translation:
He needed to subvert that perfect serenity with just enough ten-
sion to make it possible for real, not-quite-perfect human be-
ings to relate to it.

Those humans, Herb and Billee Ershig, had none of this
in mind when they commissioned the house, except that, as
Suyama recalls, “They wanted it to be architecturally signifi-
cant—something that would stretch them a little bit.” They re-
member simply wanting a house with a sleek, contemporary
look and a free, open flow of interior space so their activitics
wouldn't be compartmentalized. (They're a couple who enjoy
doing things together.)

Semchow, these loose specifications inspired a design that em-
braced both their physical needs and artistic instincts on the first
try. “1t was kind of spooky” Herb savs. “When we saw the first set
of drawings, I said, ‘T could move into that house immediately.

ag0vE: The dining ream 4 separated from the living ream by a flaating staie,

fisHT: A Leo Adams painting hangs cutside the
master bedroom, which havers like a treehouse over the living room.

oFrosme: Judy Davison'’s understated

furnishings counterpaint expesed I-beams and roof trusses,

We didn't have a lot of discussion or changes. Basically, this house
i the first cut”

Since the lot slopes steeply from the street down to the bay,
the house’s front door opens onto a mezzanine overlooking the
living room. One step inside, and space unfolds in a carefully
scripted but expansive drama. A view wall to the north grandly
frames Bellingham Bay. The master bedroom perches over the
two-story living room like a trechouse. The simple furnishings
below—three couches bracketing a sleck steel table on a Pande
Cameron rug (the work of Seattle interior designer Judy Davi-
son}—announce the sacial heart of the house. On clear afier-
noons, the not-quite-rectangular reflecting pool that nuzzles
the living room bounces the sun onto the ceiling in an abstract
ballet of light.

The total effect is one of an environment meticulously de-
staned, down to subatomic detail. A stray knickknack on a table
would create chaos. But the Ershigs are thoroughly tuned in to
the design's refinement. For example, a large abstract painting by
¥akima artist Lea Adams “just didn't look right in this house,”
Billee says. Adams himsell came 10 check it out. "t needs a metal
frame,” he prescribed. Herb, a mechanical engineer recently retired
from running an industrial sheet metal and fiberglass business,
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ABovE: Few furnishings are needed when you have suth

a dynamic imterpley Between structuee and materiaks,

OPROSITE: The kitchen cooktop restsin & slate-lined nicke,
Herb Ershig built the alaminam ligit fixture,

fabricated one himself " That made all the
ditference,” be says. “Ir needed that black
outlin, just 1 give it a litde punch”

lthough it is a sizable house
L 13,5340 square feet, nol oounting
\ basement. garage or workshop,

there is relatively little furmiture in it—
and the paeces that Davison designed
or specified ane quiet
and unassuming.
“There's 5o muech
going on in the archi-
tecture that if you had
the furmiture conpet-
irg, the place would be unpleasant,” she
says. Buill-in white oak cabinetry in the
kitchen and bedrooms scoops up the
stufll of cvervday life, Bookshelves and
even tovvel bars and phone nooks are re-
cessed 50 as not to iImpose themselves. In
the living room, the TV normally lives in
a secret chamber bencath the fireplace
base, rising like a periscope with the push
of a button.

Crod 5 0 the details in this house,
although there were somc devilish com-
plications installing Him there. The
kitchen's artistic centerpicee is 2 high-

tech alumimum hght fixtare that Suvama
designed and Herb Ershig builr, and
which, Herl confirms, was a great deal
more work than iis clean, simple geome-
try seemed to promise. { The whole house
wits like that: in Facr, in ook 20 montlis—
instead of the projected 10— baild. )
But for all ies refinement, the house
dmesn’t fecl formal or restricting, 1 adapes
gracefully to almost
everything that is
askeed of i When the
Ershigs’ som was mar-
ried in the living
oo, the upstairs
exercise roodn became the perfiect sage for
i string queartet. Instead of being compar-
nients for standardimed activities, the
spaces seem infinilely open to possibilities.
In exchange for that sense of abiding
serenity, the house makes one nonnego-
tiable demand: it will tolerate no clutter.
I feed compelled to keep evervihing
picked up,” savs Billee. "If T don'y, it
disrapas e serenity” m
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