
Staying in Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guest Bedroom 
 
What happens when a great architect builds a house for himself? 
 
 
 

 
 
Taliesin, the natural house of architect Frank Lloyd Wright.  
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“No man,” said Dr. Johnson, “is a hypocrite in his pleasures.” Of all the truths told by that matchless observer 
of human nature, this one may come closest to absolute exactitude. We often lie to others about what pleases us, 
but few deceive themselves when pursuing their own happiness—and when the party in question is an architect 
who is designing a house for himself, he’ll almost certainly build what he likes, not what he thinks he ought to 
like. 



 
All this came to mind when I slept last month in the guest bedroom of Taliesin, Frank Lloyd Wright’s rambling 
601-acre country estate, not far from the village of Spring Green, Wis. I’d previously spent the night in five of 
the dozen or so Wright buildings where you can stay for a fee, but Taliesin normally does not allow overnight 
visits. Mine came about through the largess of Minerva Montooth, a miraculously spry nonagenarian who 
worked as the assistant of Olgivanna Lloyd Wright, the architect’s third and last wife, and is now one of 
Taliesin’s permanent residents. Having read a piece about Wright that I wrote for the Journal, Mrs. Montooth 
asked if I might want to spend a night at Taliesin. I needed no urging. 
 
I’d already toured the estate several times, and so was familiar with the residential wing (the estate also contains 
Wright’s studio, where he designed Fallingwater and the Guggenheim Museum) and its complicated tale. The 
hillside living quarters, originally built in 1911, were ravaged by fire and rebuilt in 1914 and 1925, after which 
Wright spent the rest of his long life tinkering with Taliesin, which he used as a kind of living sketchbook. It 
was there that he experimented with devices later employed in homes designed for his clients, incorporating 
other touches strictly for his amusement, the most fanciful of which is a vertigo-inducing cantilevered walkway 
that juts out from the living room. I tried to walk all the way to the far end at midnight, and turned back after a 
few shaky steps. 
 
When the last tourist leaves and you lock the door, a deep, soothing hush settles over the house. I wandered in 
silence from room to room, looking with freshened eyes at the myriad ways in which Wright built Taliesin so as 
to dissolve the difference between the spacious interior and the serene countryside that surrounds it. Then I sat 
down in the living room, which contains a massive limestone hearth, huge picture windows that let in starlight 
from the night sky, a Bechstein concert grand (on which I softly played a Bach prelude) and a Wright-designed 
four-sided music rack meant for use by a string quartet. For a brief time I took notes frenziedly—but then I 
stopped. All I wanted to do was sit and look, and be. 
 
The room is full of Asian paintings, sculpture and pottery, but the only piece of Western art save for Wright’s 
self-designed furniture and rug is a sculpted head of the man himself. This is no accident: Wright designed his 
houses in such a way as to make it hard to hang paintings, believing that they required no further embellishment 
by any other hand. Few other major architects have shared his attitude. Visit, for instance, Walter Gropius’s 
ultramodern white clapboard house, built in 1938 on a hill near Massachusetts’ Walden Pond, and you’ll find it 
full of paintings, sculptures and prints by Josef Albers,Joan Miró, László Moholy-Nagy, Henry Moore and 
Toko Shinoda, and furniture by Marcel Breuer (who lived just down the hill from Gropius) and Eero Saarinen. 
Indeed, Gropius loved modern art so much that he even snipped a reproduction of a Hans Hofmannwatercolor 
out of a magazine, framed it and hung it in his pantry. Not Wright: He thought his houses were better works of 
art than any painting, real or not. Vain? Perhaps, but when you’re sitting in Taliesin, you’re not inclined to 
disagree. 
 
At length I retired to the stucco-and-stone guest bedroom, a smallish space with unexpectedly high ceilings 
(Wright appears to have designed many of his buildings with his own small stature in mind). Its simple 
furnishings include another hearth, a desk, a reasonably comfortable bed and a bookshelf containing a quirky 
but somehow characteristic selection of volumes, including B.H. Haggin’s “The Toscanini Musicians Knew,” 
John Stuart Mill’s “On Liberty” and Dwight Macdonald’s “Parodies: An Anthology.” 
 
The room is not for slugabeds. I was awakened at dawn by bright sunshine flooding through the unshaded floor-
to-ceiling windows. It felt strange at first to wash in the bathroom sink, but then I remembered that before it was 
a museum, Taliesin was a place where people lived, one of whom was a genius who designed it specifically for 
his pleasure but also wanted ordinary Americans to own smaller houses of their own that partook of the same 
harmonious beauty. Nor are the results oppressive. To sleep in Taliesin is more like living in a home full of 
great art: You want to be worthy of it, to get up early and rejoice in the good fortune that has brought you there. 
And so I did. 


