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When the internationally famous architect, Josep 
Lluis Sert, designed a residence in Cambridge, 
for himself and his wife Moncha, it quickly came 
to be known as an iconic Modernist masterpiece. 
Within a year of its completion in 1958, the greatly 
influential Architectural Record selected it as the 
first one among those it had found in its “country-
wide search for the best and most significant 
residences”, calling it a “synthesis for Good Living.” 
Other honors followed, and the residence even 
became the subject of an extensive display in Look 
Magazine, “A City House with Perfect Privacy.” 
A wealth of information on Sert and his 
achievements is of course now available at the 
push of a button. But let us turn to his residence, 
the “Cambridge House”, which clearly reflects and 
incorporates Sert’s spirit and personal experiences, 
from his earliest years on. 
Born in 1902 in Barcelona, that vibrant Catalonian 
city of art and architecture, Sert received his early 
education in architecture. Le Corbusier, on a visit 
to the city, met Sert and persuaded him to join his 
atelier. When the fascist dictator Franco assumed 
power in Spain, Sert went in exile to Paris, where 
Sert quickly found life long friends among the artists 
there--Joan Miro, Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, 
Marc Chagall, Alexander Calder and others. When 
Sert was asked to design the Spanish Republic’s 
Pavilion for the 1937 International Exposition in 
Paris, many of these friends helped to incorporate 
their art in it--most memorably Picasso, who lent 
some of his sculptures, and, at Sert’s invitation, 
painted his monumental “Guernica”. Eventually, 
Sert’s Cambridge House contained works by many 
of these friend. As the Boston-based architectural 
critic, Robert Campbell, wrote: “The Sert house 
and its art were the distillation of an era and, above 
all, the diverse expression of a single, eclectic but 
intensely personal taste. None of the works of art, no 
matter how great, will ever again count for as much 
as they did in the years when they all came together 
to grace the remarkable house and its occupants. 
The whole was the greatest work of art.”  
In 1953 Sert became Dean of the Graduate School 
of Design at Harvard University, where Walter 
Gropius had been chair of the Department of 
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Architecture. Designing his residence took Sert 
several years of evolving thought. At top left is a 
telling record of that process, at a stage not far from 
the final decision. It shows deep respect for the use 
of the Golden Section as embodied in European 
classics from Antiquity to the Renaissance--but 
also, as indicated in the next figure, providing 
the house with a square central courtyard, the 
signature element of Mediterranean constructions. 
Situated along a south-westerly axis, light is invited 
throughout the day into the house through its set of 
long windows and sliding glass doors. A primary 
goal of Sert’s design was the visual flow from one 
space to another, from outside to inside. Moreover, 
some vistas extend for one hundred feet from the 
front fence, through the house, to the back fence— 
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an optical illusion of uncommon spaciousness, 
made possible by building the whole house on 
one single level, uninterrupted by stairs, as well as 
guarded from the neighborhood by the enclosures 
at all four sides. 



Even when one is approaching the house from the 
street, one can intuit some of Sert’s fundamental 
personal needs. One is privacy from the outside 
world, so as to enjoy the serenity, the wide sense 
of openness, and transparency characterizing 
the inside. The building is located on a corner 
between Francis Avenue and Irving Street, a 
quiet nook, even though the thriving campus 
of Harvard University and the bustling Harvard 
Square are within a few minutes’ walk. The chapel-
like clerestory windows above the wall hint at 
the important role of daylight inside, both for 
its occupants and for the display of the art. As 
Sert once said, “I’ve always been interested in 
Architecture as an extension of human problems.” 
One more example of the thoughtfulness of each 

detail in Sert’s design: The brick wall and wooden 
fence surrounding the house create an elegant 
restraint that speaks to its context within the brick-
clad city of Cambridge. But the path to the front 
door is a long wooden walkway, subtly signalling 
one is leaving the world of stone and cement 
behind. Moreover, the lengthy path unknowingly 
prepares the visitors for the moment the door is 
opened and the transition into the unique urban 
sanctuary begins. When we step into the house, 
the line between interior and exterior is beautifully 
blurred, as the central courtyard is immediately 
revealed. The rooms of the home wrap around this 
inner patio, with the private spaces to the left of the 
entrance and the open living quarters to the right. 

3

Geoffrey Gross

Between the living space and the dining space 
stands a white-painted brick fire place, seamlessly 
dividing but also joining the two rooms. And even 
in that structure there is room for art objects chosen 
as favorites. As Mary Daniels, librarian at Harvard’s 
Loeb Library and the masterly curator of Sert’s 
archive put it: “The Sert house was a domestic 
museum--its interior punctured by art as diverse 
as a Catalonian altarpiece, African sculpture, 
and contemporary art.” Moreover, these varied 
objects speak of Sert’s world-wide travels, many in 
connection with his commissions. 
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“Now architecture can be pictorial or 
sculptural in its approach, and painting and 

sculpture can be architectural in feeling. 
They are sister arts with a lot in common…” 

– JLS



The master bedroom is at the southern-most 
part of the house. On one side it merges into the 
bedroom courtyard, from where we see it depicted 
above, and on the other side one can look through 
the central courtyard into the living room beyond. 
It is an example of the impressive transparency 
throughout the house. And this arrangement also 
allows the big sliding door to be opened so as to let 
the bedroom become as much indoor as out.   
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Conversely, one may look from the living room 
toward the central courtyard with its dogwood tree, 
and the bedroom and its outdoor patio. 
It has been said that living in this version of an 
open Mediterranean house can induce a feeling 
of claustrophobia when one visits one’s friends in 
their more casual, fortified, and small-windowed 
apartments.  
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“Every house should be its own city.”
-JLS



Opposite the bedroom courtyard is the sculpture 
courtyard, also fully evolved. It lends itself to quiet 
work or entertaining a guest at lunch. The black 
areas in the foreground of the photograph above 
are simply parts of a large mobile by Alexander 
Calder that was standing beyond the camera. 
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“And in the springtime, when all the 
courtyards are alive with flowers, when 

the trees are covered with exquisite 
blossoms, when the walls are covered 

with roses, it is sheer bliss to sit 
outside.” – Nina Holton

After Sert retired and returned to Spain in 1983, he 
gave his home to Harvard University. After having 
been rented out to tenants for many years, it was 
sold to Gerald Holton, a physicist and historian of 
science at Harvard, and his wife Nina, a sculptor. 
They had been friends of the Serts for a long time, 
had in common their European origin, and had 
often visited Sert’s hospitable home. Now they had 
to restore it lovingly, engaging the help of Sert’s 
former colleagues, Huson Jackson (architecture) 
and Hideo Sasaki (landscape and design). 
In this way, both the original materials and the 
spirit of the Sert’s have been preserved, down to 
maintaining the original use of Miro’s colors, with 
the vivid flash of red on the fire place and the 
splashes of blue, green and yellow throughout the 

house. Nina’s sculptures are now displayed both 
inside and in the courtyards. As before, paintings by 
contemporary artists are on display.      
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Finally, a visit to the bedroom courtyard, accessible 
from two of the bedrooms in the house. As if to 
lighten up its serenity, the long fence had a mural 
by the artist Constantin Nivola when the house was 
built, but since then it had badly deteriorated. So 
the current owners erected a second fence closely 
against Nivola’s. Yet, its monotonous whiteness 
cried out for joyful relief. That was provided by 
Nina: as a birthday present for her husband she 
designed a new mural, resembling musical notes, 
all in Sert’s favourite colors. The mural is a take-off 
of one of their favorite songs, Franz Schubert’s “I 
dreamed of beautiful flowers.”

It is perhaps not too much to imagine that in its 
restored way, this eminently livable Cambridge 
house still resonates with the spirit of Josep and 
Moncha.        
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The living room accomodates one couple as easily 
as a big party. And so can the dining room, with its 
mid-century Danish furniture and its easy access to 
the sculpture courtyard--again a merger of indoors 
and outdoors.       
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