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By CJ Hurley

What many of us could use in our lives right now is stillness. 
Stillness is the quiet restfulness of the contemplative – har-
mony, if you will — that allows escape from the mind-numb-
ing sensory overload of the technological world. What I call 
stillness is what Arts & Crafts progenitor John Ruskin called 
repose, what he considered the ingredient essential to call-
ing something a work of art. Because the ultimate work 
of art in the Arts & Crafts Movement was the home, it was 
imperative that it carried the qualities of repose — that it 
moved the human spirit, stirred deep emotions, and brought 
about an all-encompassing tranquility.
 Before my wife, Barbara, and I bought our house, we knew 
we wanted to live in surroundings that fostered stillness. We 
wanted a house we could use as the envelope for our vision 
to create a life integrated with the arts. Not all Arts & Crafts 
houses were created equally, and it would take the perfect 
structure for us to create something special. The first time we 
viewed the 1913 Arts & Crafts foursquare in Portland,  we knew 
by its bones it was the right house for us. What it was lacking 
was stillness, but that we knew would come with time.

The Right Architecture
The house’s architectural details met our needs with well 
planned rooms and careful attention to human proportions. 
The formal rooms — foyer, living room, and dining room — 
were connected by broad openings and detailed with excep-
tional Edwardian moldings. The secondary rooms had less 
formal moldings and were clearly functional; plain casings 
and modestly crowned headers were separated by a tooled 
parting bead. 
 Nine foot ceilings downstairs prevented cramped feelings 
and struck the perfect balance between spaciousness and 
sheltered comfort. The upstairs ceilings, at 8 ½ ft, provided 
the kind of cozy intimacy conducive to sleep. The walls were 
ideally proportioned and featured classic bi-partite construc-
tion, with frieze levels that provided the ideal location for 
personalized artwork. 

The Vision
We wanted a home good for entertaining and feasting, for 
conversation and debate, warmed by fire in winter and natu-
rally cool in summer, good for sleeping and for quiet con-
templation. We desired a pleasant mixture of those qualities 
that encourage meditation, dispel anxiety and sadness, pro-
mote aesthetics, and bring joy. For us, this meant creating 
a house with spirit, with ideas symbolic of the things most 
important to us, and filled with colors and imagery that 
would inspire the imagination and evoke the holistic.
 In kinship with the founders of the Arts & Crafts move-
ment, we were enthralled by Arthurian legend, with its met-
aphors about nature, the spiritual, and humankind’s highest 
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ideals and ultimate concerns. We would use the legend as 
a backdrop for the life we would live in the home, a setting 
symbolic of our personal beliefs, and an atmosphere in which 
to engage in contemplative dialog and engender stillness. 
 We began in the living room, which we painted yellow, 
a color that artist Wassily Kandinsky said in his 1911 docu-
ment Concerning the Spiritual in Art, has a spreading move-
ment that flows out from the center and motions toward the 
viewer. We used color to gently draw visitors into the living 
room, where we would welcome them. Although psycho-
logically, yellow is often associated with action and aggres-
sion, we used no ordinary yellow, but an earthy and comely 
one, calming and soothing in character and of the kind that 
kindles thoughts of sunlight filtered softly through the forest 
canopy. It is the sort of yellow that reminds one of the beauty 
of day, the rise and set of the sun, the light of the world that 
is symbolic of the enlightened mind. 

 Against the yellow, I painted my Chalice frieze in tones of 
burgundy, emerald green, and gold. As it wraps around the 
room, the mysterious frieze conjures images of the hidden 
meaning of the grail quest. It acts as a rhythmic border that 
reflects deckled light about the room. For lighting, we chose 
late Arts & Crafts period romance revival fixtures, which were 

created to celebrate the pageantry and splendor of gothic 
medieval fantasy. Low wattage bulbs and dimmer switches 
replicate old-style gas lighting and enhance the mystical qual-
ity prevalent in the room.
 The fireplace is the room’s focal point. The hearth is 
deep green subway tile, evocative of a moss laden forest 
floor. Black painted bricks rise from the hearth to meet a 
misty grey-beige mantel flanked by two candle shaped wall 
sconces. The lights cast a warm glow onto earthenware vases 
sprouting branching tendrils from trees surrounding the 
home. This cozy room has two main seating areas and is the 
perfect arrangement for hosting guests, sitting with the fam-
ily, or for contemplating the aura created by coloration, light-
ing, and enigmatic artworks. 

Knowing Stillness
Through the vehicle of our home, I have known a sense of still-
ness. And if I don’t know complete stillness all the time, I have 
at least sought to find its expression in my home and enrich 
myself through it. I have put a lot of thought into the Arts & 
Crafts idea of self improvement through architecture, and I’ve 
worked to foster it in my own life, and bring it to my clients 
seeking the same. Although our home is far from complete, 
Barbara and I have worked slowly over the years to craft still-
ness in our own personal atmosphere. Thoughtful work takes 
time, yet from the outset we had a comprehensive plan in 
place to achieve our goal. I don’t intend comprehensive plan to 
sound cold, calculated, and artificial. Our project has been one 
of the most creative endeavors of our lives. It has forced us to 
look deeply into our inner beings in order to bring forth all the 
meaningful things we want to say with our home. 
 Throughout the house, I have painted our walls with friezes 
and created works of art that are set with symbols that hint 
at our worldview and reflect on the Arthurian legend, while 
Barbara has created stunning curtains and fabrics that com-
plement the setting. In addition to the things handcrafted 
by us, we’ve surrounded ourselves with objects passed down 
from our families: precious things, not precious from a mar-
ket value standpoint, but because they are symbols of where 
we come from. On occasion, we have purchased things that 
moved our spirits and added value to what we’ve created. 
 Creating a home that fosters well being is achieved by sur-
rounding the self with what is truly important in life, ideas as 
well as objects. Achieving stillness takes thoughtful soul search-
ing. The home is the spiritual center of our lives — not necessar-
ily religion, but it can involve religion. By spiritual I mean getting 
at one’s essential core, at the heart of ultimate concerns. 
 Elbert Hubbard, the founder of the Roycroft Arts & Crafts 
community, said, “Art is not a thing, it is a way.” Taoist insight 
for certain, and true. Art is a way of life. Being surrounded 
by art is one thing, but living with it, absorbing the essence 
of it, taking its meaning into one’s soul is a wholly different 
matter. For me, experiencing stillness comes down to a medi-
tation of sorts that I exercise every day with my home. It is 
essentially conscious awareness — keeping the ideals that are 
important to me, the ideas I’ve surrounded myself with, at 
the forefront of mind. It is the joy of interacting with a mean-
ingful environment, the artistic home we’ve created, knowing 
it is an inseparable part of us. It’s about stillness. n
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