
 

 

 
1949 MICHELTORENA STREET 

 
LOS ANGELES 

Style:  Contemporary 
 
Year of Completion:  1955 
 
Original Building Permit:  #95474, issued by the City of Los Angeles on August 19, 1954 for a 
seven-room dwelling. The house, to measure thirty by fifty feet, would have a concrete 
foundation, walls of wood and plaster, wood and concrete floors, and a composition roof.   
 
A copy of this permit is attached on pages 17 and 18. 
 
Cost to Build: $17,000—a typical cost for a house of this size at the time. 
 
Architect:    John Lautner, Los Angeles, one of Southern California’s pre-eminent architects.  
Please see the attached biographical materials on pages 5 through 14. 
 
Builder:  Unidentified on the building permit. The architect may have supervised “day labor” in 
the construction of the house. 
 

Owner:  Joseph A. Baldwin, an artist, who shared the house with his 
wife Rosemary N. Baldwin.  
 
Joseph Arthur Baldwin (1914 – 1983) was born in Peru, Indiana. His 
father Clarence was a physician and his mother Emma Gertrude 
(Kalbfleisch) Baldwin had been a medical student.  In 1937, Joseph 
married the former Lorna Jeanette Jackson (1913-1986) of Richmond, 
California.  A report of their wedding was published in the 
 February 15, 1937 issue of the local newspaper, which is attached on 
page 15.  Her father was a locomotive fireman.  During the 1930s, 
Joseph Baldwin worked for the Ford Motor Company. Before his  
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service in the U.S. Army during World War II, he was enrolled as a scholarship student at the 
Chouinard Art Institute of Los Angeles. 
 
By the early 1950s, Mr. Baldwin was exhibiting his paintings in Los Angeles along with Pauline 
Annon.  According to the Los Angeles Times in 1951:  His work included “nudes done with wit 
and sophisticated simplicity in a style suggesting admiration for Matisse.  Baldwin also shows 
small flowers and still life pictures rich in color.” The report of this exhibit is attached on  
page 16. 
 

In 1953, Joseph Baldwin married Rosemary Annon Nelson (born ca. 
1926), one of two sisters of his painting partner Pauline Annon.  All three 
sisters were born in Arizona, their parents being natives of Greece. Her 
father had died when Rosemary was only seven years old. In 1945 she 
married Alvin Theodore Nelson (1916 – 1949). A military man serving 
in Germany, he was only 33 years old when he died. Mrs. Nelson had 
been a widow for four years before marrying Mr. Baldwin.  Mr. Baldwin 
was employed by the Los Angeles Daily News and the Los Angeles 
Times. In the 1970s he worked for United Artists Records and Tapes. 

 
Joseph Arthur Baldwin died at the age of 69 and is interred at the Mt. Hope Cemetery in Peru, 
Indiana.   
 
The Baldwin family has owned the Micheltorena Street property for over seventy years. 
 
Other Building Permits:  This house has remained virtually unchanged since it was first built, 
according to the City’s building permit file. 
 
A permit was issued in May 2013 to strengthen a four-by-sixteen-foot deck beam.  Manasse, 
Inc., of Santa Clarita was the contractor. The cost was estimated at $5,000.  
 
Permits were issued in 2016 and 2018 to replace the forced-air unit and ten ducts.  The contractor 
on the last permit was Progressive A-C Services of North Hollywood.   
 
The house was to be re-roofed in January 2023 at a cost of $4,600. Bumble Roofing of Canoga 
Park was the contractor.  
 
Copies of some of these permits are attached on pages 19 through 26.   
 
(Note: Permits for very minor alterations, such as water heater replacement, are not included.  
Also not included are permits missing from the file or whose microfilmed or digital copies are 
indecipherable and not otherwise recorded or described in Assessor’s records.)    
 
Assessor’s Records:  The Los Angeles County Assessor first visited the property on August 14, 
1956 and recorded a single one-story “bungalow” with a hillside concrete foundation, walls of 
stucco over a wood frame, a flat gravel-covered roof, steel sash, and a ten-foot sliding glass door. 
One exterior wall contained six vertical feet of brick veneer with three feet of louvered glass 
above.  Heat was provided by a fireplace and a blower furnace.  There were ten plumbing 
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fixtures.  Lighting fixtures, both indirect and recessed, were rated of “special” quality. Interior 
finishes included plaster, paint, and mahogany paneling.  Some floors were carpeted and others 
were either cork tile or terrazzo. Ceilings were one- and two-inch tongue-in-groove with exposed 
six-by-ten-inch beams. The Assessor commented that the house had “large expanses of glass” 
and was a “functional modern.” 
 
 The Assessor estimated the square footage at 1,633.  The house contained an entry with a flat 
skylight, a combined living/dining room with an inverted pyramid ceiling and one wall of board-
and-batten design, three bedrooms with cork tile floors, one dressing room with a built-in 
wardrobe, two tiled bathrooms (one of which had a flat skylight), and a kitchen with Formica 
counters, built-in appliances, and a terrazzo floor.  
 
An attached carport of 380 square feet had a concrete floor, post-and-beam wooden walls, a 
tongue-in-groove ceiling, and storage cabinets.   
 
In 2013 the Assessor added to the building record the reinforcement of the rear deck.   
 
The Los Angeles County Assessor currently estimates the square footage of the house at 1,679 
with three bedrooms and two bathrooms.   
 
Copies of the Assessor’s building records are attached on pages 27 through 30. 
 
Significance:  Although the property has not yet been included in a City Historic Preservation 
Overlay Zone, Historic Places L.A. has called it “an excellent example of Mid-century Modern 
residential architecture. It retains the distinctive features of the style.” 
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Sources: 
 City of Los Angeles, Building & Safety Department 
 Los Angeles County Assessor  
 Los Angeles Public Library 
 
 Gebhard, David and Robert Winter.  An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles, 6th ed. 
  Santa Monica, Angel City Press, 2018. 
 McAlester, Virginia Savage.  A Field Guide to American Houses.  2nd ed. 
  New York, Knopf, 2013. 
  
 City Directories:  1955 - 
 
 The Independent (Richmond, CA):  February 15, 1937 

Los Angeles Times:  July 22, 1951 
   
 Internet Resources, including California Index, California Death Index,  

Gale Biography Master Index, Ancestry.com, and Historic Los Angeles Times 
Database. 
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JOHN LAUTNER 
Architect 

 
Described by critic Esther McCoy as a “lyrical technologist” 
and remembered for his pacesetting, dramatic, even 
Expressionistic, designs particularly in the residential sector, 
John Edward Lautner was born in Marquette, Michigan on July 
16, 1911, his father a philosophy professor and his mother an 
artist.  After receiving his A.B. degree in English at Northern 
Michigan State College (now University) in 1933, Mr. Lautner 
spent the next seven years as an apprentice and fellow at Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin in Arizona and Wisconsin.  In 1940, he 
established his own firm in Los Angeles at 7046 Hollywood 
Blvd., although between 1944 and 1946 he was also an 
associate in the office of Douglas Honnold.  Mr. Lautner lived 
with his wife Mary and their children at 1868 El Cerrito Place.  
(In 1950, he would marry Elizabeth Honnold, the former wife 
of his one-time associate.)  During World War II, he served as a 
contractors’ superintendent.   

 
Although he despised the look of Los Angeles, he remained in the city for the rest of his career, 
primarily because it could furnish him the type of client who wanted innovation and visionary 
work.  Mr. Lautner did not receive his architecture license until the 1950s and joined the 
Southern California Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) in 1952.  He was 
made a fellow of the Institute in 1970 and received the Chapter’s gold medal in 1993.   
Mr. Lautner also served as an architecture critic at the Chouinard Art Institute. His works have 
been featured in a great number of architectural books, journals, and exhibitions. 
 
John Lautner’s designs were known for their experimental and sometimes daring use of new 
construction processes. He liked using the latest in technology, such as mechanically-operated 
panels to reveal skylights.   His residences (over one hundred in Southern California alone) were 
not only “visually intriguing” but also “functionally ingenious.”  For all his innovation,  
Mr. Lautner’s works are also known for their adaptability to human needs and their desire to 
blend the indoors and outdoors.  He wanted his houses to be a secure place from which its 
occupants could view the natural world–a “frame” as it were.  He was once quoted as saying 
“architecture is for people.” He also said: [Architecture] “is a continuous search to answer total 
basic human needs–emotional and psychological as well as mere physical–in shelter. [When it 
accomplishes that] it becomes a valid enduring art.”  “The purpose of architecture is to create 
timeless, free, joyous spaces for all activities in life.”  
 
Mr. Lautner melded large volumes with warm materials and was one of the first users of 
concrete-block and plywood walls. According to him, space was to be “timeless and 
meaningful,” and, indeed, some critics have said he had an “uncanny” intuition in “shaping 
deeply affecting spaces” that flowed together in a Wright-like organic way.  Voids and distances 
were as important in his architecture as solid forms and the “fluid combination of intimate and 
dramatic scale.”  Style was not as important as was an “eloquent and forceful” exploration of 
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structure and plastic forms.  Despite his well-known prickly personality and unconventional 
approaches, Mr. Lautner was known for working hard to suit his clients and as a “deeply 
practical and a hard-headed problem-solver.”   
 
After a seven-decade career, John Lautner died on October 24, 1994 at the age of 83, survived by 
four children and his third wife Francisca, his former housekeeper.  Often misunderstood and 
stereotyped as an escapist, self-conscious “Space Age“ designer during his lifetime, Mr. Lautner 
is now remembered as one of 20th century America’s most important and seminal architects.  He 
“moved away from the cool, functional, and rational tenets of modernism toward something 
more sensual and transcendent” and left behind him some of the most “persuasive and durable 
emblems” of Southern California living.   His archives are now in the collection of the Getty 
Research Institute. 
 
Among Mr. Lautner’s many celebrated works (most of the quoted comments are from Gebhard 
and Winter’s An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles): 
 
Lautner Residence (2007 Micheltorena St., Silverlake–1939); a “subdued” work in stone and 

wood once hailed as the best house by an architect under thirty in the United States. 
Bell Residence (Woodrow Wilson Dr., Los Angeles–1940) 
Henry’s Restaurant chain (beginning in Pomona–1946-   ) 
Bubbling Wells Motel (Desert Hot Springs–1947) 
United Productions Studios (Burbank–1948) 
Mauer Residence (932 Rome Dr., Los Angeles–1949); revealing many of the characteristics of 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s Usonian houses. 
Sheets (L’Horizon) Apartments (10901-10919 W. Strathmore Dr., Westwood–1949); suggestive 

of the 21st century and a still-fresh interpretation of how people live in Los Angeles. 
Dahlstrom Residence (780 Laguna Road, Pasadena–1949) 
Harpel Residence (Mulholland Dr., Los Angeles–1956); remarkable for its unconventional 

support system of concrete columns and wood trellises. 
“Silvertop” House and Gardens (2138 Micheltorena St., Silverlake–1957); an “exotic” house 

with a cantilevered driveway and swimming pool and a 3,000-square-foot living room 
with an arching concrete ceiling. 

Malin Residence–also known as “Chemosphere” (7776 Torreyson Dr., Los Angeles--1960); 
probably Lautner’s most famous creation, sometimes called the “most modern home in 
the world;”  a circular structure sitting on a single pedestal rooted into the hillside, it has 
been likened to a flying saucer. 

Midtown School (Los Angeles–1961) 
Wolff Residence (8530 Hedges Pl., West Hollywood–1963); a “dramatic statement” of boulders, 

concrete, and jutting glass. 
Elrod Residence (Southridge Dr., Palm Springs–1968); another circular residence tucked into a 

rocky hillside, a large section of which juts into the living room. 
Familian Residence (1011 Cove Way, Beverly Hills–1971); a “startling” huge house of stone and 

wood. 
Bob Hope Residence (Southridge Dr., Palm Springs–1972; badly damaged by fire in 1976) 
Arango Residence, also known as “Marbrisa” (Acapulco, Mexico–1977); described by 

 Architectural Record as an “earthly paradise.” 
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Crippled Children’s Society Main Building (“Rancho del Valle,” 6530 Winnetka Ave., Canoga 
Park–1979); said to have “all the drama one expects” from a Lautner design. 

Marina Fine Arts Gallery (4716 Admiralty Way, Marina del Rey–1991); “a remarkable and 
inventive solution for a store-front gallery and a wonderful art object in itself.” 

 
 
Sources and Bibliography: 
 
American Architects Directory 
Contemporary Architects, 3rd ed.  New York, St. James Press, 1994 
Campbell-Lange, Barbara-Ann.  Lautner: Disappearing Space.  New York, Taschen, 1999 
Escher, Frank.  John Lautner: Architect.  New York, Princeton, 1998 
Hess, Alan.  The Architecture of John Lautner. New York, Universe, 1999 
Olsberg, Nicholas.  Between Earth and Heaven: The Architecture of John Lautner.   
 New York, Rizzoli, 2008. 
 
Los Angeles Times: January 14, 1983; October 27, 1994; April 7, 2005; April 10, 2008;  
 July 13 and 14, 2008 
New York Times: October 27, 1994 
Progressive Architecture: December 1993 
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