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LEFT: An arched
limestone fire-
place in another
Memphis bun-
galow features
a hearth of
Rookwood tiles.
The firebox is
home to a set of
1930s vintage
gas logs.

LINDA SVENDSEN PHOTOS

Hearth of the Matter

A look at the wide array of Arts & Crafts-era fireplaces.

By JaNE PoweLL

Fire fulfills a deep and primal role in the human psyche. Even today, when fires

are no longer needed for heating or cooking, fireplaces are routinely installed

in houses. In Arts & Crafts homes, the fireplace took on almost religious

significance, and even bungalows in warm climates were built with one.

Gustav Stickley was a big proponent,
writing in The Craftsman, “The big hospitable
fireplace is almost a necessity, for the hearth-
stone is always the center of true home life.”

Almost always a feature of the living
room, fireplaces also were found in dining
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rooms, bedrooms, dens, and basements.
Frequently the fireplace was surrounded by
builtin benches or settles to form an ingle-
nook, which often had a lowered ceiling that
provided a feeling of coziness and set it off
from the rest of the room. With or without

an inglenook, the fireplace usually was sur-
rounded by some sort of builtins—often
glass-door bookcases with high windows
above, but a drop-front desk on one side
was faitly common as well.

Bricks and More

Chimneys were of masonry construction
(brick, stone, concrete block), but the fire-
place itself could be faced with a wide array
of materials, including brick, stone, ceramic
tile, cast stone, concrete, stucco, metal, or
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Set off by a spindled colonnade, this
brick fireplace is surrounded by a
generously sized inglenook with
cushioned benches.

Grate Expectations

Given the popularity of metalwork in the
Arts & Crafts movement, andirons—the
metal supports for logs in a wood-burning
fireplace—were a popular item. Because
andirons aren't terribly practical as a support
device, they now serve a primarily decorative
function—logs are generally held by a more
practical grate.

Old fireplaces were open—they didn't
have glass doors or “chain mail” curtains.
What they did have is freestanding fire-
screens, generally made of metal; some of
these were quite decorative. Generally they
were either an upright rectangle, held up
by a couple of feet, or a three-part folding
screen, the center part generally being larg-
er. The majority of the screen was some sort
of mesh—~brass, bronze, copper, or steel—
with a metal frame around it, with decora-
tive elements such as cutouts applied over
the mesh. For summer use, a wood-framed
screen around an embroidered or otherwise
decorated fabric panel was an option.
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LEFT: A simple
red brick fireplace
with a mirrored
overmantel and a
mantel shelf hold-
ing only one piece
of tasteful art pot-
tery is centered

in aroom thatis
otherwise sparsely
furnished, as was
generally the case
at the time.

ARCALUS ARCHIVE

plaster—anything that wouldn’t burn.
Brick was much favored, especially clin-
ker bricks, those that had become vitri-
fied and misshapen by sitting too close
to the fire in the brick kiln. Before the
bungalow era, clinker bricks were thrown
away, making them cheap or even free,
which no doubt made the eyes of many
a speculative bungalow builder light
up. Because clinkers were organic and

interesting to look at, the movement
embraced them, and soon they became
trendy. Many other kinds of brick were
used as well, from basic red or gold bricks,
to wire-cut (textured) bricks, to bricks
that were multicolored or spotted, and
even decorative molded bricks.

Brick sizes have been standardized
for centuries at 244" x 3%" x 8" They
come in many colors and textures, and
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Need more fireplace inspiration? Check out
our list of iconic A&C fireplaces you can vi




The handsome built-ins'and reproduc-
tion Batchelder tile surround in this
1916 Craftsman home are new, built to
replace a remuddled fireplace.

Mantel Mania

Without a mantel, how
could you display your
tasteful collection of art
pottery? And where would
you hang the Christmas
stockings? Mantels over
Arts & Crafts-era fireplaces
ranged from a simple shelf
on brackets or corbels

to a wide shelf spanning
the adjoining built-ins.
Generally made of wood—
either a thick piece of solid
wood or a box built to offer
that illusion—mantels also

could be made of the same

material used to face the

fireplace. ABOVE: An overmantel with an oval mirror sits on three

The area above the doubled brackets over a tiled fireplace in an inglenook.
mantel might be filled by

an overmantel, which, while much simplified from the excesses of Victorian versions,
still could be quite a festival of moldings and mirrors.
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there are many ways of laying them, called
bonds. Most people are familiar with run-
ning bond, where joints in each row are
staggered by half a brick. Flemish bond fea-
tures one brick turned on end every other
brick. Multicolored brick patterns were
referred to as tapestry brick. Brick also could
be laid unevenly and randomly, known as
eccentric brickwork. In Craftsman houses,
brickwork was sometimes combined with
river rocks to form what is generally referred
to as peanut brittle, because of its lumpy
appearance. Occasionally some use was
made of glazed bricks, which were finished
like pottery.

Stone, including fieldstone, river rock,
cobblestone, or rubble stone, had the rustic
look esteemed by bungalow designers. Split-
face ashlar (rectangular cut stone with an
irregular face), though a bit more formal,
also was used on fireplaces. Cast stone, a
molded product made from concrete and
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Hood Ornament

Some fireplaces had metal
hoods of copper, brass,
bronze, or cast iron. Often
merely decorative, some also
served to lower the top of
the firebox, creating a better
draw. If you're dying to have
a hand-hammered copper
hood in your house, this is
where it should go (not over
the stove). Coal-burning
fireplaces had a cast iron sur-
round and grate, and often
had fenders on the hearth

ARCALUS ARCHIVE

to prevent any coals that
escaped the fireplace from
rolling out into the room.
These fireplaces came with

ABOVE: A tiled corner fireplace sports a hammered
copper hood with a decorative motif in the center.

summer covers, a matching cast iron piece for covering the fireplace when not in use—
few of them survived the scrap metal drives of World War II.

fine aggregates, often was used in place of
actual stone. It could resemble whatever sort
of stone was required, although sandstone
and limestone were most prevalent. Pressed
concrete was another option, molded into
panels about 1%2" thick, and large enough to
constitute the entire front of the fireplace.
These were molded and colored to resemble
tile or stone, and sometimes real tiles were
inset as accents.

Ceramic tile was also much in favor as a
fireplace facing, from plain 6" x 6" field tiles
to decorative art tiles from now-famous Arts
& Crafts potteries like Grueby, Rookwood,
and Batchelder. Many fireplaces combined
decorative accent tiles and field tiles, with
accents set into the center above the fire-
box, in the corners, or down the sides.
Landscape tiles were particularly favored,
with scenes of medieval castles, Spanish
missions, and English villages. Most com-
panies also could supply matching ceramic
corbels (to hold up the mantel), keystones
(for arched fireboxes), and various trim tiles.
It was possible to order the whole fireplace
front from the same company so the firebox
could be constructed to fit the tiles instead
of the other way around.

Some Arts & Crafts houses had tran-
sitional fireplace facings—a Victorian/
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Edwardian holdover, featuring highly glazed
majolica tiles, usually a smaller version of
subway tiles, generally measuring 1/4" x 6"
or 144" x 6", but sometimes as small as 1" x
3" These had semitranslucent glazes with
color variations from light to dark within
individual tiles.

Some fireplaces were simply faced with
plaster or stucco, although plaster also was
combined with brick, stone, or tile accents.
Some fireplaces may have been influenced
by Spanish Revival styles—particularly after
the 1915 Panama-California Exposition in
San Diego, designed in a Spanish Colonial
style by architect Bertram Goodhue. A
Spanish-influenced fireplace usually features
a monolithic plastered firebox and chimney,
often with builtin niches.

Many fireplaces were available in kit
form: A builder could simply order a fire-
place, and it would arrive with the masonry,
the facing, and the damper, and could be
turned over to the mason to install.

Finding the Fireplace

Later owners, in some misguided attempt
to “modernize,” may have painted, covered
up, or removed the original fireplace fac-
ing. Painting seems to be the most com-
mon indiscretion—the most cringe-worthy

RIGHT: LINDA SVENDSEN PHOTOS; OPPOSITE: CRAFTSMAN DESIGN PHOTO BY ARI FREITAG

ABOVE, TOP: In an Eagle Rock, California, bun-
galow, a fireplace faced with large earth-tone
tiles is flanked by bookcases with leaded glass
doors under high casement windows. ABOVE,
BOTTOM:The purple and red tones of clinker
bricks blend into the surrounding redwood
paneling in a Berkeley Craftsman.
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Restoration Ideas

RIGHT: MICHELLE NELSON PHOTOS; OPPOSITE: MOTAWI TILE PHOTO

@ Remember that you can
always restore a fireplace that
isn't as original as it should be.

@ If the fireplace facing has been
painted, that’s easy to remove
from tile; it's harder to get off
brick or stone, but still doable. (It
will involve chemicals, scrubbing,
and probably dental tools.)

@ If the original fireplace was
ripped out and replaced with
something really horrid like a
1970s woodstove, remove it and
build a proper fireplace that
complies with current codes. If

With multiple layers of paint, a clinker-brick fire-
place in a 1905 house was too far gone to save, so
designer Michelle Nelson created a new covering.

the facing has been covered up, you'll need to rip off the covering. Sometimes
you'll find great tiles beneath; sometimes you'll find nothing because previous
owners removed the original facing. At that point, you'll have to figure out what

to reface it with.

The new facing uses handmade Syzygy tiles;
Michelle laid the pattern out on the floor first to
finesse the color distribution and grout lines.

@ If you can't deal with stripping
paint, there is always the option
of repainting in a more brick-
like, stone-like, or tile-like color.
(Don't use semi-gloss paint—
bricks and stone aren't shiny, nor
is most Arts & Crafts fireplace
tile). Or you could faux paint it to
look like brick or stone, although
if you've never faux painted
before, you should practice (a
lot) before attempting the fire-
place. (It might be worthwhile to
hire a decorative painter.) Never
paint an original, unpainted fire-
place for any reason.

@ If the fireplace has already been rebuilt or refaced with something inappro-
priate, it may be possible to simply cover it up. Many brick manufacturers make
thin versions of brick for use as veneer (unfortunately no clinker brick), and tile is
another option. Most tiles in the bungalow era were glazed by hand, even if the
tiles were machine-made, which results in less uniformity in the glaze than mod-

ern tiles. Because a fireplace
surround is U-shaped, tiling a
fireplace is less straightforward
than tiling a countertop (an
arched firebox complicates
things further). Tiles bigger than
6" x 6" tend to read as modern.
Watch your spacing; fireplace
tiles tended to have wider grout
joints than the minimal ones
used in vintage kitchens and
bathrooms, especially if the tile
was handmade. Joints up to 5"
were common, although nar-
rower joints (usually not less
than ") also were used.

Project manager Chris D’Andrea made a new man-
tel on site from Western red cedar; it references
the design of an original mantel in the living room.
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Friend or Faux

In 1901, Alfred Humphrey invented
an inverted gaslight. Soon after, when
it became apparent that electric light
was going to take over, he used the
same technology to come up with the
Humphrey Radiant-Fire Heater, which
used gas to heat ceramic inserts to incan-
descence. Many of these heaters were
designed to be installed in a fireplace.
Eventually this led to other kinds
of faux fireplaces, like gas logs, or my
personal favorite, the electric fireplace
consisting of a red lightbulb and a
rotating cylinder of crumpled tinfoil to
simulate flames (combined with a really
fake-looking log).

update I've encountered is painting the
bricks bright red, and the mortar bright
white. The paint chosen to paint a fireplace
is invariably glossy, and 99 percent of the
time, it’s white.

After paint, the most popular refacing
material seems to be the dreaded “used
brick”—not really used, but rather tumbled
after manufacture, and consisting of mixed
colors, mostly red, but with a lot of white
and black on the surface. “Used brick” also
comes in a thin veneer version.

More recent “modernizations” may
find the fireplace being refaced with 12" x
12" stone tiles. Granite and marble seem
to be the most popular, but slate is up-and-
coming—because it looks kind of rustic,
people think it is therefore appropriate for
a Craftsman home. It’s not. However, all
of these “updates” can be removed, and
fireplaces restored to their original luster,
with a little time and elbow grease.

Built during a time of radiators, fur-
naces, cookstoves, and electricity, most Arts
& Crafts fireplaces weren’t necessary for
lighting, cooking, or heat, yet they were
still thought to play a central role in family
life, embodied in the phrase “hearth and
home.” Art & Crafts designers knew that
there is no substitute for the joy of gathering
around the fire. £k

Jane Powell is a restoration consultant and
the author of five bungalow books.
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with landscape and
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other decorative tiles
in a seemingly ran-

dom layout on this

fireplace.
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