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W.A.T. 

Oddswith 

(1881·1965) 

by David Farley 

I 
t seems likely that historical 
research will continue to 
reveal forgotten and 
overlooked architects who 

made significant conlrlbut.,ons to the 
evolution of modern destgn. Such a 
designer was Wagstaff Oddsw1th. He 
is amonst those arcn1tects wnose in
fluence on the modern movement 
demands re-evaluation and,lt I may be 
so bold, recognltlonJI This year 1s the 
ftltleth anniversary of Henry-Russet 
Hilchcoclo; and Phlllp Johnson's land
mark 'Modern Architecture· show at 
tne Museum ol Modern Art (1932). That 
important show dtd not include the 
work of W. Oddswith and on that 
remarkable oversight I shall have more 
to say later. For it seems Inevitable to 
me that Oddswith's build ings w th 
the~r combmatlon of the vernacular, 
anthropomorphism, class,cal motifs 
and Informed attention to funct1on and 
expression will be seen In retrospect 
as pace-setting. 

Oddsw1th was bOrn In 1881 in Kirkin· 
tlllocn near Glasgow. His parents, 
Orkn'-'Y and Iona Oddswlth had sett ed 
In Glasgow after a bad experience n 
Glentarfl on the shores of Loch Ness tn 
1863. Orkney was the world famous 
breeder of scotch terriers and Iona was 
a large animal trainer and pioneer 
neurochemlst.12l Both parents would 
seem to have had a powerful, and to 
my mind positive influence on their 
son's career and work.. Wagstaff was 
around dogs from an early age. which 
perhaps explains the profound in
fluence of the canme on his ideas. 11 
was natural tor him to help his parents 
around the kennels. By the age of 8 he 
was designing and constructing dog 
houses. He had also developed a lively 
interest In terner brains and their 
chemistry. The reader may be In
terested in a science class essay he 
wrote at the age of ten et tied 
Elcosanolds: Prostagladtns Throm
boxanes, Leukotrlenes, and Other 
Oerlvatlve3 of Carb0n·20 Unsaturated 
Fatty Acids'. Wagstaff, In character, 
comes dtrectly to lhe point: 

The Isolation of the prostaglandin 
endoperoxldes13J PGG and PGH 

(Httmberg and SBmuelson, 1873; 
Hamberg et el.. 1874b}, was the 
cruciel study that led to the 
discovery of thrombaxane A2 
(TxA2), a very unstable but highly 
potent sggregator of platelets and 
a/so a vsscoconstrlctor, and its 
hydrolysis product, thromboxane 
82, formerly known and PHD 
(Httmberg et si., 18751. The activity 
of TxA2 hsd prelously been describ· 
ed ss rabbit sorts constracting 
substance (Piper and Vane, 1869). 
The enzyme fstty scld cyclox
ygensse, which cerlyzes without 
difficulty demonstrates natures 
simplicity. 

Overnight, W.O. was established as a 
young scientist of unusual promise 
and shortly thereafter he found himself 
oblfged to make a cho•ce between a 
lectureship in cyclooxygenesis at Ox
ford or a career in architecture. 

Fortunately for cyclooxygenesis, he 
chose the latter and was sent to study 
under F.H. Newbery at the Glasgow 
School of Art. Not surprisingly, he did 
well Some'•1 said that Charles Rennie 
Macintosh (1868-1928) was lntluenceo 
by his designs. There seems little 
doubt that Oddswith's first year pro· 
ject for a cafeteria for canlnes<Sl in 
downtown Glasgow (1895) was an im
portant source of ideas for 
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Macintosh's second Cranston Tea
room, Sauchlehall Street, Glasgow. 

In his final year. Wagstaff or Wag as he 
became known to his friends ran Into 
Adolt Loos (1870-1933),16! who said 
"For Christ's sake can't you watch 
where you're going?" Wagstaff, you 
see, lived ten miles from school and 
had become a pioneer of modem jogg· 
lng.m 1t is not generally known that Od-

.dswith bulldlings look best when seen 
tearing past them In Adldas. 

' 

Waiter Groplus (1883-1969), a friend of 
Loos', was a visiting student in 
Glasgow that same year, 1898. He is 
reputed to have told his instructor 
"Don't accept too many wags", to 
which Macintosh replied "Oh go 
design a Fag us factory." Gropius, 
upset by this rebuff, left the school, 
went to visit Macintosh's wife 
Margaret Macdonald and her sister 
Mrs. McNair at their homes. He then 
flew directly back to Germany by train. 
Meanwhile, Wagstaft, who was seven
teen, was completing his final 
project ,<8l a mausoluem for the 
pedigreed dogs of an aristocratic faml· 
ly. This is the project which subse
quently caused such a great debate at 
the 1900 World's Fair In Paris where lt 
was exhibited In the animal husbandry 
pavilllon. This project was to result in 
an Important first commission for him: 
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the little-known mausoleum for the 
aristocratic dogs of a pedigreed fami· 
ly. Regrettably, since the client in
sisted on anonlmlty, the building has 
never been photographed and Its loca
tion Is unknown. Nevertheless, my ac
cess to the personal sketch booksl9l of 
Oddswith gives us some Idea of the 
project as carried out. 

Notice the heavily wooded landscape 
with what appears to be a quadrapedlc 
building at the edge of the water with 
dog faced capitals and little moribund 
doggles all In a row as ornament. 

Oddswlth can, at this time, be placed 

\~09 

at the centre of the arts and crafts 
debate and squarely In the romantic 
English house tradition (or just outside 
lt) with more than a touch of 19th· 
Century classical mannerism. With the 
placement of the paw-shaped capitals 
In odd positions he clearly established 
himself as a mannerist's mannerlst. 
Gombrlch(tOl suggests that his use of 
dog ears and paws Inspired Esher to In· 
vent counterchange. 

it will be no surprise then, to the 
reader,that Wagstaff had become a 
mortal enemy of Loos who around this 
time (6 p.m., Nov. 13, 1899) was writing 
his first essays for newspapers and 
periodicals. Loos was attacking Art 
Nouveau In all Its forms, Including the 
efforts of the VIennese Zezesslon and 
the Glasgow School and he singled out 
Oddswlth for particular disdain. When 
Wagstaff and Macintosh and the 
Glasgow group arrived In VIenna on 
the Invitation of the Zezesslon to their 
annual exhibition In late 1900, Loos 
was there to picket at the railway sta
tion with a placard which said: 

DIE HUND GEBAUDE STINKEN 
Wag was furious. He bounded forward 
snapping at Loos' tails and swung him 
to the ground, growling, "You are a 
bloody louse". He would not let Loos 
get up_,,,, 

The police arrived and the antagonists 
were separated but they never forgave 

each other. lt was eight years later 
(1908) and largely due to this Incident 
that Loos assembled his writing into 
the now famous volume 'Ornament 
und Verbrecken•tl2\ 

Of course the reader knows the in· 
fluence exerted by this show of the 
Glasgow group on the Ideas of the 
Zezesslonlsts, on 'Ver Sacrum', on 
Kllmt, Kokoschka and Schlele, on 
Mahler, Freud and Schnltzler, on 
Wagner, Olbrlch, Hoffman, Groplus, 
Meyer, Poelzlg, Miss Van Der Rohe, 
Berg, Behrens, on Dasher, Dancer unCI 
Prancer, on VIxen, Donner und Blltzen, 
on Austria and on the career of Macln-

tosh, who was commissioned to fur
nish and decorate the Music Room for 
Futz Warndorfer in 1901 and how 
Warndorfer gave, two years later, the 
money for the foundation of the Welner 
Werkstatte. 

Overlooked in the heat of these events 
was the Important commission which 
Oddswith carried out for the Viennese 
S.P.C.A. The president of the society, 
Woffgang Muttzart, had been to the 
Paris exhibition and had seen 
Wag staff's work. He sought Wag out in 
VIenna and asked him to design an 
animal mausoleum on the outskirts of 
Vienna. This of course resulted In the 
well-known 'Der Bauhundhaus' (1909). 

Oddswlth's reputation was made, he 
was modestly well-off and he decided 
to travel. At 29 he set out on a world 
tour with his seven scotch terriers 
(named after the seven lamps of ar
chitecture) returning to England In 
1918 at the age of 39with a sketchbook 
full of Ideas and 17 dogs. On his Journey 
he had designed ten buildings. One 
each year, each one more dog-ear'd 
than the last.<13l His design for the 
dogate Is particularly noteworthy with 
Its biscuit wall paper (1911), as Is his 
Chinese Doglegged Park In Evanston, 
Illinois (1912) and his prestressed con
crete Dog Compound In Dade County, 
Florida (1914). 
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These projects illustrated the dogged 
discipline of young Wag's work. They 
are unremittingly functional.. They 
demonstrate a concern for proportion 
and scale equal to the masters and 
they are expressive. Marsden Filch 
called his work uncanny and aromatic. 
Mumford called it pungent, and the 
A.I.A. cited Oddswlth for 'unlmpoochl· 
ble clarity of purpose' 

During this period Wagstaff cor· 
respondedt14l with Wafter Groplus, ex
pounding on the importance of the 
senses In perception and the require
ment for a Gestalt approach to design. 
Wag was also encouraging Waiter to 

set up a new school using these Ideas 
so it was no surprise that Wagstaff 
should be Invited to teach at the new 
Staatllches Bauhaus upon its open•ng 
In 1919. Thus began the mature stage 
of Oddswith's oeuvre. 

For ten years Wag des•gned so many 
dog gone things that a complete review 
of them must be left for later 15 

However the highlights are listed 
below. 

1920 The Purlna Dog Chow Factory. 
Lanslng 

1921 Dog Chow 
1922 Dog Leash I 
1923 Dog Leash 11 (acryl ic) 
1924 The Dr. Ballard Building, Buf

falo 
1925 The Barbara Woofhouse 

Residence, London 
1926 A Bentwood Muzzle 
1927 A Fire Hydrant 
1928 Addition to Oer Bauhundhaus, 

Vienna 
1929 'The Muttular' 
1930 Small Shovel in Sterhng'1 

1931 Dog House for the Royal 
Dollhouse, Windsor Castle. 

In 1932, the MoMA held its celebrated 
exhibition on the 'style lnternatiooale'. 
As I mentioned earlier. Phlllp Johnson 
and Henry-Russell Hltchcock, the 
organizers of the show, deliberately 
omitted Oddswlth's work! 
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Many people have asked me how this 
pernicious omission from the 1932 
MoMA show could have occured. The 
&Jtplanation IS that W~ had alienated 
the aforementioned pair (Justly 
notorious} at a party held at a Bauhaus 
exhibition in 1928. The Prince of Wales 
and I arrived late but In time for 
Wagstaff's recitation of a poem wh1ch 
In retrospect seems highly avant-garde 
tor !ts time and was considered an af· 
front.C17l His effort was extem
poraneous and the only precise record 
comes from a letter written by Mrs. A 
Vanoerbullt to Henry R Hope about 
the state of manners 10 a civilized 
society. According to Amy. and the 
Prince and I can confirm 1t, Wagstaff 
stood up after the soup course (which 
accordmg to her he ate w•ttlout usmg 
his hands 18J and recited thts -

Fuss Cuss Fuss over form 
With funct1on finding the norm 
When technology exhorted 
The Baunaus aborted 
And dogma emerged unreformed 

The party degenerated with hostile 
words being exchanged between Odd· 
swltll and the two historians. Wag said 
they were " barking up the wrong tree 
together" and Phllip accused Wag of 
turn ing the dinner party Into a 'do~fs 
breakfast'.ll~ That was In 1928. it was 
not until the MoMA show opened In 
1982 that the pioneers of the modern 
movement realized how deeply Odd· 
swlth's limerick had been resented. 
Wagstaff was stunned. He was. as he 
said to me "at odds with h1msell. 

The seriousness of this oversight d'd 
not bear fru1t until 1939. In that year 
a'ter attendmg the N.Y. Worlds Fa 1r 
Wag bolted to Berlin and In a lit of p • 
Que, offered his services to the Th rd 
Relch. 1t Is ludicrous to me that the In· 
fluence of Wagstaff on Albert Speer 
has been overlooked. Many of Speer's 
mongrel motives can be traced directly 
to Wag's early work. For example, the 
way Speer's bulldtngs squat. The Duke 
and Duchess of Windsor noticed this 
and asked me to introduce them to Od· 
dswlth. This I did on my yacht at 
Monaco In the spring of 194:l. I 
remember the occasion well because 
we had such fun playing 'kick the can' 
on all fours. 

But what about the buildings 
themselves: How d1d Oddswith regard 
his own work? We do know that he 
spent a lifetime trying to understand 
Le Corbus1er's 'Le Modular' and that 
he was convinced that mathematical 
ideas about proportion and order were 
the source of meaning In architecture, 
even If he couldn't figure out why. Not 
that he was a neo-classicist by any 
means. However, I have been able to 
discover a d1rect geometric relation· 
ship between Oddswlth's Punna Dog 
Chow Factory and the Treasury of the 
Slpnnlans, Sanctuary of Apollo, Delphi 

c. 530 B.C. They are exactly 1883 miles 
apart which Is the year the Scottish 
Terrier Club of England was founded! 

On the expressive side, Oddswlth had 
few equals in his time. His buildings 
were not ducks In the Venturl sense 
but rather dogs. Ministerial terriers for 
governent buildings, playful pups In 
his residential work and mongrels for 
his famous factories and a school. The 
fact that there are far more species of 
dogs than there are ducks resulted In a 
richness of sources for Oddswlth's 
work which he exploited fully.C201 

As a functlonllst, Wagstaff's buildings 
were very tightly organized. The se· 
quence of spaces from snout to tall 
were always arranged from a tunc· 
tlonallst viewpoint. The fact that every 
building has a recognizable front, side 
and rump Is not, of course, high 'Inter· 
national style· We could say. I should 
think, that he jumped over the interna· 
tlonal style into the postmodern move· 
ment. Nevertheless, the function of the 
building and 1ts structure were made 
deliberately visible. We have that syn· 
thes•s of form and function so highly 
regarded by late modernists and so 
well-defended by Huxtable, who called 
Wag·s der Bauhundhaus a minor 
masterpiece. 

The reader may have noticed how 
much of Wag's practice was related to 
dogs. There are a number of critics 
who claim that this dogglshness Is a 
weakness 1n Oddswlth 's work! 1 could 
not agree ess All arch1tects, like ac· 
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tors, become typecast. One cannot 
hear Mles' name without the Image of 
the skyscraper and Its corner coming 
to mind and In the same way, Wrlght Is 
associated with water falling off 
parapets. Thus the mention of Odd· 
swlth's name evokes rumlnatlons on 
man's best friend. 

In 1952 at the age of 71, Wag and his 
mother moved from New York City to 
Callfornlal211 They settled In Big Sur. 
Wag built himself a retreat near San 
Slmeon and wore bobby sox to work. He 
had developed the habit of thumping 
his right leg In pleasure and some say 
he pawed his drawings. Moreover, he 
always filled his office with dog· 
toothed violets and he was still a 
wizard at the board. Wag, like Ray
mend Lowey, designed anything and 
everything. He seemed to have a 
natural ability to get to the essence of 
things. In his last years he designed 
his own cologne, well-known under the 
trademark 'FIDO', which had, accor· 
dlng to Mrs. Neutra, a very attractive 
scent although it did have a baffling 
tendency to attract dogs In heat. I 
noticed this at the Neutras' last 
party1221 

In 1965 at 84 Oddswlth designed his 
own crypt with a resting place for his 
dogs and his mother. He then had 
himself 'put down'. As in life, Oddswith 
died In a dignified manner and with 
authority. On his crypt Is inscribed: 
I AM LESS AT ODDSWITH MYSELF 
NOW THAN I HAVE EVER BEEN. 



NOTES 

1. I have hesitated to make claims for 
W. Oddswlth's work up to now because 
he was a close friend of mine. I 
presumed that he would be given pro
per treatment by the new wave of ar
chitectural historians. But pattence 
has Its limits. Shame on you Reyner 

2. Iona Oddswlth, nee Iona Shetland 
Dumfermline was famous for her 
research on the use of 'dum fries' In the 
treatment of Klrkcubrlghts disease of 
the brain. She was also my cousin. 
Thus I had the great personal pleasure 
of watching Wag staff develop Into a ar· 
chltect of the first rank. 

3. Abbreviations used: EPA, cis - 5, 8, 
11, 14, 17 - Elcosapentaenolc acid; 
GABA, Y-Amlnobutyrlc acid; 5-HETE, 
S(S) - Hydroxy-6-trans, 8, 11 , 14, • cis -
elcosatetraenolc acid; 12-H ETE, 12(S)
Hydrosy • 5, 8, 14 - cls, 10 · trans -
elcosatetraenoic acid; LTA 5, 6- Oxldo 
- 7, 9 · trans, 11, 14 - cls -
elcosatetraenolc acid (also: 
leukotriene A); 14, 15 • LTA, 14, 15 -
Oxido-triene that serves as In
termediate in pathwa of formation of 8, 
15 • LTB and 14, 15- LTB; LTB, respec
tively. 

4. SOME, Journal de la socl~6 of
flclelie du movement eclectic, Paris, 
novembre 1905. 

5. Oddswith used an elegant 
elongated saw tooth motif for his fur
nishings and for his glass and there 
was, as a result, a very vertical and 
geometric feeling to the whole ensem
ble. 

6. Adolf Loos, the acerbic German 
theorltlclan and Schinkelophlle was a 
visiting critic. 

7. See PIONEERS OF MODERN JOGG· 
ING, from W.A.T. Oddswlth to Adidas, 
Nlkolaus Footpath, Pelican. 1968. 

8. it may be of Interest to Montreal 
readers that Stewart Henbest Cepper 
was an Invited critic at Wag's final 
review. Capper, later to be the first 
holder of the Sir Wllllam Macdonald 
chair of architecture at McGIII, was 
practlclng In Scotland and was at the 
time giving a special course of lectures 
upon architecture at the University of 
Edinburgh, from where he had 
graduated as Master of Arts with first 
class honours In classical literature 
before becomlno a student In the 
Ecole des Beaux-Arts In the studio of 
M.J.-L. Pascal, architect, member of 
the Institute of France. Stu left Wag's 
review early. Later (1913), Capper ln
vltled Oddswlth to visit at McGIII but 
Wag turned down the opportunity 
because as he wrote "I just couldn't 
ask a dog to put up with your climate." 
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9. These sketch books came Into my 
hands In a rather unexpected fashion. I 
was visiting R.B. In Los Angeles In the 
summer of '65 when we heard of 
Wagstaff's death at Big Sur. After the 
funeral I was asked by his executor to 
deliver all Oddswlth's personal effects 
to the Museum of Modern Art . Natural
ly 1 was fascinated by the sketch books 
and decided to keep them for myself. 1 
also have some terrific furniture from 
his house, a painting or two, and his 
Bugattl. I set his dogs free. 

10. Gombrlch, The Sense of Order, 
Cornell U.P., 1979, page 4824. 

11. Calling Adolf a 'louse' caught on 
with the 'Ver Sacrum' crowd who had 
been at the station. Klimt attributes 
the venom of Loos' writing to this en
counter. 

12. Roughly translated 'Ornament and 
Crime' Loos argues that ornament on 
buildings Is analogous to ornament on 
the body and equally debased. The 
Idea that ornament was a pagan 
manifestation (tribal body painting, 
tatoos, nose-rings and so on) and that 
the unadorned body was pure was 
prevalent amongst leading design 
theorists at the turn of the century. 
Loos seems to have overlooked the 
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fact that Oddswith was designing 
undecorated buildings except for the 
occasional muzzle or blue ribbon. 

13. Wag believed that man·s salvation 
lay In the study of dogs. There are 
parallels here with Allce Viin der 
Rohe's Interest In food and Waiter 
Groplus' interest In young cats. 

14. I have the complete collection of 
Wagstaff's letters which make very In
teresting reading Indeed. 

15. lt Is my hope that some young 
scholars will take up this fertile field of 
enquiry. 

16. This first pooperscooper was com
missioned by Wallls Slmpson as a 
peace offering for King George VI. The 
King was so Impressed with how well lt 
worked, and by Its elegallt appearance 
and feel, that he Invited Oddswith to 
Windsor for a royal weekend. Elizabeth 
suggested that a dog house was need
ed for her doll-house. We all had a 
grand time. I wrote Walls to tell her all 
about it. 

17. For what other reason could 
Wagstaff's 'der Bauhundhaus' have 
been omitted? We know that Hlt
chcock and Johnson had been In the 
Bauhundhaus. They were observed 
Besides, that was where the party was 
held. After more than a few drinks, 
everybody except Amy Vanderbullt had 
sung 'You're In the Bauhundhaus Now' 
and so on. 

18. This Incident is also mentioned In 
Fellcla Ungulst's 'The Joists of Sex' 
Athletic Press, 1933, p. 69. 

19. I agree with Philip. The food was 
awful. Wag had Insisted that his 
design for a hot hors-d'oeuvre be serv
ed. A sausage In a roll. The now well· 
known and notorious helsshund or
dinarily served steamed with mustard 
and relish 

20. I disagree entirely with Peter 
Frampton's argument that Oddswlth 's 
work was dogmatic. 

21 . Wag and his mother spent a good 
part of the Second World War at my 
villa In Antlbes. They stayed on and on 
until 1950 when on an inspiration I 
loaned them my condominium on Cen
tral Park. They left N Y.C. for Celifomla 
when I arranged for Wag to get the 
commission to des1gn the sets and 
costumes for MGM s sequel to Lassie, 
'Lassie In the Dog House 

22. A lithe sliding glass walls had to be 
closed much to the Irritation of R.N. 

Davld Farley Is Director of the School 
of Urban Planning at McG/11 University. 
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