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THE QUIET GENIUS OF A 

MIDCENTURY     
MASTERPIECE
NORTH CAROLINA ARCHITECT 
KEN PURSLEY UNLOCKS  
THE WIT AND WISDOM  
HIDDEN IN HIS 1950s  
SAUL EDELBAUM HOME.

LIVING ROOM
A Calacatta marble 

partition separates the 
seating area from an open 

kitchen, shielding 
countertop clutter while 

inviting conversation 
between cook and guest. 

The custom sofa was a 
wedding gift from fellow 

architect Bobby McAlpine.

INTERIOR DESIGN BY KEN PURSLEY AND BRONWYN FORD

ARCHITECTURAL RENOVATION BY KEN PURSLEY

PHOTOGRAPHY BY WILLIAM ABRANOWICZ

STYLING BY ANITA SARSIDI

WRITTEN BY KEN PURSLEY
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FOYER
Original white 

oak dowels create 
a defining edge 

to the entry 
without blocking 
the light or view. 

ENTRANCE
Among Ken Pursley’s 

updates to the 
modern home is a 
custom tambour 

front door (painted 
Pigeon by Farrow & 
Ball, half strength). 
At his side, rescue 

pup, Jojo

DEN
A Crab Orchard  

stone and copper 
hearth warms a 

sitting room, where 
an analog media 

cabinet is revived 
with fresh paint 

(Hardwick White, 
Farrow & Ball) and  

a new turntable  
(Crosley) and vintage 

stereo system  
(H.H. Scott). 

DINING ROOM
An intimate dining area 

doubles as a library and is 
anchored by a tongue-and-

groove oak table crafted 
entirely from remnant 

flooring panels. The ladder 
was made from an 

18th-century roof truss.

H E N  M Y  W I F E ,  S A R A H ,  A N D  I  
outgrew our Colonial-inspired home, 
I had only two requirements of our 
next dwelling. The first was rooted in 
pragmatism: more bathrooms. Four 
family members using one bathroom 
was making for a challenging start to 

the day. The second request was more aspirational: I wanted 
a house I could learn from. In our previous home, most of the 
design interest came through me in the form of clever paint 
schemes, reworked surfaces, and cobbled-together decora-
tion. The room and window arrangements were thoughtful 
but fairly vanilla. As an architect, I found the conversations 
with the home hosting me to be mostly one-sided. The host 
was polite but didn’t contribute much to the discussion.

The flat-roofed, midcentury gem here in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, that we landed in needed a little polish, but under-
neath the grit, it had a rich personality. Because of its less-
than-pristine condition, it was placed on the State Preservation 
Office’s list of endangered properties. Had we not purchased it 
during the economic downturn, the house would have likely 
fallen victim to a developer building as many McMansions as 
would fit uncomfortably on its oversize lot. 

The home was custom designed by Saul Edelbaum out of 
New York City for Herman and Anita Blumenthal. They were 
leading philanthropists in Charlotte’s arts community, and this 
home was an outgrowth of their passion for unique objects. 
Built in 1952, in a town not noted for its forward-thinking 
design aesthetic, this International Style dwelling must have 
seemed otherworldly. The Blumenthals lived in the home until 
their passing, and other than a Miami Vice–inspired face-lift 
in the late 1990s, it was in fairly original condition. Yet one had 
to look past the pink swirls and fogged-up windows to see the 
true spatial beauty that existed in the design. Time was not kind 
to the “skin” of the house, but the “bones” remained strong.
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LOUNGE
The dark bronze plaster walls 

are designed to “fall into 
shadow,” says Pursley, allowing 
the original amber-shellacked 

oak cabinetry to shine. 
Chandelier, Apparatus

The heart of this home is the living 
space. The floor-to-ceiling glass allows a 
seamless connection to the outdoors 
and a gracious portal through which 

each season can be enjoyed.

PRIMARY BEDROOM
A collection of lucite-framed 

prayer scripts (Lucky Fish 
Gallery) hangs over the bed. 
Custom bedding, Perennials 
with Rogers & Goffigon trim

PATIO
Thoughtful roof 
overhangs shade 

indoors and out from 
harsh sunlight. The 
concrete-and-wood 

table is custom 
(Mudwerk and  

Franz Architectural 
Woodwork).

BACK DOOR
A serene Alabama 

pond scene by 
photographer Mark 

Dauber hangs 
beside sliding doors 
leading to the rear 

terrace. Contempo-
rary credenza, CB2

KITCHEN
A thin, plated-steel 

prep counter 
extends off the sink 

to face the den; 
cleanup is reserved 
for a large working 

pantry (inset) 
behind a glass-and-

vinyl pivot door. 

Unlike its more traditional Colonial and Geor-
gian-style neighbors, from the street, its self-evasive 
facade didn’t smile kindly to the viewer. If my mother’s 
mantra of “if you don’t have something nice to say, 
don’t say anything at all” was reflected in this house, 
I would say it was choosing not to say much. It wasn’t 
being rude to those outside its walls, but it wasn’t 
particularly friendly either.

This relationship to the street is one of the inter-
esting things about modernism, especially when 
compared to more traditionally inspired designs. At 
its best it is mysterious and coy. At its worst it can be 
argumentative and blustery. Often modern architec-
ture, or at least its creators, takes a contrarian view of 
the world. In making a statement against the norm, 
the message is broadcast so boldly it offends those 

within its realm. In a civic setting, one is forced to 
listen, whether or not one agrees with what is being 
said. For these reasons, the more poetic prose in 
modern architecture is often missed. 

Fortunately, the house we chose was of the 
soft-spoken variety. The genius of the house, as 
with all thoughtful modernism, lies on the inside. It 
dispels the traditional notion of the facade being an 
accurate indicator of architectural competence. It’s 
not how a building looks from the outside but rather 
how it feels on the inside that merits its worth. 

The heart of this home is the living space. Floor-
to-ceiling glass allows a seamless connection to the 
outdoors and offers a gracious portal through which 
each season can be enjoyed. To imbue it with addi-
tional energy, I pulled the cooking function into this 
social realm. I call this the “Japanese Steakhouse” 
plan. The cook and guests are able to easily interact, 
but the cleaning tasks happen “backstage” in the large 
working pantry through a glass-and-vinyl-clad pivot 
door. This allows the hosts and guests to maintain 
full visual and audible connection and marries the 
functional and social realms that are essential to the 
success of the space. 

After living here for almost a decade, I can say my 
hope of being in a home that would teach and chal-
lenge me has been fulfilled. The dialogue between old 
and new has been rich and thought-provoking. Like 
any healthy relationship, we have made each other 
better. This home’s wisdom is part of my dialect now, 
and I eagerly await the stories yet to come. ✦

This home will be featured 
in Pursley Dixon’s forth-

coming book Finding 
Home (Rizzoli, fall 2021). EX
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