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WALLACE NEFF
In Wallace Neff the authors focus on one of the most admired and 
influential residential architects to ever practice in Southern California. 
In a remarkable career that spanned over six decades, Wallace Neff 
produced hundreds of exceptional designs that ranged from vernacular 
styles to grand mansions, reaching from Bel-Air to Santa Barbara to 
Hollywood and Hancock Park, with a proliferation of homes in the 
Pasadena area. Neff’s European training and keen eye for historical 
styles gave him the ability to combine Spanish, Tuscan, Mediterranean, 
Islamic, and other design elements that melded seamlessly into 
something he called “The California Style.”

Marc Appleton is the principal of Appleton Partners LLP, an architectural firm 
in Santa Monica and Santa Barbara. He has written, published, or contributed to many 
books including: George Washington Smith: An Architect’s Scrapbook (2001), Robert 
Winter’s Myron Hunt at Occidental College (2012), and Ranches: Home on the Range in 
California (2016). Marc lives in Santa Barbara.

Bret Parsons has written five books, including Colcord Home (2008), the 
biography of the beloved Southern California architect Gerard Colcord. A residential 
Realtor, he founded Bret Parsons Real Estate in 2008. He is associate manager of the 
Hancock Park office of Compass, specializing in architectural properties. Bret resides in 
Los Angeles.

Eleanor Schrader is an award-winning educator, lecturer, author, and historical 
design consultant. She lectures worldwide on the history of furniture, decorative arts, 
architecture, and interiors, and leads art and architecture tours throughout the world. 
She has been named a Distinguished Instructor at UCLA Extension, where she teaches 
in the Architectural and Interior Design Program. Eleanor resides in Los Angeles.
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D E F I N I N G  T H E  C A L I F O R N I A  S T Y L E

in april 2019, the los angeles Times spread the news that the Beverly Hills estate designed by wallace neff

and once owned by actors Jennifer aniston and Brad Pitt was on the market for $56 million, citing a

“marquee of former star owners.” a deft mix of french normandy and english Tudor revival elements, the

12,000-square-foot residence was originally built in the 1930s for fredric March, one of the biggest movie stars

of the day. subsequent owners were shirley Burden—who was a descendant of cornelius Vanderbilt—and

wallis annenberg, the philanthropist and TV Guide heiress. Pitt and aniston purchased the house for

approximately $13.5 million, and they lived there from 2001 to 2006.

      not long thereafter, neff’s last great project, the singleton estate built in Holmby Hills in 1970, hit the

market for $77 million.

      what is behind the magic of the wallace neff name? as the los angeles Times noted in 2004:

The neff pedigree, along with a visual grandeur that it is unobtainable with modern construction

techniques, has caused prices on his properties to skyrocket, as house-proud Hollywood stars including

Brad Pitt and Jennifer aniston, Madonna, Barbra streisand, and Diane Keaton spend millions buying neffs.

      But there’s more to his long-lasting appeal than his association with celebrities. indeed, after decades of

relative obscurity, wallace neff’s architecture has found a new generation of devotees among los angeles’s

architecturally literate community. The residences he designed have held sway over the landscape of southern

california for the better part of a century. although he adapted a range of european vernacular styles, neff,

along with George washington smith in santa Barbara, were arguably the two california architects who best

employed the spanish colonial revival style in the early twentieth century. it is interesting in evaluating each of

their life’s work, that smith’s brief eleven-year career—which began late in his life in 1919 and ended with his

death in 1930—was barely a fifth of neff’s, which began in 1919, as well, but lasted into the 1970s.

      while smith’s clients came predominantly from the local aristocratic social and financial circles of santa

Barbara, many of neff’s clients were Hollywood celebrities. Both were private personalities, but neff—by

nature a more self-conscious and ambitious practitioner—carefully cultivated his clientele. notably, in the early

issues of The architectural Digest, neff had more of his work published than any other architect, except Paul

williams, who also catered to Hollywood society.

      younger by at least a decade than many of southern california’s leading architects in the 1920s and 1930s,

neff held the distinction of being a native of southern california. His success was built on a career primarily

focused on residential architecture (the Ojai Valley country club, a ninety-minute drive northeast of los

angeles, which later evolved into the Ojai Valley inn had a home-like feel). neff’s career was in stark contrast to

those of residential architects who pursued many commercial projects, including Gordon B. Kaufmann (who

designed santa anita Park, scripps college, two buildings at california institute of Technology, and Hoover

Dam), roland B. coate (whose work included a host of commercial projects and churches), and williams (noted
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R E S I D ENC E S

The estate belonging to frances Marion, a two-time academy award-winning

screenwriter and her husband, fred Thomson, a silent movie cowboy star (with

degrees from Occidental college and Princeton Theological seminary), was

certainly worthy of their standing in the entertainment industry. requiring space for

Thomson’s dozen horses, the couple purchased four acres in the Beverly Terrace tract

above Benedict canyon for $1,600. They subsequently purchased twenty more acres at

the skyrocketing price of $4,500 per acre and then more land, enlarging their holdings to

120 acres.

       in her book, Off with Their Heads, a serio-comic Tale of Hollywood, Marion recalled

that they first hired an architect who was leaving for a year in Mexico. “at parting,” Marion

wrote, “i assured him our plans would remain unchanged, he grinned and recommended

wallace neff, whose spanish houses were attracting a great deal of attention in Pasadena.”

       neff initially designed guest and servants quarters as well as a gatehouse. The couple

was so pleased that they asked him to design the main house, which neff executed in

spanish colonial revival style with exterior islamic minarets topped with finials. in the motor

court entrance, the architect employed a massive rounded archway that would become one

of his trademarks. as noted in wallace neff: The romance of regional architecture, a 1989

Huntington library catalogue, the Thomsons devised a coat of arms over the entrance that

consisted of a “roll of film rampant over a horse’s head” and emblazoned with a horseshoe

“for the good luck needed in Hollywood.” The couple christened their home enchanted Hill.

      The interior was just as dazzling as the exterior, thanks to the work of the Pasadena
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