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“Windshield: A Vanished Vision” lands us in the 1930’s to reveal an intimate portrait of a patrician 
couple, a leading modern architect, and the story of the ill-fated house that they create. John 
Nicholas Brown lives by the motto “to whom much is given much is expected” and despite a 
sheltered early life, finds himself deeply intrigued by the “high adventure of the new.” Brown’s 
fascination with modernism, technology and the rapidly-evolving American building scene spurs 
him to commission what he hopes will be a “distinguished monument in the history of architecture.” 
BBrown and his wife Anne, herself a daring and eccentric figure, select the young and ambitious 
Richard Neutra to build them a house that they name “Windshield.” Through an enormously detailed 
correspondence, patron and architect discuss every detail of the house’s design and together pursue 
cutting-edge technology, much of which has only previously been used in commercial architecture. 
Then, just weeks after the Browns move in, tragedy strikes when the hurricane of 1938 devastates 
the East Coast. “Windshield: A Vanished Vision” explores the pivotal impact of the house on Neutra’s 
career and takes us on a journey with a couple caught between the values of their upbringings and 
their their evolving social ideals. 

Visually supported by John Nicholas Browns’ evocative home movies, the film features J. Carter 
Brown’s inspiring lecture about the summer house of his youth and voices of architectural historians 
such as Thomas S. Hines and Dietrich Neumann. 

In the mid-1930’s an idealistic patron of architecture from one of New England’s oldest families
boldly embraces modernism and sets out to change society by commissioning Richard Neutra’s first 
building on the East Coast.
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“To Elissa, How I wish you could have seen this house! With much love, Dada.” 
That was the inscription in the Windshield exhibition catalogue my father gave 
me the last Christmas before he died. I’d grown up hearing about the house 
and I remember the pleasure my father found in poring over his father’s home 
movies, but it was right around the time of his Windshield lectures that I began 
studying architecture in college and developed my own curiosity about the 
buildibuilding. Years later when I began working on this film in earnest I was delighted 
to see how vividly my grandparents’ lives came across in the footage my grand-
father shot, and with each new viewing I gained an understanding of an era and 
of family members that were otherwise out of my reach. Listening to my dad’s 
voice every day while editing the film and being able to co-create something 
with him long after his death has been a gift that I never anticipated. 

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

Neutra probably did know the Browns as well as anyone else at that point in their lives, and the remarkable amount 
of materials we still have from their collaboration allows us to be voyeurs into a time, a process, and a life that is 
almost unfathomable today.  I am particularly fascinated by the conflicts and contradictions that occurred; between 
my grandparents’ goals for furthering modernism and their criteria for the house, between Neutra’s own ideals and 
a commission that played beautifully into his ambitions, and between my grand-father’s desire for the house to be a 
landmark in alandmark in architectural history and his belief that he could assume equal footing with the architect. These flaws 
and inconsistencies give breadth to figures that might otherwise appear stiff and predictable.

For me it’s obviously a very personal film, but I am also amazed by how a story from 80 years ago still resonates today. 
On the surface the film is about architecture and design, but it’s also a revealing portrait of an unusual couple. 
Dreaming about a better way of life and sweeping societal changes, figuring out one’s place in the world and how to 
make an impact are still ideas we think about in our current “modern” age. Furthermore, the emotions in the film are 
emineeminently relatable - passion, excitement, and particularly despair, when something you have worked so hard for 
collapses, either literally or figuratively. For both my grandparents building Windshield was one of the most meaningful 
undertakings of their lives, filled with tremendous highs and lows. While most of us will never be a part of an 
experiment on that scale, the film allows all of us a chance to be included in the adventure. 



PRODUCTION NOTES                                      

There wouldn’t be a movie if there hadn’t been an exhibition,
a catalog and a series of lectures about Windshield. Producer 
Joanna Datillo left one of Carter Brown’s lectures inspired to 
make a film about the story she had just heard, and in the years 
that followed conducted interviews with architectural historians, 
ffamily members and others that knew the house. 

Life got in the way of post-production, however, and knowing 
that I was a filmmaker she eventually turned over to me the 
materials she had collected. Even though my father died in 
2002 and was never properly interviewed about Windshield, 
I knew intuitively that his speeches, with their personal 
reminiscences and theatrical flair, would make him a compelling  
narnarrator. Following his lead the film became deeply personal for 
me, too, and I found myself sucked in by trying to imagine the 
characters’ motivations through the way they documented
their own lives. After months of editing I finally made my first 
trip to Fishers Island, which helped to fill in the remaining gaps.

The last component to come together was Chad Fischer’s 
moving score, which applies a fresh perspective as we put 
ouourselves in the Browns’ shoes. By shifting the bulk of the
focus onto the clients the film aims to provide a different lens by 
which to view architectural history, and in the process capture 
viewers who might not be swept up by the architecture and 
design elements alone. 
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