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The Glass Room by Simon Mawer – shortlisted for the 2009 Man Booker 

prize 

People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones? 

A complex and arresting novel that we all enjoyed reading. And Berlin, now 

recovering its cosmopolitan flavour, was a good vantage point for a novel that 

explores central European history through a building.    

The Glass Room is about a real house - the Turgendhat Villa. The Tugendhats 

were a mixed Czech-Jewish family who fled Czechoslovakia in 1938 before the 

Sudetenland was annexed by Nazi Germany. The house was commissioned by 

them and built in 1930 in Brno. It was the brainchild of the architect Mies van 

der Rohe; symbolising the hope for a new, more modern era and a progressive 

way of thinking. An elegant structure with an open and airy floor plan, it is 

constructed of modern materials and includes a stunning room enclosed on two 

sides by plate glass windows with a translucent onyx wall at the centre.  The 

setting sun hits the wall and bathes the room in a glow of vibrant colours.   

Miraculously, this elegant house survived the destruction of the First Republic 

of Czechoslovakia, German bombing, Soviet invasion and the natural forces 

that conspire against a neglected building. The Glass Room is  

"A place of balance and reason - an ageless place held in a rectilinear frame 

that handles light like a substance and volume like a tangible material and 

denies the very existence of time."  

But the architecture proves purer than human nature. Again and again, the 

residents of this glass house cannot match its transparency.  

Simon Mawer moves through six decades of European history, much of it 

unspeakably tragic, using the glass house as a window on the hopes and fears of 

its various inhabitants and the conflicts that rip Europe apart. Mawer’s retelling 

of the house’s story impressed us all. It is unusual to have a house as a 

protagonist. The house seems to live and breathe and survive so many disasters. 

It is treasured today as a museum, a UNESCO heritage site. Indeed, we all 

agreed that we would like to go there someday. One of us had been to the house 



in the seventies, but it had been in the evening, and there had been no 

opportunity to see the house in all its glory in daylight.  

Mawer uses the real house as inspiration for his novel. But as he is writing 

fiction mingled with fact, he creates a different Jewish family - the Landauers, 

who commission and live in the house in the thirties. 

Viktor Landauer is a successful entrepreneur who has not lost his idealism and 

is determined to discard the old values of religion, aristocracy and nationalism. 

He's prone to grand slogans about the future and eager to enlist a charismatic 

young architect from Vienna, "a poet of space and structure" who shares his 

sense of the exciting new world.  

"Ever since Man came out of the cave he has been building caves around him," 

von Abt tells Viktor. "But I wish to take Man out of the cave and float him in the 

air. I wish to give him a glass space to inhabit."  

Viktor finds these ideas captivating, no matter how expensive. This is the 

"dream that went with the spirit of a brand new country in which they found 

themselves," he thinks, "a state in which being Czech or German or Jew would 

not matter, in which democracy would prevail and art and science would 

combine to bring happiness to all people." 

We the readers know, in hindsight, that these ideals are to be dashed. War is 

smouldering, and by the mid thirties Viktor is preparing an escape route for his 

family. Mawer is most successful and subtle in bringing out the small, private 

ways in which these characters fail to live up to their ideals. The Landauers' 

glass house has the effect "of liberating people from the strictures and 

conventions of the ordinary, of making them transparent," but that turns out to 

be impossibility, more problematic than anyone realizes. Who could live in a 

place "where there will be no secrets"?  

While the architect insists his clients don't need walls, Viktor betrays his wife 

and finds parts of his life must be hidden behind closed doors. Liesel announces 

that "living inside a work of art is an experience of sublime delight," but she 

doesn't know what Viktor is doing in the back streets of Vienna. And soon their 

marriage becomes a kind of stage performance, free for all to see but deeply 

deceptive. 

In the second half of the novel, Mawer moves different characters through the 

Landauers' home, using the glass room to examine people entirely unlike the 

original owners. In one of the most chilling sections, a German geneticist sets 

up his laboratory in the abandoned house and hopes the light of science will 



confirm Hitler's racial propaganda. His work is peaceful - lots of careful 

measuring and photographing, "the cool gaze of scientific objectivity" -- but that 

only makes it seem even more obscene. And like everyone else who lives in this 

glass room, he finds that such bright exposure makes him more determined to 

conceal the darkest aspects of his life. 

Mawer’s delight in languages enriches every episode, his characters move from 

Czech to German to English. These are, after all, people caught in the violent 

confusion of political upheaval; choosing to speak Czech or German or English 

becomes a matter of resistance or collusion or hope. And at crucial moments, 

certain foreign words illuminate the story in poignant ways, as when a Czech 

resident of the Landauers' old house realizes that   

"The word he used for room, pokoj, can also mean peace, tranquillity, quiet. So 

when he said 'the glass room' he was also saying 'the glass tranquillity.' " 

Raum - space - also implies so much more than room in English. Weltraum - 

outer space. Zeit und Raum - time and space. 

Der Glasraum, der Glastraum - a single letter change metamorphosing one into 

the other - the Glass Space becoming the Glass Dream. 

The plot is too complex to summarise here. Suffice to say, the characters 

moving through the house mirror the changes in society through sixty years. 

And none of them live up to the hopes and dreams that the house represents. 

The Glass Room remained indifferent. Plain, balanced, perfect; and indifferent. 

Architecture should have no politics, Rainer von Abt said. A building just is. 

Our Comments  

“ I loved the rich and complex storyline – it was  convincing and moving - 

highlighting  the frailty of human relationships but showing the will to survive  

– if possible. “ 

“Absolutely fabulous- I loved everything about it. The way it was written, the 

history of it, the family story which is captured within it. I love historical novels 

which mirror reality.” 

“I found photos of the villa on the website and was fascinated by them. - 

especially the one which captured the sunset on the onyx wall.” 

“I have a soft spot for architecture, particularly Bauhaus. I was working in 

Czechoslovakia in the seventies and was able to go to the Villa Turgendhat.  



The view from the villa towards Brno was fabulous but I didn’t manage to see 

the villa in the daytime.” 

“I was a little disappointed. I wanted more about the house and less about the 

people. I wanted a different book and had to remind myself to enjoy the book he 

had written. It felt like a “creative writing “novel. Mawer had done his research 

and had to show us that. I would give it 3 out of 5.” 

“I liked it a lot. I am too young to have lived through most of the history so I 

enjoyed learning the facts. It was easy and enjoyable to read.” 

“The house was vividly described and I was intrigued by all the different 

peoples’ stories.” 

“Brilliant. I love the period of Europe between the wars and I love architecture 

too. So it was a perfect combination for me. I found the concepts of light and 

space more interesting than the characters.” 

“It didn’t have a happy ending which felt right. The holocaust is implied but left 

to our imaginations.” 

“I enjoyed it until about page 215. Then I thought - enough is enough- everyone 

was having sex too much. Mawer is just a pervy old man!” 

“I would have liked the novel to have finished with the penultimate chapter... 

The last chapter didn’t work for me. It was too much of a coincidence.” 

“I felt very connected to the story; my grandmother grew up near Prague and 

made beautiful dumplings!” 

“The combination of facts and fiction was very well achieved. This is my 

favourite kind of novel.” 

“The first half of the book was stronger than the second. Telling a story through 

everything in a house or connected with it wore a little thin.” 

“But it felt very real- especially the mood of modernity and optimism of those 

between the war years. The small details felt just right- Lanik- the driver/ 

caretaker/ then leading member of the Communist party- the way he adapted to 

each different stage.” 

“Cosmopolitan assimilated Jews were widespread in central Europe; the 

portrait of the Landauers seemed accurate.”  



“Horror is understated which makes it more powerful. The scene at 

Ravensbruck is a very short passage but it covers the sum of human suffering 

through the experience of one individual.” 

“The house - an inanimate object- is treated with great respect. It has witnessed 

many changes and still stands today. Houses and homes acquire atmospheres- 

we have a Russian tradition of saying goodbye to a home when leaving it for 

some time - wishing it well in our absence.” 

“Also counting to ten before setting out again, if we have had to return. My 

English mother taught me to do this. I also pick up on atmospheres in houses, 

sensing either negative or positive energy. As though things that have happened 

are still in the air.” 

“I would like to have known what had happened to some of the characters.  Had 

architect Rainer von Abt been a Nazi sympathiser? Had Katalin perished? But I 

guess it’s like life, we don’t always find out.” 

“I wondered if Viktor was in love with Liesel and Katalin and then realised he 

was only really in love with himself.” 

“The male characters are not as likable as the women. The clear attraction 

between some of the women is well drawn. Liesel seems much more in love with 

her friend Hana than with her husband.” 

“The erotic power of music, art and dance within the glass room is a constant 

theme. Then the room seems to shimmer and come alive.” 

Highly recommended 

A very good historical novel with integrity. Lots of material for lively 

discussion.  
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