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C Joining the

F ritz Harding was a 
practicing attorney in Chicago 
when he realized he had missed 
his true calling.

“I’d be at a beautiful law firm 
or an amazing courtroom, and I was more 
concerned with the design than who was 
winning the case,” he said, laughing. 

So he changed course. Despite having 
degrees from both Northwestern and 
Southern Methodist University, he ditched 
his hard-won career and enrolled into the 
interior design program at the University 
of Cincinnati. Then, after a short stint in 
commercial design and a gig restoring an 
art deco library in Toledo, he left for New 
York to earn his master’s degree in historic 
preservation at Columbia.

Now 45, Harding has become a 
noteworthy name within the Columbus 
design world. He has worked in commercial 
design. He has taught at both Ohio State and 
the Columbus College of Art & Design. He 
is now running his own interior design firm 
and is an active architectural preservationist. 

But his biggest project has been one of 
passion, not because it hits close to home, 
but because it is home. Harding, his wife, 

Karina, and their two children—Genevieve, 
13, and Layton, 10—bought one of the most 
storied residential structures in Columbus: 
The Circus House.

The 7,500-square-foot house, which sits 
on the Northwest corner of Goodale Park in 
Victorian Village, was built in 1895 by Peter 
Sells—one of four brothers who formed 
the famed Sells Brothers Circus, which later 
merged with Ringling Bros. and Barnum & 
Bailey.

The house has lived many lives—as a 
residence, as a lodge for a fraternal order of 
traveling salesmen and the Fraternal Order of 
Police, as an alcoholic-recovery home and as 
a daycare.

In 2004, Harding, who knew the home’s 
history from his work with the Columbus 
Historical Society, was driving past it after 
dinner, and the lights were on.

“It was like this beacon,” he said. “It 
started the obsession.”

Four years later, he bought it, and has 
spent five years restoring it to its full glory 
while paying homage to its first owner.

“From a historic preservation standpoint… 
I think it’s fantastic what he’s done with it,” 
said Tim Friar, owner of Grid Furnishings 

and a board member at The Center for 
Architecture and Design in Columbus. 
“Putting that much money into Columbus 
history—that’s phenomenal.”

The house was an opportunity to highlight 
Harding’s skills—and passion.

“It’s a pretty good showcase of combining 
my historic training with my design,” he said. 
“Somehow, the circus theme tends to speak 
to what I do. It’s not usually very tame.”

When Harding opened his own firm 
in 2011, he even incorporated the circus 
into his company’s name: Cirqua Studio. 
“Since I’ve been in his house, it’s infused in 
my identity somehow,” he said. (Most of 
his work is now done in retail spaces and 
residential homes. and often in a modern 
aesthetic.)

It’s also more livable than Harding 
dreamed, offering a foyer big enough for 
Layton to play football games and a tent 
room where Fritz and Karina can sit with a 
drink and enjoy the city’s skyline lit up at 
night.

“I’m glad it turned out to be lighthearted 
and humorous, because that was my goal,” 
Harding said. “As Karina says, it’s winking at 
you.”

historic preservationist and interior designer Fritz harding restores one 
of the most storied homes in Columbus to its 1800s grandeur, and in 
doing so pays homage to its creator, one of the famed owners of the 
Sells Brothers Circus
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ircus
once a music room, 
the tent Room is 
harding’s favorite 
spot in the home
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the history
Fritz Harding has spent years researching The Circus House. Here is 
what he has learned: Peter Sells was the front man of the Sells Brothers 
Circus, and spent most of his life on the road, going from town to town 
promoting the coming show. He allegedly built the house to please his 
much younger wife, Mary, who stayed home with their daughter, Florence. 
The original layout included an expansive first level with an open floor plan 
for entertaining; a second level with a master suite, a bedroom for their 
daughter, a bedroom for their maid, and a guest room; and a third level 
that was originally to be a ballroom but turned into a play area—complete 
with a carousel—for Florence. (Legend has it that someone in Granville 
has that custom carousel.) The house, however, wasn’t enough to keep 
Mary with Peter. They divorced in dramatic fashion about five years after 
building the home; Mary left, and Florence stayed there with her dad. He 
died a few years later.

the big top
Subtle circus references peppered the 
original house: The roof resembles the 
big top, one fireplace includes wooden 
details that look like sandbags (used 
as tent pole counterweights), and 
the stained glass includes a diamond 
motif. Harding went even further: The 
diamond theme, for example, runs 
throughout the home, and there is an 
elephant in every room. “The house 
really guided the design,” Harding 
says. “Because I love modernism, I’ve 
tried to do white, and this house just 
resisted it so strongly.” 

the renovations
The family who owned the house before the Hardings had turned it back into 
a residential home, but it still needed a lot of structural work, Harding said. 
“I call the roofer our third child,” he joked. (It took about two years to repair.) 
The home was converted to environmentally friendly geothermal heating and 
cooling, and interior storm windows were installed. On the green front, the 
family also collects rainwater in cisterns to water their gardens; 1,200 gallons 
can be generated by one rainfall.

the Circus house in its 
heyday, circa 1897

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 F

Ri
tz

 h
AR

di
n

g



dÉcorhome

september/october 2013  •  capital-style.comcapital-style.com  •  september/october 2013114 115

Family living
While he certainly respects history, 
Harding also appreciates modern-
day amenities, so the kitchen (above, 
left) includes all of them—custom 
cabinets, granite countertops and 
chef’s appliances. The light fixtures 
are French. And a catering kitchen—
the Hardings often host parties 
and fundraisers—is tucked beside 
the large one. Most of the kitchen 
work was done by B&D Creative 
Construction in Columbus. Nestled 
behind the catering kitchen is the 
family room (above, right). Both Fritz 
and Karina’s families travel often, and 
have returned with several unique 
items from Asia—many of which are 
now housed in this room. “For this 
chapter,” Harding said, “it’s the exotic 
from the circus.”

parisian 
library
Once the Sells’ living room, the library 
(at left) houses one of the home’s five 
fireplaces. It also includes Parisian 
shades and fleur-de-lis on the ceiling—
fitting, as there is French influence 
in the home’s architecture. Fortin 
Ironworks made the bookshelves. The 
table is from a bank in Cleveland.

dining in 
style
Formerly the back parlour, the dining 
room pays tribute to circuses of 
years past, when exotic animals like 
zebras and peacocks were part of 
the show. The double chesterfield 
sofa—including white vinyl fabric and 
fringe—was custom made for the 
space. The glass table was purchased 
from a real estate sale in Bel Air. The 
chairs were Harding’s grandmother’s; 
he painted them white and added 
circus-stripe fabric and tassels.

grand 
entrance
Guests are greeted into the spacious 
center foyer (at right), where the 
Harding children have often run 
around. “It can take on a more relaxed 
atmosphere,” Harding said.
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toast to 
the tent
The round room just off the entryway 
was once a music room. Now, it’s 
known as The Tent Room. The custom 
velvet couches were made by Baker 
in North Carolina. The chandeliers 
were sandblasted, and tassels were 
added. The reproductions of the 
Sells Brothers Circus posters were 
purchased from a collector in Florida. 
It’s Harding’s favorite space. “I have 
one spot that’s probably going to end 
up like Archie Bunker’s chair,” Harding 
said, laughing. And the view, which 
highlights the skyline, is stellar: “It’s 
light-filled,” Harding added. “You’ve 
either got the city lights or the sunlight 
pouring in.”
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the great 
outdoors
The Hardings purchased the plot 
of land beside The Circus House 
and created a bigger outdoor living 
area. Fritz designed the fireplace and 
patio, and Karina is spearheading the 
landscaping, which is still a work in 
progress. The property also includes 
a carriage house, which they rent out, 
and a detached, six-car garage.

soulFul 
suite
This was first Florence’s bedroom, and 
then a card room in the salesmens’ 
lodge (shown at right). Now, it is the 
master suite, and the former maid’s 
room is its closet. Several pieces 
inside are from Columbus Architectural 
Salvage, including the cast plaster 
lattice work and the spindles (both 
at right). The table (right) was built 
from reclaimed wood and iron 
balusters from CAS by B&D Creative 
Construction. The large chest (below) 
was brought from Japan by Karina’s 
grandfather. The medallion atop the 
chest is a treasure Fritz’s grandmother 
brought from the Philippines. 
The window treatments here and 
throughout the home are by Roman 
Shades Etc. in Bexley. 

the master 
circa 1920s
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