























The Ionic Man

saves ten to fifteen percent on construc-
tion time, which pays back much of the
extra cost of the steel frame.”

Greenberg prides himself on designing
houses that, while undeniably comfortable,
are also intellectually challenging. “1 think
all good architecture is a little confronta-
tional,” he says. As Paul Goldberger points
out, “For a long time, the classicists had a
lock on comfort and the modernists had a
lock on challenge. Allan thinks architec-
ture should do both. It's not simply feel-
good architecture.”

In the Greenwich house built in 1995
for Charles Steven Cohen, a2 New York
commercial real-estate developer, Green-
berg looked to the trn of the century, o
Edwin Lutyens and to early Frank Lloyd
Wright, for an X-shaped or “sun wap”
plan. The major rooms—some with acute-
right-angled corers—boast windows on
three sides, affording views of the pastoral
site and admitting huge amounts of day-
light. “l told him I'd love to have rooms
that have some shape to them,” says Co-
hen. “Why do all rooms have to be rect-
angles or squares?” Cohen is enchanted by
the uncompromising attention to detail,
such as the exquisite exterior stone mason-
1y (he lived through two yvears of work but
has no complaints); the elaborate moldings
of modillions with a dentl band below;
the dramatic curve in many rooms {echo-
ing the exterior curve of the main facade);
and the curved, massive cherrywood doors,
“The clients said they wanred 1 house that
wouldn't be obvious,” Greenberg recalls.
“Ewven if you came here four or five times,
it would still be full of surprises.”

Greenberg doesn’t reproduce old hous-
es. For instance, Huckleberry House dif-
fers markedly from Tudor Place. He ex-
panded Thomton's domed and columned
portico into an enclosed, two-story rotun-
da with Palladian windows, and flattened
Tudor Place’s freestanding Tuscan columns
into lonic pilasters. Sometimes, he uses a
classical form in a completely new way: To
keep the roof silhouette low at the new-
ly buile waterfront house in Greenwich, he
employed large semicircular thermal win-
dows (so named because they were featured
in the vast public baths of ancient Rome)
as dormers, “This lets more light in and
gives the third floor a more architectonic

feel,” he says. “The entire room behind it
has a curved ceiling. The room is the shape
of the window.”

For a Cape Cod beach house for Mar-
tin Peretz, the editor in chief of The New
Republic, and his wife, Anne, an artist,
Greenberg mediated the conflicting tastes
of his clients. (Perhaps he was aided by the
fact that his own wife, Judy Seligson, is al-
so an artise.) “My wife wants a log cabin,
and 1 want the Petit Trianon,” Peretz says,
laughing. What they got is a house remi-
niscent of the grand summer “cottages”
built ar the wrn of the century, but hun-
kered low to hug the dunes,

A Greenberg house is expensive, with
costs often running $400 a square foot,
and sometimes more. Since the houses are
not small, the bill normally exceeds §5
million for 10,000 square feet. While some
of his clients are people who vsually shun
modernism in favor of taditional design,
for Greenberg that distinction is not the
most important one. “In the end, the enly
thing that matters is quality,” he says. “If
you're really passionate about architecture
the style doesn’t matter. Schools are a cat-
egory of architectural history thar work
for historians, but the client s interested
in the quality of the artifact.”

[ talked to David Childs, senior design-
er at Skidmore, Owings, & Merill, who
as the heir to Gordon Bunshaft might be
considered the high priest of modemnist ar-
chitecture. “1 have always been intrigued
by Allan’s approach because he has rigor,”
Childs says. “He understands the classical
discipline, finding ways to use solid geo-
metrical forms and play them against each
other. | think that Allan is the best exam-
ple of someone who formally learned the
language. This is not someone who s a
modern designer who has picked up a few
classical ideas. Allan learned how to really
play the music. He learned the scales. And
then—as great architects always have—he
took those classical forms and wsed them
in his own way.

“Allan taught us a lesson in style. When
we thought style was all-important, he
taught us that it isn't so important. Style
doesn't matter if it's great architecture.”™
ArTHUR LUBOW WROTE ABOUT JACK-
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