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Up-to-the-Minute Classicism

Architect Allan Greenberg and his clients for two recent houses in Connecticut

believe there is plenty of room for creativity within the Classical tradition.

Aitan Greenberg sees Classical architecture as a
living tradition that must never stop evolving. Clients
come to him, he observes, because Classicism enables
them to enter into a dialogue with him, in which the
terms are familiar and comprehensible, And for him,
designing a house is a demanding kind of dialogue
for those on both sides of the table. While not all his
clients are initially sophisticated about design, they
all have a commitment o expand their perspectives
and the fortitude to pursue the process,

For both Greenberg and the clients of these two
Connecticut houses, Classicism is seen as a link
between buildings and their sites, their region, and
the traditions of their country, Though born in
South Africa, Greenberg has an almost encyclopedic
knowledge of American institutions and a strong
attachment to the “Republican simplicity” of our
Georgian, Federal, and Greek Revival houses.

The design freedom the architect finds within
this tradition is visible in the strong differences
between these two houszes. The Palladian house (1)
was designed for a bachelor client, as a retreat for
himself and a sering for entertaining. He had visited
some of Palladio’s villas, as well as some American
interpretations of them, and admired their five-part
symmetrical compositions of central mass, links, and
dependencies; such a compound of linked blocks
also firred his program.

The clients for the second house (2) = let's call it
Georgian for convenience - had limits on their
budget, within which they needed to accommeodate a
classic family of four. Fortunately, their tastes fited
their means: they liked the inherently economical,
compact valume of the familiar tall “Colonial” and
understated elegance found in the burghers’ houses
of the Georgian period, both in Britain and in
America. While even this house as built is hardly
“alfordable” for most Americans, it could be adapted
to upper-middle means (and is less costly than some
spec-built houses in its vicinity).

Greenberg feels the give and 1ake with clients
enriches his work, In the Palladian house, for
instance, the client’s insistence on attic bedrooms
for guests contended with the architect’s vision of a
one-story central block, producing the little round-
topped dormers that, Greenberg fecls, "make the
house.” In the Georgian house, some key decisions

were made after construction began, Designed [or
wood siding, the house acquired its brick vencer
when additional funds became available, requiring
some adjustments to foundations already in place,
Also during construction the fullwidth terraces at
both the front and the back were added, super-
seding a scheme that adhered more closely 1o the
site’s original steep contours.

As a meticulous designer, Greenberg would love
to have more (o say about the interiors of his houses,
where decorators somenmes undermine his intent,
He is particularly pleased about the rooms in this
Georgian house, not because he had control, but
because the clients shared his preference for spare
furniture and undraped windows, allowing a full
appreciation of his room proportions and details.
Ideally, he would orchestrate a “dialogue between
building, room, and furniture,” designing some of
the latter himself,

While Greenberg's design innovations adhere
closely to Classical canons of proportion and detail,
his construction technology is strictly contemporary,
While the brick walls of this Georgian house display
bond patterns developed for bearing walls, he has no
qualms about applying the brick as a mere vencer
over wood framing. Such a superficial reference to
historical building methods might offend purists
such as the British Classicist, Quinlan Terry, but
Greenberg praises this impure system - a time-hon-
ored practice in American homebuilding - for its
superior durability and dimensional stability. Freed
of masonry masses, Greenberg uses the thicknesses of
Classical pocké to enclose today’s ducts and conduits;
his ample chimneys on these houses contain few fire-
place flues, but carry numerous plumbing vents, thus
keeping the handsome slate roofs clear of them.

Above all, Greenberg wants his work 10 be clearly
of his own time; he wants these houses to say they were
completed in the 1990s. Without indulging in Post-
Modernist irony, he hopes it is apparent that these
buildings are by an architect who has leamed from
Wright and Corbu, as he has from Hawskmoor and
Lutyens. The specifics of these two houses, explained
on the following pages, demonstrate Greenberg's way
of grasping the Classical rradition and “making some-
thing new and immediate within ie.”

John Marris Dixon ]

Ome of two howses recently comfleted
in Conneclicut, is based on a five-
part Palladian composition {1). The
fow-eaved cenitral block is made to

seem smaller than it is by its massive
provtice and cornice, The two depen-
dencies af the ends of the compaosition
are equal in volume but totally differ
ent in functions. The focus of the
hise on a graveled auto court with
stable-like gavage doors projects a
ruval image, which is reinforced by

fieldstone foundations, shingled

walls, and rugged slate roafs. The
comfract Georgian house (2] is a more
comststent rendition of a historical
frrototype, in this case Virginia
burgher's howse, Mediating between
the Classical structure and the steeply
slaping tervain are formal terraces to
the front and rear, supported by brick
retaining walls,
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Composite drawings of the Palladian
house fagade (foring page) show he
elaboration of details af the entranee
peortico and around the eaves; the
extravegance of the front door frame
is tamed somewhal by its backgrownd
of white-perinted false rustication and
by the comstant shade af the portico,
The plan shows how the main moms
af the cendral black slife befind the
oversized portico; (o the vear, a full-
width porch overlooks a pond at the
foot of @ long slope, The curoed
“hyfrhen " finks have been squared off
to make actial rooms - a possibility
suggested by an unbuill scheme of
Venturi Rouch & Scott Broum,

The Geargian house has been fit
teed onlo a site previowsly thought
wnbeildable by slifping a steep drive
wepy wfr o an artificial platform
aligned with the kouse’s symmetrical
wmass, The tiwo meain floors follow a
time-tested cender-hall plan, with con-
temporary adfustmenits; a kitchen
targer than the formal dining room
and an expansive masler drexsing-
beath suite. The top-floer studio has a
skylight and a big, ahistorical dovmer
that admits ample deaylight to the e
tral stairviell,

SITE PLAN, GEORGIAN HOUSE

W &1 Vi

FIRST FLOOR PLAN. GEORGIAN HOUSE

BASEMENT FLOOR PLAN SECOND FLOOR PLAN SECTION LOOKING EAST, GEORGLAN HOUSE
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At the back of the Palladian House
(3), rough-textured malerials and
studied asymmetry are fuxtaposed to
the turned concrete columns and ele-
gant cornice of the colonnaded poreh.
The small-paned glazing of the low-
roafed conseroatery (vight in phota)
continues arowsd wmuch of the master
steite wineg (see floor plan). Garage
daors (4) have meticulous frrofror-
tions, paneling, and harduware befit
ting their position on the entry courl.
Wall details show how all exterior
materials are applied as veneers,
Mediating between the Georgian
howse and its stegp site (3), the back
terrace is @ miniature formal parden;
its civenlar pool fas a simple splash
Sfountain, The garage (background)
is topbed by an attic study for the fus-
band. Flemish bond (6) walls are
built of standard brick units; soft-
coredonired brick in sills and in staiv
treads contribute an almost primitive
antsterity, while the front door trealment
connbers with a note of ofulence (7),
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At the cender of the Palladian fouse

15 civeular stair (9 that Palledio
would nol afrirove of, bt i provides
hertise guests with a dramatic afrfreach
to their rooms under the saves; note the
gracsful Scurve af the baleony s end.
From this cupela-lighted rotunda, a
fravtal with elustered colwmmns (10)
lexels inito the living rooni; entry to the
egpually lavge dining room is by smaller-
scaled doarways (see plan). Linking
the lwring voom to the masier suile is
the r'.'nr.l.."rrrn:!-f.lr_\ i, -Vr?rm'mg i S
what wnsettling scooped-out squere of
floar area, equal to that of the kitchen
et the ofbosite side of the howse,




Inside the Georgian howse, the eon-
frest haill {13} i lighted by o large
seneth-facing window, plus an ample
dormer and a skl dn the wifi's
stadic on the thivd foor (11). Details
Herorghonl wre wederstaled bt dis-
timgrnished from the merely conven-
dtoreal fy careful fripertioniag and
alignments. The dining room (13] 45
vepresents Greenbergs ddeal af o
chaste, well-troportioned room; ke i
preedifiecd that these cliends have left
the wirdowes wndraped and chasen
furniivre of e sasne vesirained
Classicad charoter.

Project Recchenods (“Palladion fowse"),
rmonecticaet.

Architects: Alan Creenbong Architac,
Wishington, DO and Greevodiod, Cant
(Allen Gereendergy, Kurt Dabbe, Diefrie
Vireel, Sandra Viesthum, frofec! feam),
Site: Fneve of relling teradn; howse sifsd
on flattened feoll, overlooking severgl
ponds,

Program: friete sesidenee, ineluding con-
SEFRRETIT, Huisier .'.wl'.'r.r,l.'rr.r':imrf_"yﬂrr'h:'.
thrar oy gineee. 5000 5g i, fneluding
basemant and garege: 700 19 fi, priticos,
Structwral system; cororele fousdefiogs
e frame,

Major materials: safive sfone base, poday
shingles, slate vaofs, with standing seam
oy e “hytihens, " uddeplank ook and
mafingany ffsors, morle Qoo i datf-
rooms, Enolenwm i fitchen, makopany
pameling i study aee vestibules; plaster
and pypsion baavd walls and ceilings e
Building Matevials, f 10G)

Mechanical system: Multizoned fpdroais
VA Y, HVAC oul-fered boiler,
Consuktants: TTane Aviociates, struwcturaed
Tucher Regts Assoctates, mechanion;
Fenclvoafn fy avchitests.

General confractor: Granon Consiriei
Lo,

Costs: withiild,

Photos: Tim Buchimer,

Project "Canvgian ” finise, Connectiond.
Architeets: Adlan Gresnbeng, Arclafect,
Wahington, D.Cand Greenaich, Cemre
[Affon Corvendenz, drincipal; Dayid
Prarieh, brojecd meager; Thamas Naoble,
Pregeet desigroer).

Site: waaded, steeply sluping oo

trach, Tequoring mepor exommeting for
(Eocess ariT.

Program; convensiotal 3-tedroom famidy
aseommodations: sudio i aliie g
vsite in hasemienis deinchoed mumige with
strely abowe, T 800 govs s {1, hewsds 700
g s, pernagedsidy

Structural system: concrate forindations,
aennind frearme,

Major materials: handamads Fick, slate
roanfs, gyfsisen fogrd dnferior wedls, ved
ard zikele oak Tooes (e Building
Miuterials, fr, 106},

Mechamical system: gis-fEred buafer,
[reveeoits.

Consultants: Main Horfen & Asseciates,
sivuctural: Lots Roberts, wieehardial]
i'm:.lf:.'.;'.rl:lué‘ ol Enteviovs iy architecis.
General contractor: Metnle Associafes,
Costs: anffifeeld.

Phaotos: Tim Huchmurn.
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