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(Above) 1—The entrance front
of Lillifields shows a compact
Palladian villa inspired by the
Villa Malcontenta built in the
New England vernacular tra-
dition, with flushboarded
centrepiece and clapboarded
outer bays

(Left) 2—A large, central liv-
ing room opens off the hall.
On the right of the fireplace,
a dummy door has been
inserted to maintain the sym-
metry of the room

(Right) 3—A trio of French
windows on the garden front
provides views right through
the house. It looks out over a
Italianate garden with a

blue-grey reflecting pool

NEW ENGLAND’S
NEW HOMES OF
THE BRAVE

The Classical revival is flourishing in America. A new generation of architects fluent in the Classical orders
is designing country houses that reflect the traditions, materials and craftsmanship of the region. MARY MIERS

visits three houses in New England that reflect the best of the area’s historical traditions as it enters the 21st century.
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RIVING up the Long Island
sound through the wooded suburbs
of Connecticut, one has the im-
pression that the landscape is more rural
than it actually is. For one thing, the terri-
torial fencing that defines British suburbia
is largely absent here, with one residential
‘lot’ bleeding into the next like informal
farmland. The houses too are deceptive,
virtually every one based on a simple Clas-
sical model and clapboarded or shingled.
Seen at a passing glance, they might be the
former residence of a prosperous colonial
merchant, or put up yesterday. Conserva-
tive and quietly contextual, the contempo-
rary domestic architecture of New England
seems generally at ease with its roots.
Among the many harbours that punc-
tuate the coastline of Connecticut and
Massachusetts, Southport is one of several
small Colonial settlements founded on a

flourishing maritime economy. Still a
working harbour town, it preserves an
impressive number of fine 18th- and 19th-
century houses. These were built for ship-
masters, merchants and captains by
carpenter builders armed with pattern
books such as Asher Benjamin’s The Ameri-
can Builder’s Companion (1806). It is houses
like these, with their local building materi-
als and subtle regional variation, that have
inspired an emerging generation of Amer-
ican architects working in the Classical tra-
dition. This article features three houses by
a close-knit group based in Manhattan
with a shared instinct for architectural ele-
gance combined with local expression.
Fairfax & Sammons have recently
completed a house near Southport that is
both fluent in the Classical orders and re-
sponsive to the character and inventiveness
of provincial craftsmen. A modest-sized
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Palladian villa, Lillifields is smart and well-
proportioned, yet it possesses something of
the reticence and anonymity of the Geor-
gian vernacular (Fig 1). While undeniably
a contemporary house, it looks as if it
might always have been here. Its owner,
Nancy Marcantonio, chose to collaborate
with Richard Sammons because she had
heard of his conversance with the work of
Thomas Jefferson, and wished to emulate
the pure Palladian spirit of Jefferson’s lit-
tle-known Edgemont in Virginia, built in
1797 for James Cocke.

Mr Sammons, who studied at the
University of Virginia, is known for his
deep knowledge of Classical architecture
and impressive command of order and
proportion, strongly influenced by the
buildings of Palladio. After a year in
Venice he worked for the New York firm
of David Easton, where he was taught the



4—The drawing room at Middlefield, with one of a pair of chimneypieces of about 1835, acquired before the house was built. (Fac-
ing page) 5—The Greek Doric portico and local timber detail of Middlefield recall the 19th-century domestic Greek Revival style

importance of draughtsmanship. This he
has extended to his own practice, which
still produces working architectural draw-
ings of exceptional quality entirely by hand.

Like Edgemont, Jefferson’s only
known timber-framed house, Lillifields is
a simple understatement of a Palladian
villa, with a compact six-room plan and a
perfect geometric system relating to its
every part. The north entrance front is
architecturally the more serious, introduc-

ing its Doric single storey and attic
scheme in a taut, sparely detailed tripar-
tite facade that takes as its model the Villa
Malcontenta, near Venice. But there is
also plenty of the local vernacular in this
timber-framed villa, with its characteristic
juxtaposition of flushboarded centrepiece
(lined out to resemble ashlar, with wood-
en quoins imitating stone) and clapboard-
ed outer bays. Beneath its shingled roof,
Lillifields adopts the characteristic New

England livery of white clapboard and
bottle-green shutters.

The American Federal style hinted at
in the entrance front’s elegant sash win-
dows and elliptical forms is more apparent
on the garden elevation, where a trio of
round-arched openings leads into a loggia-
style porch (Fig 3). Playful, ogee-roofed bay
windows add a touch of the late 1920s=30s
Regency revival, their stylised keystone
urns among several Swedish Modernist

INTERIORS AT MIDDLEFIELD

Collaborating with New York interior decorator Miles Redd, the architect Gil Schafer
has shown in his own country house, Middlefield, near Millbrook, New York, that
good architectural bones can happily accommodate a more eclectic style within. His
interiors are comfortable rather than period in feel, reminiscent of recent traditions in
the English country house. Collected or inherited items of furniture, mostly 19th-cen-
tury English and American, mix with more contemporary pieces against a backdrop
of painted walls and modern floor coverings. A more sumptuous look is reserved for
the master bedroom, where a floral Bennison fabric has been backed with paper and
applied as wallpaper, its dressing room treated similarly in felt.

Details of timberwork such as mouldings, eared architraves and panelled doors (lff),
imitate the slightly quirky profiles found in the local vernacular, while the door furni-
ture, made by hardware specialist Rhett Butler, is of particularly high quality. Door han-
dles are made of mercury glass, imitating a method popular in the late 19th century as
a cheap alternative to silver, and brass ironmongery replicates traditional patterns.
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influences that have crept in. One local
architect who designed unpretentious hous-
es in a stripped-down colonial style at this
period was Royal Barry Wills (1895-1962).
His signature chimneys are echoed on the
garden front at Lillifields, where a pair of
similarly massive structures in whitewashed
brick rise through the roof slope.

The house occupies a modest two-acre
lot but, secluded as it is in a grove of wild
ash and cherry, it might be deep in the
country. Its siting in the middle of a gentle
incline has allowed garaging to be excavat-
ed into the basement and garden terraces
to be cut into the slope, so that the road
beyond is not apparent. The Italianate gar-
den was designed by Charles Stick and
complements the house with clean cut
symmetry and order.

Inside, only the living room (Fig 2),
with its deeply projecting mutule cornice,
repeats the full Doric entablature (else-
where the baseless Tuscan order is used).
This connection with the outside is empha-
sised by the light which pours through attic
casements—the room rises to full height
beneath a shallow vault. Without this upper
clerestory, the interior would be much
darker, because of that favoured feature of
American houses, the long porch extension.

Materials and craftsmanship are all of
the highest quality, with subtly repeated
mouldings, properly detailed and propor-
tioned. Mrs Marcantonio, an interior
designer, was responsible for the furnish-
ings and decoration, which reflect her
Continental tastes. The plan, with princi-
pal rooms and bedroom arranged round
three sides of the central living space (guest
bedrooms above), fulfils an important con-
dition of her brief—that corridors be min-
imised in the interests of good circulation,
and that the master bedroom open direct-
ly onto the garden. One Jeffersonian ele-
ment, introduced at her request, is the octa-
gonal dining room to the right of the hall.

Another scholarly but unostentatious
Classical revivalist is the young architect
Gil Schafer, president of the Institute of
Classical Architecture. His own country
house, Middlefield (Fig 5) near Millbrook,
in New York state, is a modern rendition
of the Greek Revival style that permeated
American domestic architecture during
the 1830s and 1840s, and flourished until
about 1855. Completed by a local builder
in 1999, Middlefield might be a prosper-
ous 19th-century farmhouse, many of
which still survive in rural outposts of
upstate New York. They were built by
master carpenters using the indispensable
handbooks of the day, published by buil-
ders such as Minard Lafever (1798-1854).

Middlefield stands on a small knoll
enfolded by wooded hills feathery with
black locust leaves, its setting an Arcadian
vale squeezed into a narrow neck of land

between the Smithfield and Shekomeko

Valleys in the heart of foxhunting
Dutchess County. Sensibly scaled, clap-
boarded and with louvred shutters, the
house is at once scholarly and provincial,
imposing yet intimate, combining gran-
deur and simplicity with a subtle balance
of order and informality. A series of ter-
races and defining stone walls create a
formal precinct, beyond which hedged
enclosures like garden rooms draw the
house into its wider landscape (deer being
a persistent deterrent to elaborate plant-
ings). Carefully planned vistas lead the eye
from inside to out along linking visual axes.

The house comprises a two-storey
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(Above) 6—The summer
house on Mishaum Point by
Peter Pennoyer Architects
looks out over Buzzard’s
Bay to Martha’s Vineyard
and the Elizabeth Islands

(Left) 7—The double-height
hall is suffused with light
from above, its decoration
by Katie Ridder suitably
summery in feel. In the roof
above is an airy sleeping
porch

‘temple block’ flanked by lower wings—an
airy loggia-like porch furnished as a room,
and a kitchen wing with a guest bedroom
tucked into its eaves. This wing is deliber-
ately reduced in scale, with simpler
mouldings and different floor and ceiling
levels. It gives Middlefield the impression
of having started life as an unpretentious
farmhouse, and been later aggrandised.
Typical of its genre is the manner in
which the full-height Doric portico to the
main three-bay block, centrally aligned
with its forecourt, disguises what is essen-
tially the simple plan of a Georgian ter-
raced house. Front door and narrow stair
hall occupy the left-hand bay, dining



8—Inspired by the local ‘shingle style’, the house is clad with shingles bleached silver in
the salty air. The principal rooms lead onto a colonnaded porch with a mahogany deck

room and drawing room, back-to-back in
the usual manner, the two right-hand
ones. But Mr Schafer has reversed the
stair direction to take advantage of views
sweeping southwards across meadows, and
to make for a more discreet front hall. His
main public rooms also adopt a less com-
mon arrangement, with fireplaces in the
party wall, flanked by a pair of interlinking
doors (Fig 4).

Another New York firm grounded in
the Classical tradition is Peter Pennoyer
Architects, founded in 1984 by Peter Pen-
noyer, who worked as a designer for Robert
Stern and describes himself as ‘an historicist
by both instinct and training’. Working in a
number of revivalist styles, this firm has
recently completed a house on Mishaum

Point, Massachusetts (Fig 6), which takes as
its inspiration the local ‘shingle style’. This
became a feature of the peninsula round
1900, when holiday houses, including sev-
eral by William Ralph Emerson, began to
be built on what had been one large farm.
The oldest of these, the Watson House, was
acquired by Mr Pennoyer’s grandparents
and remains in his family. With its simple,
Dutch-gabled profile, verandah-style porch
and cedar shingle-cladding bleached silver
by the salt sea air, it provides an obvious
source of reference for its new neighbour,
whose gambrel roof and close-trimmed
eaves are typical of this style.

Sited on Buzzard’s Bay, with its own

beach sheltered by cypress and juniper

trees, this is very much a summer residence,
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with breezy rooms bathed in light (Fig 8).
Looking out to Martha’s Vineyard, the liv-
ing room and interconnecting octagonal
dining room are generously fenestrated,
their colonnaded porch tall enough to admit
plentiful light. Rooms with bead-boarded
ceilings and panelled walls are painted a
simple cream, their furnishings conceived in
the same spirit as the choice of naive Amer-
ican works of art and flower paintings by

Joseph McCarthy that decorate the walls.

The Arts and Crafts manner of the
entrance front, with eyebrow window and
glazed first-floor gallery clasped between
two gables, continues into a double-height
hall, where light floods down from a gal-
leried landing (Fig 7). Here, cream paint-
work is offset by the greeny blues of
wallpaper in Scalamandre design, inspired
by William Morris. Interior decorator Katie
Ridder has found striped runners and rugs
based on American rag rugs by Patterson,
Flynn and Martin for the oak floors, and
painted furniture for the bedrooms. The
main rooms are furnished with relaxed but
elegant pieces, including a dining table
designed by the architects. Adding to the
beach house feel is an open-air sleeping
porch in the roof, surmounted by a widow’s
walk. At the owner’s request, the house
incorporates a number of playful details—
asymmetrical oval windows suggesting a
marine theme, changes in floor and ceiling
levels, quirky angles and perspectives.

It may seem surprising that the trend
for new neo-Classical country houses is cur-
rently healthier in the US than it is here. In
Britain, where only Portsmouth University
now teaches the Classical orders, the choice
of suitably qualified architects is limited.
Across the Atlantic, demand for houses
combining modern technology with revival-
ist architecture is growing, and a new breed
of architect is responding with houses that
are discreetly smart rather than attention-
secking, attuned to indigenous building
practices that, contrary to general assump-
tion, have survived at a grass-roots builders’
level right across America.

Photographs: Paul Barker.
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Fairfax & Sammons Architects PC: 00 1
212 255 0704

Preter Pennoyer Architects PC: 001 212 779 9765
G. P. Schafer Archatect PLLC: 00 1 917
237 1552

Nancy Mareantonio, N H M Interiors: 00 1
2032555151

Miles Redd LLC: 00 1 212 995 1922
Katie Ridder Design and Decoration: 00 1
212 779 9080

The Institute of Classical Architecture: 00 1
917 237 1208




