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A triumph for classicists

By David Colman

NEW YORK
he early 1990s did not seem the
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New York have drawn speakers like
Martha Stewart and crowds as large as
300, even on staid topics like a new
translation of Vitruvius.

“Their to

cendant,” Gunther said. While he de-
flects praise to the institute itself, he is.
responsible for much of its recent suc-
cess, members say. 1, a socially

of architecture and design has become
enomwns in the last few years,” said
hase Rynd, the executive director of
the National Building Museum in Wash-
ington. Even decorators who like their
like M.lles Redd and DD Al-
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ition;
and has fanned the ppett for tradi-
tional architecture. In the last 18 months,
its ip has more than doubled,
01,500, and gmllp(nkulledlhe

Institute of Classical Architecture

Classical America) has opened ﬁvenew

regional chapters for atotal of seven.
Dswmmnsol classes, tours ::d lec-
the concepts and prac-
tices of traditional ﬂmmump— a

rned last year’s
grant from the National
ent for the Arts. Its lectures in

Tbemdllletf Gil Shqﬂr and thr.lbm’rmiu;nns in his New Ya‘;'it living room. Classicisi

len, are showing up for the institute's
lcctluu and classu on subjects like or-
namental pilastering and theories of
proportion. It has started regional pro-

aimed at d builders.

d former vice prcsxden(
of the New-York Historical Society, has
become a kind of Karl Rove for the clas-
sicist movement. “He's a huge factor in
their success,” Williams sai

Ever on the lookout for ways to ex-
pand the institute’s scope and prestige,
Guanther last month announced that in

ibitat for

it would design classically styled af-
fordable homes for use in historic

grams
While the institute was sustained for

The design world,
it appears, is scoffing
no longer.

lecade by pure classmsts

hh Gil Schlfm' 3rd, Anne Fairfax and
Richard Sammons, their pmchmg did
not find a great audience. Now the insti-
tute, which last yearﬁnnlly found a per-
manent in a neo-Classical style
1890 building on West 44th Street, has
opened up the discourse to include tra-
ditional architectural styles, including
Georgian and Greek Revival, Arts and
Crafts, Gothic Revival and shingle style.
“They're really expanding the defini-
tion of what constitutes classicism,”
said Bunny Williams, Manhattan

decorator and a fellow on the institute’s
board. Last year the institute gave its
Ross Award for excellence in architec-
ture to Merrill & Pastor, a Florida firm,
whose work ranges from classical to
early modern.

“The purists on the board are not as-

ds across the country. Pro-

totypes will be buflt in Savannah, Geor-
gia; Norfolk, Virginia; and Rochester,
New Yorl

“It was a well-thought-out and prac-
tical collaboration,” said Jeff Sj the
director of design at the National En-
dowment for the Arts, which contrib-
uted $50,000. “Nothing is more attract-
ive to an NEA panel than seemg artistic
means used toward social ends.”

Classicism's most zealous fans main-
tain that its tenets mark it as the great
and timeless architecture of democra-
cy, and they exalt it above all other
styles. But even nonzealots have come
to see its allure. “I'll have people who
haye lived in really [abulous modem
apartments,” Redd said. then
they'llmove into an apﬂﬂmmt or housc
that has a lot of classical proportions
and details, and they'll say, ‘Now, I
really feel like a grown-up.’™

Jane Rosenthal, Robert De Niro's
partner in the Tribeca Film Center, cer-
tainly had enough of contemporary loft
living. Last year she and her family left
their loft (and its Eames-chair decor)
for the Dakota on Central Park West,
hiring Peter Pennoyer, one of New
York’s premier classical architects, for
the redo. “I love the new, but I don't ever
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Jans call it the architecture of democracy.

David Dowler’s traditional house in Dallas,

hke to furgel what came before,” Rosen-

“There’s such a sense of his-
kury hen: and that inspires you to go
forward and push boundaries when you
can understand that historical context.
S0 you're not trying to be new just for
the sake of being new.”

But detractors counter that today’s
traditionalism is more about class than
classicism. Instead of recalling the
noble aims of the golden age of Mount
Vernon and Monticello, classicism
today, they say, seems more likely to re-
call the glory days of Anglo-American
aristocracy, a Ralph Lauren version of
?rcm:eclure One need only look at the

28,00
foot, or 2,600-squarc-meter, behemoth
built in Atlanta by the architect Willi-
am Harrison to get the point.

It doesn't help that many of the insti-
tute’s members have a knack for speak-
ingin lofty, unbroken expanses of prose
studded with arcane details.

Yet, traditional styles of house build-
ing are on the rise, according to the
American Institute of Building Design,
an association that represents archi-
tects and developers, and there are also
new markets for metal- and stonework-
ing methods and materials once nearly
defunct.

In upscale subdivisions across the
country, for example, the Palladian

windor ome a prominent archi-
tectural feature, letting plenty of light
into dnuble—heighl living rooms, while
still summoning up echoes, however
murky, of early-19th-century gentility,
But paired with an eyebrow window, an

off-kilter gable or two and a rambling
ranch floor plan, the traditional look
becomes something very different:
what might be called neo-hodgepodge.

The institute’s successes do not rub
everyone in design the right way. Some
of the debate has, not surprisingly.
taken on political overtones. One insti-
tute staff member said that shortly after
he started working for it, he received a
furious note from a friend accusing him
of having become a neoconservative

r The New York Times
al Artfmmurva Classical America.

stooge. He asked not to be identified so
as not to reopen a wound.

The dialogue does not often g:t thm
heated, but tensions do simmer. Davi
Dowler, a portfolio manager, hired Lhe
Florida-based Merrill & Pastor Archi-
tects to build a house for him and his
wife, Marsha, in Highland Park, Texas,a
19205-era subdivision just outside Dal-
las. The house, finished in 2002, was far
from classical, a clean, angular white
stucco structure reminiscent of the Arts.
and Crafts style. But to members of the
Dallas Architectural Forum, a group of
architects and architecture fans, which
convenes for functions and lectures,
Dowler said, “I may be a dissident.”

Daowler, who also owns a house in the
new urbanist community of Seaside,
Florida, said he is not a fan of many
modern houses, “They are much better
photographed than lived in,” he said. “T
get mad at architects who overemphas-
ize how something looks rather than
how something works as a home.”

But others are quick to point out that
nnstnlgiz for 18th-century buildings

have more to do with unspoken nos-
cnlgm for the 18th century than for the
building. “Reviving the classical forms
is not the same thing as reviving the cul-
ture,” said Terence Riley, the chief cur-
ator of architecture and design at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York.

“The contemporary city is messy,” he
added, summing up a century of mod-
ernist_architectural theory. “I don't
know if classicism makes a lot of sense,
but everyone should study it."
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Artspace’s headquarters. Called “Fac-
tory Direct: New Haven," the show
drew an eclectic crowd of politicians,
businessmen and artists to its opening
reception last month.

Michael Oatman, an artist who took

up residency at a company that makes
coin-operated binoculars for sight-
seers, accompanied employees on their
5a.m. repair runs to tourist sites, Sifting
through foreign coins and slugs found
in the machines, he searched for pat-
terns. (Which currencies were the most
common? Which coins had traveled the
farthest?) He also videotaped people as.
they fantasized about what they would
most like to see with the binoculars.

Jennifer Zackin, who was matched
with Pinchbeck Roses, a commercial
grower, released thousands of rose
petals into large bodies of water and
incorporated the resulting designs into
wall installations and video cl he
images appear abstract from a distance
but reveal their fragile components on
close inspection.

For the artists, the appeal was simple.
“Artists get excited about working with
materials zndsczles they never have the
opportunity to try,” Oatman said.

Using decorative adhesives that C.
Cowles & Co, makes for cars, the artist
Ezra Parzybok “hot-wired" an olive
couch that was about to be discarded
from the waiting room. Flames now
spit out from its back, and chrome
strips evoking highway interchanges
loop am\md its cushions.

The organizers borrowed the show’s
concept from a similar display in Troy,
New York, in 2001 Denise Markonish,
Artspace’s curator, wanted to replicate
it with industries that were peculiar to
Connecticut: gunmakers, quarties and
old-line businesses that catered to the
horse-and-carriage trade but now
make parts for the automobile.

Markonish and Helen Kauder, Art-
space’s executive director, asked artists

to spend three weeks or more on their
assignments, more time than was re-
quired of the artists in Troy. “We really
hoped we'd become part of the enter-
prise, going to meetings, and that people
would know why they were there,” said
Kauder, a former investment banker
who has run Artspace since 1998,

In the end, Markonish identified 13
willing companies in the New Haven
area, from giant like the

Michael Oatman with a lightweight binocular unit he created for Tower Optical.

A new approach to factory art

‘Gearge Rune for The New York Times

with control panels, sensors and
strobes. In the center was a box that read
“For Fire Open Then Pull Down Hook."

When someone pulled the hook, tu-
mult ensued — sirens, snare drums,
flashing lights. Philbrick confessed that
she had set the volume high enough to
“feel the vibrations in your mouth.”

“I like it really loud,” she said,
adding that when she tested it at home,

U.S. Surgical plant in North Haven, part
of publicly traded Tyco International, to
tiny outfits like Tower Optical in Nor-
walk, a family-owned, eight-person op-
eration. She then prepared summaries
of each company’s operations and as
the artists to rank them in order of pref-
erence. In a couple of cases, she noted
“shop skills a plus” or warned that
welding experience would be handy.
The most popular choice proved to be
Vespoli USA, a young company on the
Quinnipiac River that makes light-
weight carbon raclng shells for crew en-
thusiasts. Chakaia Booker, a New York
artist whose recycled rubber-tire cre-
ations were exhibited at the Whitney Bi-
ennial in New York in 2000, was eager
to compare the malleability of carbon
to that of rubber, her usual medium.
The material was not easy to work with,
she said, “but it has very good possibil-
ities.” For the show, she created 12
sinewy wall hangings. Each consists of
molded black carbon encased in a peel-
ing coat of resin. The pieces echo earli-
er works by Booker in which worn in-
dustrial materials evoke scarred flesh.
Jane Philbrick, a sound artist from
Redding, had her heart set on the Hon-
eywell Fire Systems Group, an alarm
company, so she put it duwn as her
“first, second and third choic

inside her art installation, a room lin

her begged for mercy.
Early on, she said, she decided to
mimic the endless repetition she saw in
the factory. It took 82 control panels,
and 430 hoxy red strobes alternating
with 312 round white smoke detectors,
to achieve the look she wanted. Com-
pany engineers were incredulous, she
said, “Are you hoping to blind your
viewers and leave them wriggling on
the floor like fish?”" she said they asked.
She compromised, acnvahnglheeqm
ment sequentially to minimize the
sensory assault. The materials alone
cost the company $40,000, said Mark
Levy, its president. And that was on top
of time Philbrick spent consulting with
its engineers, marketers and others.

Philbrick is ready to move on to her
next gig, but Oatman was so intrigued
by his experience at Tower Optical that
he has yet to vacate the premises. The
owners have taken his fascination in
stride, and are wearing the caps he had
printed that say “Turn to Clear Vision,”
the mantra-like message on the com-
pany’s binoculars.

“Sometimes you're so close to a
product,” said Bonnie Rising, whose
grandfather founded the company in
1931, but Oatman *made us think outside
the box.” Or in this case, inside the box.
His latest suggestion is that the com-
pany build a see-through protoizpe to

expose the binocular's inner workiy-gg. .

The New York Times

Y ]



