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INTERVIEW WITH GIL SCHAFER
BY PETER H. MILLER, HON. AlA

Gil Schafer and the
Architecture of Emotion

Renowned architect Gil Schafer reflects on designing homes

rooted in place, memory, and feeling.

Photography by Eric Piasecki

e were searching for a key-
note speaker who could talk
about the classical vernacular
architecture of the Hudson
Valley. The upcoming Traditional Building
Conference would take place in Sleepy Hollow,
New York—overlooking the Hudson River, a
stone’s throw from Washington Irving’s leg-
ends in the cemetery at the Old Dutch Church.
Who knows this region and the 18th- and
19th-century architecture that adorns it? Which
keynote speaker will everyone want to hear?
In a New York minute, I thought of Gil
Schafer, whose classic Greek Revival house,
formerly his own, sits up the river east of Hyde
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Park in Millbrook. Gil’s house graced the cover
of our inaugural New OIld House November
2004 issue. His lecture would add the same
luster to our conference as his work does to our
magazines.

Like most celebrity architects, Gil Schafer
has a publicist—the ever-helpful and profession-
al Sarah Burningham of Little Bird Publicity.

“Hello Sarah, this is Pete Miller of Tradi-
tional Building magazine. We’d like Gil to speak
at our conference in Sleepy Hollow.”

“I’'m sorry, Peter, Gil is completely booked
and not taking on any more speaking engage-
ments right now;” said Sarah.

“Darn,” I thought. I had my heart set on Gil.
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Above left, a classically inspired residence is carefully
sited to feel rooted in its landscape.

Top right, exterior detailing reflects Schafer's
commitment to proportion and tradition.

Above, architect Gil Schafer in an interior that reflects
his philosophy of comfort and memory.

I reflected on his firm’s work, the books I've
read about it, the Palladio Awards he’s won,
the Greek Revival house whose housewarm-
ing party I'd attended, the ICAA mission we
shared, and the excellent stories Schafer &
Company had provided us over the years.

“I think I’ll call Gil and beg,” I told Sarah.

Eight weeks later, Gil Schafer gave one of



Above, Schafer incorporates a traditional portche.

Top right, a wood-lined living space balances rustic
character with refined detailing.

Bottom right, a bright, restrained kitchen emphasizes
light, proportion, and simplicity.

the best presentations we’ve ever had at the
Traditional Building Conference. He spoke
about architecture of place, including the
Hudson Valley and other regions where he
has designed houses—coastal Maine and Lake
Champlain, rural Georgia, and the highbrow
Hamptons. The photos of his work were stun-
ning, but what touched us most was what he
said about the emotion of architecture and the
joy designers can bring to their clients.

I wanted to hear more—to talk with this
talented architect again about this perspec-
tive, something he summed up in four words:
Mystery, Surprise, Memories, and Joy. So, I
called his assistant, John Hanlon, to make an
appointment at the Schafer & Company office
on Union Square in New York.

T've been in countless offices, studios, and
factories, many of which feel like quiet librar-
ies, with empty desks and workstations in the
post-COVID work-from-home era. Schafer &
Company has the buzziest office ever—crowd-
ed, cluttered, and collaborative. There was a
domestic space for client meetings, a fireplace,
a comfy sofa, fresh flowers, and a view out the
windows into the trees on Union Square.

Lily, the receptionist, welcomed me by
name, showed me to the conference room, and
brought me a perfect cup of coffee. Gil stepped
in, impeccably dressed in an English wool sport
coat and knit tie. Unlike most busy people, he
didn’t keep me waiting. He was polite and pres-
ent, as if he had all day to meet with me and
nothing else on his mind. He made sure I had
the right amount of cream in my coffee.

What touched us most about Gil’s presentation was what he said about the
emotion of architecture and the joy designers can bring to their clients.

There has been a great deal written by and
about Schafer & Company. There are his beau-
tiful books, published by Rizzoli International:
The Great American House: Tradition for the
Way We Live; A Place to Call Home: Tradition,
Style, Memory in the New American Home; and
Home at Last. There are countless magazine
stories about his firm’s work in Veranda, AD,

House Beautiful, and our own publications, Tra-
ditional Building, Period Homes, and New Old
House. He has a PBS special, Design in Mind.
For 25 years, he has been an articulate advocate
for the relevance of classical design. I've seen,
read, and heard most of it.

So I asked, “Gil, how do you think about
design?”

TraditionalBuilding.com | 23



INTERVIEW GIL SCHAFER

o
.
o

-

Above, a shaded porch creates a seamless transition
between house and landscape.

Right, a tropical setting demonstrates the
adaptability of classical principles.

Below, a traditionally composed fagade is integrated
into its natural surroundings.

“My nature is to think about something,
then think again. I often second-guess myself”
For an architect with so many accolades, Gil
Schafer is charmingly self-effacing. “But I also
have enough experience to trust my instincts,”
he continues. “Often, I’ll act on instinct—like
when I’m walking around a site, trying to de-
cide where the house should go. Where is the
‘there’ there? Where will the house feel rooted
in its place, like it’s always been there?”

I recalled a story that John Milner told me
about walking around a house site and staking
out where he thought the house should be.

He went back the next day and found a herd
of cows lying inside his stakes. “If it’s good
enough for the cows, it’s good enough for me,”
Milner said.

Schafer writes in his book A Place to Call
Home, “I have never liked houses that sit atop
hills or in the middle of fields—exposed objects
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that are conspicuous in their disconnection
from their surroundings. I seek out zones that

balance looking out with looking in, places that
survey the landscape even as they are enclosed
and protected by it.”

MYSTERY

“With the landscaping and the architecture,”
Gil explains, “we strive to create mystery when
someone first arrives on the property. I remem-
ber a house I came upon after walking through
ajungle. What’s in there? What will I find at
the end of this winding path? We like to design
a house that doesn’t give itself away but creates
mystery at the entrance.”

SURPRISE

“Then there is surprise,” Gil continues. “Maybe
it’s a house that looks small from the front but
opens to a big view out back. We don’t want

to give anything away until there is a sudden
visual reveal—a lake, a pond, or an ocean. We
save the best view for last.

MEMORIES

During our conversation, I recalled Gil Scha-
fer’s introduction to A Place to Call Home.
He wrote about the places he’d lived or spent
time in as a boy: his grandmother’s stone cot-

tage on California’s central coast, a creaky old
18th-century farmhouse in rural New Jersey, a
“colonial ranch” overlooking Lake Erie in Ohio,
and a rambling antebellum house in Georgia.
These memories, Gil explained, have
shaped the way he designs houses. He writes,
“T cannot design a house unless I bring an
aspect of my own life experience—something
that should be true for any of us as we go about
creating a place to call home” Whether draw-
ing on his own memories or designing a house
that creates them for his clients, Schafer wants
homes to reflect how people live—comfortable
spaces where, together, they make memories.

Joy

“I’m a fanatic about form,” Schafer declares,
“but there is a visceral, emotional element to
what architects do.” The library in Schafer &
Company’s office suggests a great deal of re-
search and scholarship—not necessarily emo-
tion and intuition. But together, they help the
firm’s architects design spaces with historical
precedent, context, and classical detail—formal
yet relaxed, elegant yet playful.

“A client told us that when she arrives
home and looks at her house from the drive-
way, she feels joy. That’s what we want to
create.” TB



