




Thonetchairshere.Onethinks ratherof the comfort of the club, or
the plush sparenessof the railroad observationcars of the period.
Clumpsof low, deep,upholsteredfurniture are fitted to equally low
cabinetsandshelving,which in turn areoften ingeniouslyfitted into
jogs madeby the protrusionsof structuralcolumnsinto the space.The
lownessof the furniture and the unbrokenexpanseof wall,to,wall
carpetingemphasizethe planeof the floor againstthe paintedplaster
expanseof thewalls andceiling. As a resultof therestraint,onesenses
with special intensity, even in a photograph,the resonantplay of
materials:wood, fabrics, metal,plastic,glass,plaster,andpaint, aswell
asplants,bouquetsof flowers, andtheir shadowson thewall (fig. 15).
TheLescazeliving roomwasin beige,darkbrown,daffodil yellow and
creamywhite-clubcolorscombinedwith pastelsinto somethingmore
ethereal.On the cool side Lescazeselectedsky blue (PSFSblue, one
might say)andoysterwith maroonandchartreuseaccents,which were
interior colors also favoredat the time. His inclusionof a fireplace in
this room remindsus that, howeversubduedand often dismantled,
fireplacesgenerallyremainedprominentin modernAmericaninteriors.
Concealedlighting (hidden in coves, ledges,and "indirect" lighting
fixtures) cameinto its own, oftenpositionedso asto concealthe inva,
sion of spanningbeamsinto the space,as furniture was fitted to col,
umns. In the Normanhouse,just suchconcealedlighting, occurring
behind a wall within a wall, lights a shelf for paintings and
photographs-Stieglitzphotographs,in fact, sinceDorothy Norman
was a devoteeof Stieglitz and the American Placeand wrote essays
and a book on the photographer.14 In the foregroundof the Lescaze
living room, the long metal plate with its line of buttonstestifies to
the theatricaleffectspossiblefrom the washesof concealedlight and
their sometime(apparentlynot here) rheostatcontrol; this was at a
time whentheaterandstoredisplaylighting wasbeingrevolutionized.

Lescaze'stownhousetypifies a ModernArchitecturewhich thrusts
in many directions.The free,wheelinguse of the gamutof modern
stylisms;thecomplicationandexplosionof theprism pur into massing

14. An intimateof Stieglitz, Dorothy Normanpublishedan essayon him in Waldo
Frank, et aI., Americaand Alfred Stieglitz(New York: Doubleday,Doran, 1934) and
a moredefinitive studyAlfred Stieglitz:An AmericanSeer(New York: RandomHouse,
1973).Her writings also include, in addition to otheritemson Stieglitz andprivately
printedvolumes,two books:Nehru, the First SixtyYears(New York: JohnDay, 1965)
and The Hero: Myth, Image, Symbol(New York: World Publishing, 1969).
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Fig. 15. William Lescaze Townhouse, New York, New York, 1933~34,

William Lescaze, Living room.

which is variously functional, picturesque, and ornamental; the rub
of the vernacular against sophistication; the creation of architectural
images for the American liberal sensibility coming to grips with "moder,
nity": these are aspects of Lescaze's personal involvement with the
modern European style and the restless, inventive, empirical manner
in which he attempted to inflect it to his own expression in the con,
text of American culture. Sometimes he was successful, sometimes less
so; but there is about this work of the thirties a spirit of discovery and
adventure which seems to have dwindled as the style became more
familiar, the solutions more pro forma, and (quite as important, it would
seem) the progressive spirit and marked individuality of Lescaze's early
clients inevitably gave way to more conventional and more commer,
cial patronage. After all, the excitement of the discovery of Modern
Architecture in the thirties was the client's as well as the architect's.
The architecture which resulted reveals their shared enthusiasm.

The portrait photograph [see page 15] which serves as the poster image
to this exhibition was taken in the Lescaze living room. Nattily attired,
Lescaze leans on the cantilevered projection of the back of the sofa,
against the crystalline geometry of the glass brick. Silhouetted plant leaves

103



poke in from the left. Light, geometry, the cantilever, an emblem of the
"organic"-all signs of the "modern". Lescaze sucks on the pipe of pro,
fessional meditation-the final objet type in Vers une architecture, laid
across the page as an image of finality. He reads a current architec,
tural journal. A sharper print of the photograph will reveal that the
open page shows a plan (not apparently of one of his own buildings,
as one might suspect). One would like to think at least that the jour,
nal contains the latest from Europe. And Lescaze may be wondering
how he can appropriate it and bend it to new use on another continent.
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