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Houses in the Air
According to Tom Rowe, New York

studio head for Michael Graves &
Associates, “Most of the great residential
buildings were built through the end of
the Depression, in the late 20s. They were
built for a clientele that was moving out
of houses. They were houses up in the
air—big, well-proportioned, with well-
laid-out apartments.”

Recalls Graves, “I’ve always imag-
ined people accustomed to living in
small-scale, well-designed brownstones a
century or so ago comfortably moving
into large residential buildings such as
the St. Remo, the Dakota, or any number
of apartment buildings with romantic
names that were built in New York in the
19th and early 20th centuries.” 

Despite the difference in scale,
Graves likens the architectural character
of those grand old apartment buildings
to the early townhouse in that they
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Just as their home furnishings
have turned aisles at Target into
small museums of style, recent
buildings in Manhattan by

Michael Graves & Associates add a dis-
tinctively artful touch to the New York
cityscape. They revisit values of elegance
and gracious comfort, bringing a modern
interpretation of traditional, classic form
to residential apartment design. 

“I find myself aspiring to a sense of
domesticity,” Graves observes, which is
appreciated once again by today’s home
buyers and developers. “Emphasis on
design is generally prevalent throughout
the country and it translates not only into
a focus on well-designed objects but also
the home itself.” This emphasis took over
half a century to resurface.

Below: New mixed-
use development in
the making planned
for White Plains, New
York.
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share a sense of domesticity. “Their
character is understood through the
recognizable, figurative image created
by the exterior massing and articulation
of facades—by the sense of welcome
provided by the public lobbies and their
furnishings and decoration and by the
commodious interiors of the dwelling
units themselves.” The apartments con-
tained “a series of rooms that are easy to
imagine how to inhabit and furnish.
The windows work well with the scale
of the rooms, creating a frame for view-
ing the city beyond and heightening the
sense of inside and outside.”

Modern Design
After the Depression, building

design took a drastic turn. “Several
forces dramatically affected residential
architecture following the construction
of those masterworks,” Graves observes,
“especially in the latter half of the 20th
century. And not for the better in my
view. We witnessed an interest in
abstract modern architecture coupled
with the developers’ need to minimize
costs.” Costs skyrocketed after the war
as workers’ compensation and land val-
ues increased dramatically.

Plus, adds Graves, these buildings
“had to conform to myriad zoning and
building regulations. It’s not just that they
started to look like office buildings, with
floor-to-ceiling glass, but the plans, once
a series of rooms, had become continu-
ous spaces with awkwardly shaped
boundaries.” This was done to save space
and make the building conform to zoning
requirements. “The sense of domesticity
was often sacrificed,” says Graves.
Stripped of costly exterior detailing, these
buildings, suggests Rowe, “from the out-
side a lot of these buildings were not a
whole lot different than the corporate
headquarters that were being built on
Park Avenue or Lexington Avenue, with
the exception of the balconies.” 

Return to Fine Design
Economic pressures on builders in

the city today are as severe as they’ve
ever been, but buyers and renters have
become more informed and sophisticat-
ed in their tastes, appreciating fine
design and demanding homes that
enhance their lifestyles. 

According to Graves, “The increas-
ing value placed on lifestyle is driving
consumers’ interest in design. One of

the most important characteristics of
many of our projects is the sense of
domesticity. The word ‘domestic’ comes
from ‘domus,’ the Latin word for house.
It connotes inhabitation, where the plea-
sures of daily life are reinforced by the
character of the interiors.”

Developers have come to recognize
that good design sells units. “In multi-
family housing,” Graves notes, “the
design of both the exterior of the build-
ings and the plans of the dwelling units
add value.”

The Architect’s Dilemma
While top architects enjoying a hey-

day are allowed somewhat greater expres-
sion today, they work within tight con-
straints. According to Graves, “My part-
ners and I have been in the position of
having to accept apartment layouts gen-
erated by the developer. We always try to
refine them—or outright create them—to
make more gracious plans. We’re seeking
ways to develop systems that provide the
developers with efficient floorplates, and
the homeowners with a sense of domes-
ticity that suits their lifestyle.” Adds
Rowe, “The challenge is how to make
places that are familiar, have definable

Inside the lobby
of the Impala on
East 76th Street. 

         



rooms, are comfortable, and have
enough storage in what are generally
very tight proformas.” 

A trend begun in New York in the
80s laid the way for more flexible and
interesting apartment layouts. “We have
been intrigued,” says Graves, “by the
effect that loft living—once developed
out of necessity from the conversion of
industrial and commercial buildings
into residences—has had on conven-
tional housing.”

Graves infuses the traditional gra-
cious apartment layout with the spa-
ciousness of the loft. “It’s an interesting
design problem,” observes Rowe. “It’s a
balance between a sort of modern plan-
ning influence—loft living of the 70s
and 80s—with the older, more gracious
apartment. That’s a lot of what we’ve
been doing.” The loft-inspired design,
he says, “puts more emphasis on a larg-
er living space that is big enough so that
people can put a wall up or a set of
book shelves that acts as a wall. You’ll
have definable, workable rooms. There
is a sense of openness.”

The Alley Revision
In the Impala, a condominium on

First Avenue and 76th Street, recalls
Rowe, “We put all the living areas wher-

ever we could on the corner, emphasizing
the views, and tried to put as much space
as we could into the living areas. We’re
trying to get away from the ‘alley,’ the
long, thin apartment with a side-by-side
bedroom next to a living room/dining
room. It’s a matter of reapportioning the
space and the allocation of money to try
to get the most out of it and give people
options of how they want to live.”

In a residential apartment project in
the planning stages in White Plains, the
design team has more room to stretch
out. According to Rowe, “Given they’re
outside New York City, they’re marketing
to people who’ve lived in houses and are
moving back into town. The spaces tend
to be a little bit bigger.”

The designs will contain “large com-
bined living/dining spaces, not the 14-
foot by 30-foot alley, with a 6-foot by 6-
foot window” standard in cookie-cutter
apartments. “We’re trying to make these
things that are 24-foot by 20-foot or so,
rooms that can work as both, and open
kitchens that can be closed if that’s what
they desire. With comfortable bedrooms
with a lot of the space put into closets—
a big selling point lately.”

Exterior Design 
The exteriors on his two recent

buildings in Manhattan are distinctly
Graves, reflecting an embrace of tradi-
tional design and domesticity, with a
touch of whimsy. “The design for the
Impala,” explains Graves, “takes its cues
from traditional residential buildings on
the Upper East Side. The combination of
traditional red brick and white pre-cast
trim is reminiscent of neo-Georgian resi-
dential architecture” commonly on dis-
play in the area.

The building’s design minimizes its
large scale. Says Graves, “The articulation
surrounding the windows is expanded in
scale to relate to the building as a whole,
making two stories read as one and giving
a more domestic scale to the tall build-
ing.” Observes Rowe, “The big cross win-
dows clearly make it a residence—a
child’s caricature of a window.”

The magnificent 425 Fifth Avenue
pays homage to the great Art Deco
towers of the 20s. In this case the
designers chose to accentuate the
stature. According to Rowe, “The shape
of it, the setbacks and how small and
thin the tower is, makes it stand out
wonderfully. Putting up a few embell-
ishments, some vertical columns that
run up the white piers, emphasize the
height of the building.” 

Figurative Architecture
Of his approach to design, Graves

comments, “We describe our work as ‘fig-
urative architecture.’ We believe that peo-
ple make natural associations with forms,
colors, materials, and the organization of
plans. Forms that are familiar and acces-
sible can convey meaning because we
associate with them.” 

Left: 425 Fifth Avenue
pays homage to the
great Art Deco towers
of the 1920s. 
Below: The Impala
makes its mark on
First Avenue.
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A member of the celebrated Modernist
“New York Five” architects, Michael
Graves was born in Indianapolis,
Indiana, in 1934.  He studied at the
University of Ohio and at Harvard and
then worked as a Fellow at the
American Academy in Rome for two
years, where he first began experiment-
ing with product design.  Graves
became a professor at Princeton
University in 1962, where he taught until
2002.  The main office of his 105-person
firm remains in Princeton, New Jersey.
Graves started experimenting with prod-
uct design while in Rome.  Since then he
has produced objects of every kind,
including furniture, frames, lamps,
vases, t-shirts, china, weather vanes
and kitchen appliances utensils.  The
creation of the Alessi teapot with its
whimsical bird spout in 1985 pushed the
designer into stardom in the home
design world.  His product line for
Target puts sophisticated design into
countless homes around the country.  
Graves has honorary doctorates from 11
universities and has won over 160 pres-
tigious awards for architecture, interiors,
product design and education.  
Principal and Studio Head Thomas
Rowe, AIA, joined Michael Graves &
Associates in 1984.  He received his
architectural education at Catholic
University and Princeton University. 
Graves & Associates has produced more
than 100 buildings.  His New York City
projects include:
Columbus Circle Redevelopment, 1985
Sotheby’s Apartment Tower, 1985
The French Institute, 1998
The Impala, 1998
425 Fifth Avenue, 2000

The World of Michael Graves

The play of familiar, evocative ele-
ments, says Graves, “counterbalances the
modern preference for geometric abstrac-
tion. But we don’t think that the figurative
and abstract are mutually exclusive. In
fact, our design goals are to create famil-
iar, figurative forms while also drawing on
the lessons of modern composition.”

“We’re modern architects, working
with modern materials,” adds Rowe. “I
don’t think what we do is a whole lot dif-
ferent than what most other people do.
We choose to emphasize different things.
We end up using elements that people are
familiar with, that are historically based.
Abstracted, but based on traditions that
have been around a long time.”

Designing New York
The Impala and 425 Fifth Avenue are

the first residential towers Graves &
Associates has designed since the Sotheby’s
Residential Tower in 1985. Of the special
challenge the city presents, Rowe names
“tight sites, the density of New York, and
the zoning—it’s very specific. New York is
going to defeat any architecture.” But, he is
quick to add, “it’s what makes New York
so compelling. The existing fabric of
Midtown, Downtown, below 116th Street,
neighborhood by neighborhood, all have
this very strong character, a lot of it codi-
fied in the zoning.”

Working within tight constrictions
has its own rewards. “You know what
you’re in for. Each project has its own
restrictions and requirements, between the
zoning and strict economic proformas

you’re presented with in New York. It’s
always good to solve problems within a
context. It’s satisfying to build something
as vital and as successful as New York is.”

The Vital Mix
Graves is especially enthusiastic

about the trend in New York to embrace
variety, to encourage a lively mix of resi-
dential and commercial properties in the
neighborhoods. Both of his recent build-
ings are mixed-use, combining retail and
offices with apartments. 

“The emphasis on lifestyle is a selling
point for homebuyers,” says Graves, “and
in cities like New York, residents perceive
that proximity to shopping, recreation,
and work enhances the quality of their
everyday lives. This integrated mix of
activities—day and night—is the heartbeat
of the city.” 

Mixed-use “is what New York City
and the greater New York area does well,”
Rowe concurs. “Even a lot of the old towns
on the train lines in New Jersey and
Westchester have a dense core around the
train station. What you see around the
country is much more zoned: here’s resi-
dential, here’s entertainment.” 

Around Every Corner
In New York, he says, “the theater is

right around the corner. The mix of uses is
different and much more adventurous.” It’s
true, Rowe observes, that “given the
expense and constraints, the buildings
don’t get a lot of picture-postcard architec-
ture. Other cities seem to have more of
that lately, in their cultural institutions,”
mainly because ours are so old and very
few new ones get built. 

But Rowe is confident that when the
opportunity comes, the city will have its
showcase architecture and it will be espe-
cially magnificent for the way it plays
against its neighbors. “These things are
like monuments. You can’t imagine a
whole city of that. They work in contrast
to the rest of the city. That’s why the
Guggenheim, which is a precursor to a lot
of this, works in New York. It would work
a lot less well sitting on a wide open street
in Indianapolis. Within this jumbled
cityscape, you’ve got this object from
outer space.” n
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