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In a city with precious few private spaces, where often one’s
only sanctuary is one’s home, Ismael Leyva is one of the
foremost shapers of our interior life.
From the opulent luxury apartments in the sky at the

Time Warner Center on Columbus Circle to the cutting-edge
loft spaces at River Lofts in TriBeCa, Leyva has produced
innovative and eminently livable apartment layouts that have
enhanced buildings designed by Robert A.M. Stern, Charles
Gwathmey, David Childs, Costas Kondylis, and Philippe
Starck. His elegantly efficient apartment concepts help sell
buildings quickly, making him one of the most sought-after
interior architects in the city. 

Born and educated in Veracruz, Mexico, Leyva came to
New York City in 1978, less than a year after graduating col-
lege, drawn by his passion for skyscrapers and because, he says,
“New York is the capital of the world of architecture.” Facing
a recession at the time, the city didn’t have much work to offer.
“For my first job,” he recalls, “I traveled every day from
Queens to Hoboken.”

Leyva soon got a position in the city, at the prestigious
Philip Birnbaum & Associates, and later joined Costas
Kondylis & Associates. He ultimately became a Kondylis part-
ner, responsible for the management of production of some 20
high rises with more than 4,500 apartments.

Leyva formed his own company in 1996, “using a space in
a friend’s office,” he recalls, “doing small jobs,” until Related
Companies commissioned him to design the interior of the 32-
story Chatham, a luxury condominium on East 65th Street, in
association with Robert A.M. Stern. An immediate success, the
Chatham led to a long collaboration with Related, in such

buildings as The Park Imperial on West 56th Street and the
Residences at Time Warner Center at Columbus Circle. 

Post Toscana
The Post Toscana—a 31-story, 199-unit luxury rental

building at 389 East 89th Street—was a breakthrough project
for Ismael Leyva Architects, now a thriving 40-person firm. A
Leyva design inside and out, the building is a daring new con-
cept for the Upper East Side. 

Due to a zoning requirement, the base of the building had
to match the height of the six-story building next door right up
to the property line. After the sixth floor, the building sets back.
“Instead of doing six floors at the base of the building with nor-
mal nine-foot ceilings,” recalls Leyva, “we created 11-foot ceil-
ings and a bi-level, open, loft-style arrangement. We lifted the
bedroom about three feet up from the living room. It’s impres-
sive when you look across the apartment. You get an expansive
feeling—open, yet there’s separation.”

Leyva applied a similar flourish to the design of the interi-
ors at 15 Broad Street, a conversion of the 40-story landmark
J.P. Morgan headquarters into an ultraluxury 250-unit condo-
minium tower in collaboration with Philippe Starck. “The
challenge here,” says Leyva, “was the depth of the apartments,
especially on the lower levels. We played with the different lev-
els to create a more private space for the sleeping alcove.”

He felt that “young people would like the play of the differ-
ent platforms in the apartments.” Also, “the bi-level design gives
you two things: open space and storage in the bottom part. It cre-
ates privacy, yet it’s open.” Leyva’s concept proved to be hugely
successful, helping to sell 200 units in the first week of sales. 
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Time Warner Center, in collaboration with Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, LLP

P
h

o
to

g
ra

p
h

 b
y 

U
w

e
 D

itz
 P

h
o

to
g

ra
p

h
y



Architects Adapt
Leyva insists that he does not have a signature style. “I

don’t believe I have a style. I don’t believe in having a style. As
an architect you respond to certain areas and people—you
adapt.” Still, he was not at all offended when The New York
Times referenced Frank Lloyd Wright’s masterpiece “Falling
Water” in a profile of a house Leyva designed in Costa Rica. “I
always admired his work,” says Leyva. “I believe that form fol-
lows function. That’s what architecture is all about.”

Nestled on 5,000 acres in the mountains near San Isidro,
Costa Rica, adjacent to a 600-foot waterfall, the 8,000-square-
foot house is perfectly private. The owners are a couple with-
out children and there is a separate house for guests. They
wanted absolute transparency, with nothing to hide the view of
the waterfall. “Everything is open,” says Leyva, “like a loft on
a mountain.” The walls are glass panels framed by steel cables.
All of the nine rooms on five levels face the waterfall 150 feet
away. The roof is formed from tensile fiberglass.

Leyva does not suffer labor pains during the design
process. Often he delivers a preliminary sketch on the spot,
before the first meetings are over. “At meetings,” he says,
“clients tell me what they would like to see, and I will design in
front of them. I say, ‘What if we do this?’ and they say, ‘That’s
what we want.’ After the meeting I just give the sketch to my
people, and then I go on to the next one. That’s why some of
them come to see me: they know they can get instant service.”

Exceptional Design Adds Value
The fierce competition for buyers among developers is

improving the quality of design in new buildings. “Developers
in the past 10 years are putting a lot of emphasis on good
design,” observes Leyva, “in the exteriors, interiors and ameni-
ties. Finally some of my clients are forced to give a little extra in
design, because they know they’re going to get extra in return.”

Another remarkable trend is the ever increasing height of
new residential high rises. “New York doesn’t have many ways
to go but up,” says Leyva. “Our clients are looking to sell for
big money and people want views. At the Park Imperial, we

have an office building up to the 47th floor and from the 48th
floor it’s condominiums with views of Central Park, which
adds value.” 

Leyva expects to see more mixed-use buildings in the city.
“Most of my clients won’t put up a million square feet of resi-
dential, so you try to create other uses to mitigate the amount
of residential floors they have to sell. In the mixed-use building
you can get all the amenities and services you need close to
home. You can even work in the building in which you live. At
Time Warner you go to the cellar and get all the food you need.
It’s a little neighborhood within a building. Time is precious in
New York and you save time by having everything close.”

The Windsor, Forest Hills
Ismael Leyva Architects designed a 21-story mixed-use

building now under construction in Forest Hills, called the
Windsor, the first condominium in that area in 10 years. “It’s an
Art Deco exterior with a combination of beige brick and
bronze-tinted glass,” says Leyva, “with floor-to-ceiling win-
dows at the corners to bring in light.” Apartments on upper
floors will have views of the New York City skyline. The
building includes 8,000 square feet of commercial space and a
multilevel parking garage.

The firm is the executive architect and residence designer
for Astor Place, a new Related project at 445 Lafayette Street,
designed by Charles Gwathmey. The loft-style apartments will
be surrounded by curved walls of floor-to-ceiling glass.

Leyva is also working on the conversion of the historic
Gramercy Hotel for Ian Schrager and is just beginning a col-
laboration with Frank Gehry on the proposed 75-story mixed-
use Beekman Tower in Downtown Brooklyn. 

Despite his soft-spoken demeanor, Leyva is naturally and
openly competitive. “New York is tough,” he says. “You have
to be better than better, higher than everybody to be success-
ful. Being from Mexico, coming from another country, I
never felt discrimination, but I always felt I had to put in a lit-
tle extra to get what I want to get. I like the challenge. I like
to prove myself.”                                                                  n

Left: Astor Place, designed by Leyva in collab-
oration with Gwathmey Siegel Architects.

Above: Transparent loft-like house in San
Isidro, Costa Rica

Right: 15 Broad Street, designed in collabora-
tion with Philippe Starck.
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“I don’t believe I have a style.
I don’t believe in having a
style. As an architect you
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Left: The Post Toscana, 389 East 89th Street     Middle: Condominium in Forest Hills, Queens      Right: Chatham, in collaboration with Robert A.M. Stern

 


