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New York City does not accommodate dreams easily. 
“I’ve lived in New York City all my adult life,” says

Richard Meier. “My kids grew up here, and I love the city — I
wouldn’t live anywhere else. Our offices were here, and yet the
architecture of the city wasn’t a part of our practice and our life.
It was like being an alien.

“To build in New York has been a lifelong dream for me,”
Meier acknowledges. “Except for Westbeth [the conversion of
the old Bell Telephone Laboratories in Greenwich Village into
an artist’s community], which I did in 1969, the Perry Street
buildings were really the first New York buildings.”

The twin residential towers on the West Village water-
front at 173/176 Perry Street, commissioned in 1999, represent
not merely the homecoming of a legendary, quintessential New
York architect (one of the pioneering Modernist “New York
Five”) but a prodigal return for architecture itself to its mission
to uplift the entire city, as did the magnificent residences and
Art Deco skyscrapers of the 1920s and 1930s.

“Architecture is still isolated to a handful of buildings in
New York City,” observes Meier. “This is not a city that has
had a great appreciation for architecture, unfortunately. But
architecture in the city is changing for the better, and the build-
ings we’re doing on the West Side are making an important
contribution to that change. 

Design Adds Value
“I’ve talked with a number of developers in the city, and

they’ve said to me, ‘We always respected good architecture, but
we couldn’t afford it.’ But now they realize they can’t afford
not to do it. It adds to their value. And it’s no more difficult to
do a good building than a bad one.”

A third Richard Meier tower in progress at 165 Charles
will join the Perry twins to change the Downtown waterfront
dramatically, creating a unique enclave. “I think the fact that
there are two buildings and now a third creates a place,” says
Meier.

“It’s really the first residential place in the city that I can
think of since I’ve been here that is a public place and a private
place — private for those who live there and public in terms of
the way it’s a gateway from the Village to the West Side park.” 
The recently completed revitalization of the Hudson River
Park’s Pier 46 at Perry Street includes a walkway extending
400 feet over the water and a beautifully landscaped central
lawn with plantings and a grove of trees. The park is an appro-
priately grand front yard for the Meier enclave.

A Life in Architecture
Richard Meier’s emergence as an architect of the New

York cityscape comes at an auspicious time in his career.
Turning 70 years of age this October, he has been an iconic fig-
ure for more than 40 years, designing landmark private and
public buildings all over the world.

Meier received his architectural training at Cornell and
established an independent practice in New York City in 1963.
In 1965, at 31, his design of the Smith House in Darien,
Connecticut, brought him instant celebrity (before the day of
the signature architect) and wide recognition for a distinctive
style that would influence generations of architects and, when
later applied to large public structures, enlighten the landscape
of cities around the globe.

Paul Goldberger, New Yorker architecture critic, wrote a
decade ago, “The lyrical beauty of the Smith House, with its
remarkable grid of glass — more a patterned frame than an
expression of structure — set Meier’s work apart from that of
his colleague’s from the beginning, and even now it epitomizes
an essential quality of all of Meier’s architecture: its powerful,
sensual attractiveness. Meier’s buildings are elegant, they are
refined, they are pristine.”

Of the 1973 Douglas House in Lake Michigan,
Goldberger writes, “If the façade of the Smith House gave
Meier his first real prominence, the more elaborate version of
this grid of white mullions and glass panels that he created for
the spectacularly sited Douglas House proved his ability to pro-
duce works of true subtlety and memorable grandeur.” It
remains, he says, “one of the great American houses of the sec-
ond half of the 20th century.”

Meier’s work is immensely studied and sophisticated,
alluding to the masters who influenced him: “Obviously, Le
Corbusier,” he says, “and Alvar Alto, Frank Lloyd Wright,
Mies van der Rohe, Louis Kahn — the great architects of the
20th century.” Yet his designs appear elegantly simple and
refined. 

A Search for Clarity
Meier’s houses celebrate their natural landscape not by

imitating nature but by enhancing it — providing a clean, stark
contrast. He sculpts buildings with geometrical shapes. In a
preface to a book on his houses, Richard Meier Houses
1962/1997 by Paul Goldberger (preface by Meier), Meier
wrote, “In every house there is a search for clarity, which in my
architecture is a call for basic geometrical form. This geometry

“I experiment continually with the source of 
daylight, such as the placement of a window that
bathes an interior in golden light at a certain time of
day, giving a magical quality to the spaces within.”
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helps to create certain areas of composition, energizing tensions
between openness and closure, between solid and void,
between opacity and transparency.”

Meier is concerned foremost with the play of natural light.
He writes: “My continuing preoccupation has been with a
vocabulary of opaque and transparent planes and a dramatic
treatment of light. Painters, sculptors, and architects have,
through the centuries, expressed the mood of their times
through the quality of their light.”

As newly engineered building materials become more ver-
satile, he writes, “I am able to wash living areas in a brightness
that evolves all year long. I experiment continually with the
source of daylight, such as the placement of a window that
bathes an interior in golden light at a certain time of day, giv-
ing a magical quality to the spaces within.” He paints his build-
ings white to allow natural light its fullest expression. 

While Meier has continued to design private houses, some
of his greatest achievements have been in the public sector. His
best-known projects include the massive Getty Center in Los
Angeles, the High Museum of Art in Atlanta, the City Hall
and Central Library in the Hague, the Museum for Applied
Art in Frankfurt, and the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Barcelona.

At 49, Meier was the youngest architect to receive the
Pritzker Architecture Prize, the field’s highest honor. Soon
after, he began work on the $1 billion Getty Center, a 13-year
project considered to be one of the most important commis-
sions of the 20th century. 

The Light Off the River
For his first contribution to New York City architecture in

nearly 40 years, the site of the three towers on the waterfront
Downtown seems ideal. “The light is unique off the river,” he
says, “and the openness we have at the buildings, which are
transparent and light, is particularly appropriate to this area.
The greatest luxuries in New York City are space and light.”

All three 16-story towers are sheathed in insulating lami-
nated glass framed in white metal panels, yielding highly
exposed, light-drenched apartments with unobstructed views
of the Hudson River. The two Perry Street buildings were
offered as open-plan lofts, one per floor.

The tower at 165 Charles Street, says Meier, “is a continu-
ation of what we’ve started at Perry Street, but different. The
height is the same and the idea of the open, transparent build-
ing is similar, but everything is built-out at Charles Street. You
just bring in your furniture and clothing and move in.” Every
detail has the stamp of a Meier design, from the 50-foot pool to
the wine cellar with 32 individual climate-controlled cabinets
to the screening room with 35 leather seats, the same as those
used at the Getty Center.

Scheduled for completion in March 2005, 165 Charles
Street contains 31 apartments, mostly three-bedroom units
ranging from $5.5 million to $7 million, plus a two-level, four-
bedroom penthouse with a terrace that wraps south, west, and
north, offered at $18.5 million. A testament to the value of a
home-as-art Richard Meier design, a 670-square-foot studio at
Charles Street will cost approximately $1 million.

The World Is Watching 
Meier feels a special responsibility designing in New York

City today. He says, “The whole world is watching what happens
at Ground Zero. It’s a New York City problem and a world situa-
tion. Ground Zero extends beyond the limits of that particular site
— it’s the whole downtown and how it develops.”
His mission is to build structures that demonstrate openness. “I
think openness, transparency, and lightness in buildings are impor-
tant in spite of what’s going on in the world today. I don’t think
architecture should be a barrier, that you should use architecture to
keep things out.”

“I like to think that what’s going on in the world is temporary.
Maybe it’s not and maybe architecture will have to change as a
result. But I’m optimistic and I hope our free society remains free.”

Jubilee Church, Rome

“To build in New York has been a lifelong dream for me.”

     



Biography:
Born October 2, 1934 in Newark, New Jersey
Studied at Cornell University

Early Architectural firms:

Davis, Brody and Wisniewski
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill
Marcel Breuer

Established Office in New York in 1963

Has taught at Cooper Union, Princeton University, Pratt
Institute, Harvard University,Yale University and UCLA

Awards Include:

1984, Pritzker Prize for Architecture
1989, Royal Gold Medal from the Royal Institute of British
Architects
1992, Officier de l'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres awarded by
the French Government
1993, Deutscher Architekture Preis
1995, elected Fellow to the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences
1997,AIA Gold Medal from the American Institute of Architects 
1997, Praemium Imperiale from the Japanese Government, in
recognition of lifetime achievement in the arts.
Plus: 29 National AIA Honor Awards and 51 New York AIA
Awards

Notable Projects (A Small Sampling):

1964-1966 Smith House, Darien, Connecticut
1967-1970 Westbeth Artist’s Housing, New York City
1970-1976 Bronx Development Center
1971-1973 Douglas House, Lake Michigan
1975-1979 The Atheneum, New Harmony, Indiana
1979-1985 Franfurt Museum of Applied Arts
1980-1983 High Museum of Art,Atlanta
1984-1997 The Getty Center, Los Angeles
1986-1995 Hague City Hall and Central Library
1988-1992 Canal+ Television Headquarters, Paris
1993-2000 U.S. Courthouse and Federal Building, Islip, New
York and Phoenix
1996-2004 Jubilee Church, Rome

Perry Street, 
NYC

Charles Street, NYC

         


