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“People say to me,” says Nancy Ruddy, founder, along with 
her husband, John Cetra, of the architectural fi rm Cetra/Ruddy, 
“‘I didn’t realize you did that building. And that one. And that 
one. I love them all, but I didn’t know it was the same architect.’”

Cetra/Ruddy buildings have been accumulating quietly 
throughout New York City. But suddenly high-profi le proj-
ects showcasing the fi rm’s innovative designs are sprouting up 
all over, from the conversions of the landmark Hugh O’Neill 
Building on Sixth Avenue and the Barbizon and Stanhope 
hotels, to the new Midtown skyscrapers 1600 Broadway and 
the 60-story Orion, to the Ariel towers on the Upper West 
Side, to Beacon Tower in Dumbo, Brooklyn.

“People say we’ve exploded in size,” says Ruddy. “But if 
you look at our growth over 20 years, it’s been very steady.”

Cetra and Ruddy met at City College of New York and 
later worked as a team at Perkins & Well and then Attia & 
Perkins before establishing Cetra/Ruddy in 1987. Their con-
trasting backgrounds and architectural proclivities form the 
perfect yin and yang of building design.

Artful Beginnings
Ruddy’s roots are in the art world. She painted during 

her early years in New Jersey, then studied art history and 
later architectural history, obtaining a degree in architectural 
history from New York University.

Architect Profi le

by Steve Cutler

Cetra/Ruddy

655 Sixth Avenue



NEW  YORK  LIVING 13

“The summer before I was going to go on to get a master’s 
degree,” she recalls, “I decided to become an architect. But all 
the schools were fi lled. City College was the only school that 
had an opening — lucky for John and me.”

“Since I was in junior high school,” recalls Ruddy, “one of 
my idols and absentee mentors was Michelangelo. He was an 
artist and an architect, and a planner and poet. What makes 
architecture exciting is that combination of art and science 
and problem solving, and the poetry and technology of it.”

Ruddy has won acclaim for her interior design. “She’s one of 
the best designers I’ve ever known,” says Cetra. “She has a great 
sense for the interiors and how to pull things together.” The fi rm 
has 11 interior designers on staff and is responsible for the interi-
ors of some of the most prestigious buildings in the city.

Asked to cite a building with which she is particularly en-
amored, Ruddy responds, “The Lever House. It has an urban 
response that is extraordinary, an elegance and simplicity in 
the way it deals with its context. A lot of modern architecture 
in 2006 might be exciting as sculpture but doesn’t address the 
context. I think that as architects living in this city we have a re-
sponsibility for the heritage we leave behind and how it relates 
to our fabulous 19th-century and 20th-century buildings.”

More Than Just Building Buildings
Raised in Queens, Cetra recalls, “I knew since I was 12 

years old that I wanted to be an architect. My father was a 
masonry contractor and I learned to lay bricks when I was a 
young kid, and how to read plans. It was at City College that 
I got exposure to the history of architecture, that there was 
something more to architecture than just building buildings.” 
He received a master of architecture and urban design from 
Harvard in 1979.

His construction background and urban-planning stud-
ies led Cetra to his current interest in zoning issues: “what’s 
allowed on the site, how big can it be, what do the rules allow 
you to do and not to do.” These are the elements, he says, of 
“what makes a building work, what gives it form from the 
outside from which we can plan the interior.”

An important early infl uence was Robert Venturi. “His 
architecture seemed accessible,” Cetra recalls, “and he wrote 
probably the most signifi cant book on architecture while I 
was at City College, about the contexturalism of architecture 
[Complexity and Contradictions in Architecture],” indicating that 
“you can branch out from modernism, that it’s not just about 
minimalism. The reaction against Mies and the International 
Style was very poignant for me. It also got me interested in 
urban design.”

“The building to come up recently in New York City 
that has the most signifi cance for me,” says Cetra, “is the 
Pierpont Morgan Library. It’s the kind of project we’ll see 
more and more, where there’s a synthesis and combination 
of old and new buildings that are pulled together in ways 
that are really dramatic. In our country we’re brought up to 
tear a building down when it’s no longer usable and build a 
new one. You can actually integrate these older structures 
and then start to develop layers of history within buildings. 
You don’t have to tear down.”

First Signature Building
Cetra/Ruddy’s breakout building was a synthesis of old 

and new. “Our fi rst out-of-the-ground project was this little 10-
story condominium, 211 West 18th Street, in 2000,” says Ruddy. 
“We recommended to our clients that to distinguish ourselves 
from all the new housing that was going up along Sixth Avenue 
that was brick that we do an all glass-front building.” The dar-
ing design for that building wrapped the glass from the new 
structure onto the top of the existing building next door.

“No one was doing it at the time,” she recalls. “It sold out 
before we could build a sales center, and truthfully, the minute 
the curtain wall started going up, the phone started to ring.”

The business took off along with the city’s housing mar-
ket, the staff grew steadily to 63 people, and senior people 
were added to the fi rm, including architects Jeffrey Rosen-
berg, Keith Goich, and Eugene Flotteron. The April issue of 
Crains lists Cetra/Ruddy as the eighth-largest architectural 
fi rm in New York. In 2005 it had 75 projects.

“But,” insists Cetra, “we never delegate the design. Nan-
cy and I still work together on every project that comes in.”

More and more, says Ruddy, “we’re involved from the 
inception of a project, rather than just handed something to 
draw. Developers and corporate clients are coming to us to 
position a building, develop the brand — help defi ne what the 
product should be.”

The Orion
350 West 42nd Street
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Barbizon/63

The Orion
On the Orion, Extell’s 60-story luxury condominium 

at 350 West 42nd Street, says Ruddy, “we encouraged Gary 
Barnett to make it an all-glass building. Now everybody is 
using glass, but at the time we thought it would help it lead 
as a quality building against the brick or masonry apartment 
buildings in the area.

“We created a vertical community, which no one had 
done yet in that kind of location,” she says. The two-and-a-
half-story, 20,000-square-foot amenity center located at the 
building’s midpoint mitigates the massive height of the struc-
ture when observed from a distance.

Barbizon/63
“The Barbizon Hotel has one of the most extraordinarily 

beautiful exteriors in New York,” says Ruddy, “but there was 
no architectural detail on the interior and it had really small 
rooms. We came up with the idea of creating interiors that one 
might have thought would be in a building from 1927 — the 
fantasy of what might have been inside the Barbizon Hotel 
but never was.”

Called Barbizon/63, the conversion will have 66 mostly 
two- and three-bedroom apartments to replace the 400 cells 
that were there before the fl oorplates were gutted. The spa-
cious apartments will have foyers and long galleries, deep 
crown and nine-inch-high baseboard moldings, and dining 
rooms and libraries connected to living rooms and galleries 
with French doors.

Hugh O’Neill Restoration
Another luxury condominium conversion, of the cast-

iron landmark Hugh O’Neill Building at 655 Sixth Avenue, 
won immediate and unanimous approval from the Land-
marks Commission and from the Historic District Council, 

“which,” says Cetra, “never has anything good to say about 
anything you do in a historic district.”

The plan calls for restoring and gilding the domes that 
were removed from the building in 1917. “It’s a component 
of our practice,” says Ruddy, “to reposition older and historic 
buildings while respecting the architecture and creating inter-
ventions that are both modern and innovative, but sensitive to 
the existing structure.”

1600 Broadway
Designing the modern new 1600 Broadway, recalls Ce-

tra, “we spent months working on the right combinations of 
apartments, to get it into a form that was exciting. You can’t 
do a boring building on Times Square.”

For one thing, he says, “the amenities were very impor-
tant. It has a wraparound terrace with a lawn — one of the 
only lawns we know of other than Rockefeller Center.” The 
fourth-fl oor amenity center has an entertainment lounge with 
a putting green, virtual golf, club room, fi tness center, and 
conference center.

Figuring a likely buyer in Times Square would want a 
pied à terre, Cetra/Ruddy designed a fully fi nished apartment 
in the sales center, a separate structure people could visit while 
the building was being constructed.

“We customized everything for it,” says Cetra, asking 
themselves, “How would people really want to use the kitch-
en when they’re in the middle of Times Square? Everybody 
joked, make sure you have a drawer for takeout menus.”

“Let’s not think about it as a kitchen,” they decided, “but as a 
piece of furniture in the living room. You shouldn’t know there’s 
a refrigerator, stove, or dishwasher. We created a wood soffi t 
that had lights in it, beautiful cabinetry, and where one would 
normally put an island in the kitchen we put a dining room table 
with a chandelier over it and set the table with china.”



Completed
211 West 18th Street
1160 Fifth Avenue
49 East 21st Street
200 Water Street
45 Wall Street

Under Construction
Barbizon/63, 140 East 63rd Street
Hugh O’Neill Building, 655 Sixth Avenue
The Orion, 350 West 42nd Street
Ariel East, 2628 Broadway
426 West 58th Street
Beacon Tower, 85 Adams Street, Brooklyn
The Stanhope, 995 Fifth Avenue
51 Walker Street
113-115 Mercer Street
813 Park Avenue
Altair 18, 32 West 18th Street
157 West 74th Street

In Design/Development
305 East 46th Street
201 West 92nd Street
141 Fifth Avenue
421-433 East 13th Street
11-15 50th Avenue, Long Island City
77 Hudson Street, Jersey City
116 West 22nd Street
22 East 23rd Street

Interiors
1600 Broadway
Ariel West, 245 West 99th Street
111 Worth Street
76 Madison Avenue
90 Washington Street
131 East 23rd Street
SoHo 25, 25 West Houston Street
The Marc, 800 Eighth Avenue
25 Broad Street
322 West 57th Street (formerly The Sheffi eld)

Special Projects
For Bronx Zoo:
Tiger Mountain: Siberian Tiger Exhibition
Congo Gorilla Forest
Butterfl y Habitat Exhibit

“People saw that within a compact space you could get 
everything you need,” adds Ruddy. “They saw it and were 
ready to sign. Jeffrey Katz [president of Sherwood Equities, 
the developer] said it was that model that was part of the in-
credible success of the building.”

Best Time in 30 Years
The couple are encouraged by the current emphasis on 

quality design in construction in New York City. Why did it 
take so long? “It’s easy to blame the developers and the econ-
omy,” he says, “but it’s also because peoples’ standards must 
have been less. There was a point where you could build any-
thing and people would just move in. People wanted to be in 
New York at any cost.”

“But that’s less and less the case,” he adds, “because there 
are so many more opportunities and options. Economic forces 
are still signifi cant, but now because there’s more competition, 
they’re seeing they have to go the extra mile. The building 
has to be something somebody’s going to be proud to live in. 
Design plays right into that. It’s the most critical thing besides 
location.”

“Architecturally,” says Cetra, “this is the best time in the 
last 30 years.”

Valcucine kitchen design at 32 West 18th Street

77 Hudson
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Cetra/Ruddy Residential Portfolio


