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“This is a walking city,” observes Robert A.M. Stern, 
“a big art gallery of architecture.”

But it needs some protection, which must come, he 
says, “from the watchful eye of people who love New 
York and who continually walk its streets and look at 
its buildings, get a clear sense of what has been good 
for the city, and ask for more of the same. It’s tricky. 
There are no rules except to take it one step at a time, 
like walking itself.”

Stern is presently dean of the Yale School of Archi-
tecture and has designed a vast number of revered public 
and private structures around the world, but he remains 
an ardent historian and guardian of New York City’s ar-
chitectural landscape.

Maintaining an offi ce in Chelsea, Stern is a walker, 
keeps a watchful eye, and he mainly likes what he sees. 
Even, or especially, Times Square, for which he devised 
the revitalization plan just over a decade ago.

“I’m thrilled with it,” says Stern. “I was just there 
yesterday, and it was fi lled with people. In 1992, when I 
fi rst went there as a consultant of the state, you could roll 
a canon down the street, especially on the sidewalk. Now 
you can barely move. The corner of 42nd Street and Sev-
enth Avenue is one of the busiest corners for pedestrians 
in the world. You have out-of-towers and New Yorkers—
that’s what it’s about. Out-of-towners don’t go to anyplace 
where they don’t see the natives. And there are enough 
natives there to satisfy the out-of-towners’ curiosity.”

Our Greatest Asset
As for us natives, Stern feels we must be as vigilant 

in what we preserve as in what we build. “I think we 
have to be very careful in New York not to lose the 
texture of our city streets. That’s our greatest asset. We 
have to make sure the old shops thrive, the brownstone 
basements and old converted buildings remain part of 
the fabric of our city.”

We must be careful, he adds, “that the buildings have 
variety and we don’t fall into the uniformity that we were 
in danger of being crippled by in the 1960s and ’70s when 
there were just too many glass boxes being built, which ex-
cept to the most tutored eye were more or less the same.”

Like, say, the glass towers that sprout up with grow-
ing frequency throughout the city today?

“I think some new buildings are quite spectacular,” 
says Stern, “like what Richard Meier’s done on West 
Street. And we’ll wait and see what [celebrated French 
architect] Jean Nouvel is doing.” But, he says, “the em-
phasis among some of the more interesting architects to do 
glass for residential purposes has become almost a fashion 
or mania, depending on your point of view. It makes a 
certain sense when the views are spectacular, maybe, but 
I’m not completely sure of the validity of that. People need 
wall space and privacy and to control the amount of light 
so as not to fry their furniture or paintings. We will see if 
the glass thing works. I think that people don’t want to 
feel that they’re living in a goldfi sh bowl.”

Architect Profi le

Robert A.M. Stern by Steve Cutler
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Fifteen Central Park West, View from Central Park South. Courtesy of dbox
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Fifteen Central Park West
Stern has recently designed Fifteen Central Park 

West, the luxury condominium to be constructed by Zeck-
endorf Development on the site of the former Mayfl ower 
Hotel, an entire block running between 61st and 62nd 
Streets and Broadway and Central Park West, between 
Trump Tower and the Art Deco masterpiece, the Century 
to the north.

For this building, consisting of a 20-story wing on 
Central Park West and a 43-story tower behind it, “we 
never contemplated a glass building,” recalls Stern. “The 
building next door, Trump Tower, is so glassy and Time 
Warner Center is so glassy, we thought this building, 
which is on the last signifi cant available site likely for a 
generation—maybe forev-
er—on Central Park West, 
should enter into a conver-
sation or a dialogue with 
the typical building along 
Central Park West.”

The building will 
stand as a proud and re-
markable complement, 
almost an homage, to the 
Century at 25 Central Park 
West and the great prewar 
buildings up to the Da-
kota and beyond. But at 
least one major detail sets 
it apart: while most of the 
classic Upper West Side 
buildings are brick clad, 
Stern chose limestone for 
the face of Fifteen.

“There hasn’t been a 
tall building clad in lime-
stone in quite a while,” he 
says, “with the exception of the Four Seasons Hotel on 
57th Street, a beautiful building by I.M. Pei, which is clad 
in stone and conveys a sense of permanence and dignity 
and, dare I say, class. Studying apartments in New York, 
reviewing them with our clients, the Zeckendorfs, we 
came to the conclusion that by and large the toniest build-
ings, the ones that convey the greatest sense of value, are 
clad in limestone.”

The limestone will come from the Empire Quarry 
in Indiana, the source of the stone for the Empire State 
Building, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 834 Fifth Av-
enue, and 740 Park Avenue. The quarry was actually re-
opened for this new building.

Interiors
The apartment interiors share the qualities of grand 

prewar buildings: large rooms, high ceilings, expansive 

windows, and gracious, fl owing layouts. “It’s a myth that 
if you have a masonry façade you don’t have opportunities 
for big windows,” insists Stern. “Nothing could be further 
from the truth.”

The building offers an amenity typical in prestigious 
prewar apartments in New York. Every fl oor has two el-
evator cores, each serving just two apartments per fl oor.

The restaurant off the lobby of the building will have 
a private residents’ chef, another spin on an early tradition 
in New York apartment buildings. A more democratic 
one, says Stern, “that goes back to the earliest ideas of 
New York apartment living, the idea that these buildings 
would relieve the woman of the house of many domestic 
burdens, including cooking. That was an idea that was 

advocated for apartment 
houses at all levels of the 
social spectrum.” The up-
per levels went all out, of 
course. For example, he 
says, “at the Dakota, they 
used to have a beautiful 
dining hall, long ago con-
verted into an apartment.”

The building has 
the full roster of modern 
amenities as well: screen-
ing room, fi tness center, 
children’s party room. Af-
ter all, according to Stern, 
“everybody wants his 
grandchildren to visit, and 
then once they arrive, what 
do you do with them?”

Of the fi tness area, 
he observes, “too many of 
the older ones are indif-
ferent physical environ-

ments. This one is open, so when you’re sitting on one of 
those machines, stretching your muscles or torturing your 
thighs, you look through a glass wall and see the swim-
ming pool, a glamorous room lit by a skylight which is 
actually the fl oor, the bottom of a shallow pool in the 
courtyard above. The light comes through water to light 
the pool and then falls again on another body of water. It 
should be pretty damned sexy!”

The Genius of New York’s Architecture
Placing reinterpreted design elements onto contem-

porary forms is a hallmark of Stern’s architecture, and he 
fi nds this a typical New York trait as well. “The great ge-
nius of New York’s architecture, certainly from the middle 
of the 19th century forward, has been that it’s used tradi-
tional architectural language to meet staggeringly inven-
tive and complicated new programs,” such as the modern 

Above: Fifteen Central Park West, entry to Fifteen Central Park West. Courtesy of dbox



New York City projects: buildings for Columbia 
University; towers for Union Theological Seminary, 
Manhattan School of Music, and Brooklyn Law 
School. Master plan for renovation of Times Square. 
Residential: TriBeCa Park at Battery Park City; The 
Chatham, 161 East 65th Street; The Seville, 171 East 
77th Street; and the Westminster, 180 West 20th 
Street

Projects for the Walt Disney Co. include Celebra-
tion, Florida, the Boardwalk at Disney World, and 
the Feature Animation Building; planned campuses 
for Georgetown University, Harvard Law School, 
College of Notre Dame; designed Nashville Public 
Library, Jacksonville Public Library, Hobby Center for 
the Performing Arts in Houston, the Federal Reserve 
Building in Atlanta.

Books on architecture and urbanism include New York 
1900, New York 1930 (nominated for a National Book 
Award), New York 1960, and New York 1980.  Author 
of more than 100 articles. In 1986, hosted the Pride 
of Place: Building the American Dream, an eight-part 
documentary on PBS

Currently dean of the School of Architecture at Yale 
University

Biography:

Born in New York City in 1939.

B.A. Columbia University; architectural degree from Yale University.

New York, the early years: designed private houses, apartments, and offi ces; designer for Richard 
Meier ; consultant, Eye on New York, CBS documentary; professor, Columbia University. Began 
partnership with John S. Hagmann in 1969; founded his own fi rm in 1977..

Tribeca Park, View from Northwest.
Courtesy Peter Aaron/ ESTO
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skyscraper, which, “in New York is distinctively different 
than, say, the ones that arose in Chicago that tended to 
look like warehouses.

“In New York,” Stern continues, “the skyscrapers 
were symbolic of buildings from the past, from the Gothic 
past, like the Hearst building, the cathedral of commerce. 
Skyscrapers that were built in New York were built as 
corporate or individual symbols. They memorialized ei-
ther a person like Woolworth and his store or big banks, 
and they had tremendous identity.”

Residential skyscrapers started to rise in the late 1920s, 
once the zoning restrictions that held them to a 12-story 
limit were lifted. “Towers were Romantic in design,” says 
Stern, “whether they picked up on modernist themes, like 
the Century, or Classical themes, like the San Remo. One 
tried to throw into the skyline something that was more 
than just a bunch of windows and walls—an aspirational 
and identifi able tower. In New York we have a particular 
kind of real estate entrepreneurship; we have these fami-
lies like the Zeckendorfs going from generation to genera-
tion. These people are interested in building spectacularly 
for the love of building, in part, but also just to create a 
place in the sun—an identifi able style.”

Depends on the Day
Asked about his favorite designers and buildings, 

Stern replies, “It depends on the day. I’m quite eclectic in 
both my own work and my taste. I can thrill to the Sea-
gram Building and the New York Central Building, now 
called the Helmsley Building, at the same time. It’s easier 
for me to pick the buildings I fi nd completely without 
character, but I’m not going to deal with that.”

He adds, without pause, “The Pan Am Building: 
why don’t they tear the building down and keep the sign? 
I haven’t much changed my mind on that one.

“I think you can learn from any building,” says Stern. 
“Being an architect is a great privilege. No matter where I 
go, I can always fi nd something to look at and learn from 
and enjoy. I just like every building to have a personality. 
Unfortunately in the postwar era, with the blandness of 
the so-called white brick buildings, and now the anonym-
ity of the curtain wall . . . It’s not to say they didn’t have 
personality, but they had kind of bland personality. Too 
much white bread and turkey loaf can really kill ya.”

Stern is gratifi ed by some recent development in the 
city. “Look at Columbus Circle. It was a mess for God 
knows how long. Time Warner Center—some people like 
it, some people not, but it certainly gave an anchor and 
a new defi nition to the Circle. I’m very optimistic about 
things like that, and I think that New York, being home to 
international people in all walks of life, should also be home 
to international architecture. I get to build buildings other 
places, and it’s only correct and good that our local waters 
be laced with some high potent infusions from abroad.”

As for the few projects by European designers in the 
pipeline, like Nouvel’s or Calatrava’s, says Stern, “I don’t 
like to speculate on the future. I don’t think that seeing a 
rendering in a newspaper or something like that is an ap-
propriate basis for a judgment.”

Except in the case of the renderings for Fifteen Cen-
tral Park West: “Totally appropriate, of course.”      n

The Chatham, detail of upper fl oors.
Courtesy of Peter Aaron/ESTO

The Westminster,  entry on West 20th Street.
Courtesy of Peter Aaron/ESTO
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