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Montreal-based interior designer Andres Escobar was 
becoming concerned that he was getting typecast in New York 
City as “too Downtown.” 

In support of that claim, he admits that his “physical 
appearance is Downtown,” and most of the interiors he has created 
in the high-profi le condominiums he’s done over the past six years 
in New York City “have a very Downtown design look.”

So it was no surprise to him that the developers of The 
Olcott, a recent condominium conversion of a former 1920s Art 
Deco hotel at 27 West 72nd Street, “interviewed me only by virtue 
of politeness,” says Escobar. “‘Your work is so minimalist,’ they 
said. ‘How can you do an Upper West Side prewar building?’”

But, Escobar objected, “While I love SoHo and I love 
TriBeCa, my design abilities go way beyond the Downtown look.

“A good designer,” he says, “has to understand all styles in 
order to be able to perform — no different than the maestro of an 
orchestra who knows how to play all the instruments so he can 
distinguish where the pitch is wrong.” Ultimately, says Escobar, 
“they liked my personality, and the argument I came up with. 
And so I had the opportunity to work on a different canvas,” a 
quintessential historic Art Deco restoration. 

Restore the Architectural Value
When designing the renovation of The Olcott, in 

collaboration with architect H. Thomas O’Hara, recalls Escobar, 
“we tried to restore the parts that have architectural value. The 
craftsmanship of that time was far superior to what we are able to 
accomplish today. But we were a little more playful in the areas in 
which we had carte blanche.”

by Steve Cutler
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The fl oors of the old building were in poor shape, warranting 
replacement, so, recalls Escobar, “we chose a material that was part 
of the history of the building, terrazzo. With terrazzo you can get 
shapes and forms that touch the Art Deco aspect of the building 
and make it a little bit more fun for the market that will utilize it 
— very sophisticated Upper West Siders who understand what 
an Upper West Side apartment should look like.” 

According to Escobar, the key to designing in New York 
City is sensitivity to the expectations of the specifi c market within 
which you are working, and there are as many markets in the city 
as there are neighborhoods. 

“It’s all market geared,” he observes. At The Olcott, he says, 
“we used fl oors that are expected in a prewar building, quarter-
sawn oak. If I put in Brazilian Ipe or Jatoba fl oors, they would 
say, ‘This is not Upper West Side.’ Just as, in TriBeCa if I were to 
use these materials, they would say I’m crazy. In a loft in TriBeCa, 
you go with very white plank fl oors, with no baseboards.”

The Cult of Personality
Escobar says the inhabitants of most cities in the world, 

including his home city of Montreal, would have a hard time 
relating to the neighborhood chauvinism that is ingrained in the 
New York personality. 

“New York is really a conglomerate of different 
personalities,” he observes. “It’s such a fabulous venue, but it is 
somewhat conservative. It has the most diversity, but people are 
very faithful to the personality of their particular neighborhood. 
You have to live in New York to understand that there is no one 
design that would work in all areas of the city.”

Indeed, while Escobar’s New York offi ce, located in TriBeCa 
with a staff of four people, is smaller than his headquarters in 
Montreal, “I have became more of a New Yorker than a Montrealer,” 
he says. Besieged with commissions by developers here of late, he 
adds, “I’m in New York four days a week and in Montreal one day 
and on the weekend, so my family won’t lose me.”

You Want to do What?!
Escobar was born and grew up in Medellin, Columbia. He 

sketched as a child and, in travels to Europe and the U.S. with his 
parents, developed an appreciation for a wide range of art and 
design work and styles. Enrolling in interior design studies at 
university seemed natural to him, but, recalls Escobar, “my father 
thought I was a nut case. ‘How can you do that?’ he said.’”

His father was an engineer, his brothers were following in 
his footsteps, and his extended family consisted of doctors and 
economists. Interior design hardly seemed a viable business path 
for a young man in a family of professionals.

Of course, at that time the defi nition, scope, and status of the 
interior designer was more limited than it is today. “There was 
for a long period of time a lot of people with good taste called 
‘decorators,” says Escobar. “A decorator is an individual who is 
fantastic at coming into a white room and painting one wall black 
— someone who changes the mood of the environment with 
furniture. It’s a gift in its own right.”

An interior designer, on the other hand, says Escobar, “can 
conceive the environment from an architectural standpoint — 
fi nalize it to the last detail, manipulate all the elements within the 
space, including the columns. The color or a light fi xture is the 
last thing you put into the space.”

Interior design requires different schooling than interior 
decorating, says Escobar, and the designer is equipped with an 
entirely different set of qualifi cations. “You would not hire a 
decorator to do a shopping center or a retail store,” he says.

Escobar’s father encouraged him to continue his studies in 
Montreal, where he might learn French and English and gain the 
enhanced perspective that comes with living abroad. “The plan,” says 
Escobar, “was to stay in North America six months or so and come 
back with a clear head. But that six months turned into 25 years.”

After graduating from Dawson College in Montreal, 
Escobar worked with a retail fi rm, “which opened my eyes to an 
appreciation of commercial design,” he says. “When you work 
in a retail environment, you design toward a specifi c market. 
Designing for Prada or the Gap, the message, the imagery you 
convey through your design has to be categorically different.”

Soon after that, Escobar began working on shopping 
centers, primarily in Europe, and then in 1989 he went out on his 
own, establishing Andres Escobar & Associates in Montreal. His 
cutting-edge designs for restaurants like Kaizen, Tree House, 
Vargas, and Le Renoir at Sofi tel and the Vasant Hotel and the 
high-profi le Guess fl agship store in Toronto won the fi rm wide 
brand recognition across Canada, making Escobar the Philippe 
Starck of Montreal.

The Gretsch Building
It was a compatriot, Karl Fischer, an architect from 

Montreal who had beat a path to New York City in 1999, who 
provided Escobar with his fi rst opportunity here. Fischer and the 
developers of the Gretsch Building in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, 
recalls Escobar, “felt things were getting a little bit too repetitive 

Library fi replace at the Gretsch
Opposite page: The Olcott



Residential
Manhattan
District, 111 Fulton Street
Harsen House, 120 West 72nd Street
The Olcott, 72 West 27th Street
Chelsea Club, 444 West 19th Street
Mercer Greene, 2 Greene Street
Adagio, 243 West 60th Street

Brooklyn
The Gretsch Building, 60 Broadway
J Condominium, 100 Jay Street
Infi nity Flats, 24 East 21st Street
Suite Sixteen, 198 16th Street
Novo, 343 Fourth Avenue
The Crest, 302 Second Street
Ikon, 50 Bayard Street
No. Twenty Bayard, 20 Bayard Street
99 Gold Street

Long Island City
The PowerHouse, 50-09 2nd Street
Crescent Club, 41-17 Crescent Street
View59, 24-16 Queens Plaza South

New Jersey
50 Columbus, 50 Christopher Columbus Drive, Jersey City 

Miami, Florida
Brickell on the River, 1390 Brickell Avenue

Non-Residential
Duvet Restaurant, 45 West 21 Street, Manhattan
Hotel Le Bleu, 370 4th Avenue, Brooklyn

For Projects Outside the Region
www.escobardesign.com
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with the designers they were using. Within a market, people 
come to believe there’s only one way to approach it. It becomes 
incestuous and you see the same thing over and over.”

Escobar was the only non–New Yorker to make a pitch 
for the design of the interiors at the Gretsch, a conversion of an 
historic industrial building into a luxury condominium, and he 
impressed the developers with a scheme that aimed to use daring, 
opulent design to lure upscale, fashion-centric Manhattanites 
over the bridge to a location that was not yet triple-A.

“My exposure is more worldly,” says Escobar. “The things I 
like — in cooking they call it fusion. In design, they call it eclectic. 
It comes by virtue of my exposure to the retail aspect. When you 
come into the Gretsch, you feel like you’re in a boutique hotel 
environment. It has the fl air of a fl agship retail store.”

The lobby has a refl ecting pool. “You can get really 
cheesy with that,” says Escobar, “but here it’s in a sleek, clean, 
minimalist lobby with no frills, no real decorative aspect to it, a 
very architecturally driven interior with surfaces, massing, and 
elements that are unpredictable.”

Like the concierge desk, “which is not a desk,” says Escobar. 
“If you put an element in the middle of the space it should feel as 
great when nobody’s sitting there as when someone is. Coming 
into the environment you perceive it as a piece of artwork as 
opposed to a utilitarian desk.”

Escobar clad the double-height lobby in black granite, 
tempered glass, stainless steel, and a metallic curtain. Glass-
walled elevators ascend from the dramatic space. The loft-style 
residences have exposed concrete beams with Australian Jarrah 
wood fl oors. Some units have free-fl oating fi replaces framed in 
Pietra Colombia limestone.

The Gretsch Building was a huge success; New York City was 
smitten, and before long “interiors by Andres Escobar & Associates” 

Chelsea Club
Opposite page:  District



The theme, he says, is “organic calm,” and uses natural 
materials like macassar ebony to contrast the interiors dramatically 
with their Financial District external environs. The 21-foot-high 
lobby is highlighted by a chandelier with glimmering crystals, 
designed by Escobar, and futuristic mosaic tiles, a modernist 
contrast to the warm wood paneling.

The health club and spa has a lap pool illuminated by a 
row of custom-designed chandeliers, surrounded by soft, 
luminescent columns. The Zen-infl uenced roof top deck has 
four specially lighted refl ecting pools, bamboo landscaping, 
cabanas, chaise lounges, and sprawling citywide views.

Meanwhile, back in Brooklyn, in the former industrial, still-
rough, but rapidly gentrifying Gowanus section, the chic-boutique 
Hotel Le Bleu recently opened with interiors by Andres Escobar 
and rooms for an unheard-of-in-Brooklyn $300 and more a night.

The lobby is strewn with mirrored glass illuminated by blue 
lightbulbs. Again, Escobar had some fun with the bathrooms. 
Made of glass, they’re totally exposed to the guest room. “If you’re 
afraid to feel yourself in a glass enclosure taking a shower when 
you’re alone in the room,” quips Escobar, “you have a problem. 
But if you’re so ashamed of your body and you don’t want your 
girlfriend to see, we’ll give you curtains.” Shy ones can pull the 
translucent drapes for privacy.

The point, says Escobar, is that “when you arrive into the 
room, with the curtain open, you sense you’re in a bigger room 
— your eyes go everywhere - and that you’ve got a better room 
than you bargained for.”

Having demonstrated to developers time and again this 
potential for good design to add value to a property, says Escobar, 
“I have an awful lot of clients now who come in and say, ‘Andres, 
do what you want to do.’”

Ah, freedom.  “I’m having a ball,” he says.   n

became a ubiquitous tagline for projects throughout the city, with 
which Escobar has collaborated with such esteemed architects as 
Fischer, O’Hara, Gruzen Samton, and Costas Kondylis.

Chelsea Club
Escobar’s next most high-profi le residential project 

was Chelsea Club, a 12-story, 42-unit high-design luxury 
condominium at 444 West 19th Street. Highlights of that building 
include the double-height entry lobby with stainless steel columns 
and fl oating glass concierge desk. The bathrooms contain double 
shower heads and separate benches that encourage showering as 
a communal activity.

In keeping with the growing trend in condominiums, 
Escobar’s latest projects feature spectacular amenity spaces. The 
PowerHouse, a conversion of a century-old Long Island City 
waterfront industrial building, includes a kind of indoor adult 
water theme park — an Aqua Grotto spa with a “social sauna,” 
large whirlpool with massaging waterfall, and a landscaped 
roof deck with private cabanas, barbecue grill, and spacious 
sunbathing and lounge areas.

The lobby has a double-height ceiling, polished quartz fl oors, 
fl oor-to-ceiling white-glass panels, and restored original brick 
and rosewood walls. Because he had a dramatic ceiling height 
to work with, says Escobar, “the lobby has a sitting area with a 
catwalk above it, made of steel and glass. When you’re sitting 
in the lower level and look up, you see an interesting Spanish 
hacienda with a well in the center.”

Even More Loaded
Another of his new condominiums, District, an 11-story, 

163-unit Financial District conversion at 111 Fulton Street, “is 
even more loaded,” says Escobar.
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