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When Douglas and Jody Durst called in architect 
Bruce Fowle in the mid ’90s to design Four Times 
Square, the first and one of the most important 

environmentally responsible skyscrapers in the U.S., he recalls, 
“there was no specific mention of it being green.

“The Dursts are very soft-spoken and laid back,” he adds, 
“so they didn’t come out and say, you’ve got to make this building 
green.” But then, they didn’t have to, as Fowle had become well 
known as a green-leaning designer “a member of the cult,” he 
quips. “The Birkenstock cult.”

And Fowle knew where the Dursts were coming from. 
“Douglas owns an organic farm in upstate New York,” he says, 
“and Jody goes out into the woods and cuts timber to heat his 
house in Katonah.” Tishman Construction was hired as builder, 
“and Dan Tishman has an organic farm up in Maine, and his wife 
was involved in the Audubon Society.” Fowle’s wife, Marcia, was 
president of the New York City Audubon Society and coauthor 
of The New York City Audubon Society Guide to Finding Birds in 
the Metropolitan Area.

“It all just started to click,” says Fowle.
Fowle had been an advocate of sustainable design throughout 

his career, but this was a project of a new order of magnitude. “The 
largest green project in the country at that point had been about 
60,000 square feet,” says Fowle. “This was 1.6 million square feet.”

by Steve Cutler
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Making It Green
“There was no one place we could go to for answers,” he 

recalls, “so we started bringing in consultants from all around the 
world to advise us.” At a retreat with the owners, design team 
and experts from the Rocky Mountain Institute, one of the first 
natural-resource conservation think tanks, recalls Fowle, “we 
came up with a list of everything we could think of that would be 
environmentally responsible. And this was before anybody else 
was doing it, so we were really grabbing at straws.”

Systems and methods used in Four Times Square have since 
become prototypical for green high-rise development, and the 
building has received awards from the American Institute of 
Architects and AIA New York State.

Photovoltaic (solar) panels and two fuel cells provide five 
percent of the building’s daytime energy needs and the fuel cells 
alone keep it going at night. Highly efficient gas-fired absorption 
chillers and heaters were used, and variable-speed drives were 
installed on pumps, fans, and motors.

The high-performance glass curtain façade provides daylight for 
a quarter of the building’s interior and occupancy sensors and central 
controls conserve lighting further. The ventilation system circulates 
50 percent more filtered air than New York City code requires.

In the planning stages, the Dursts made no big show to 
the public of the green design, says Fowle, “because they didn’t 
know how it would be perceived. They signed Conde Nast as the 
primary tenants without saying a word about it being green.” On 
completion, of course, the building became a marketing bonanza 
for the Durst Organization. “The core and shell of that building 

turned the world around,” says Fowle. “Five hundred articles 
were written around the world about the building.”

Fowle’s design for Four Times Square served as a catalyst for 
the U.S. Green Building Council LEED certification program. 
“We didn’t know what to call it at the time,” says Fowle of the 
environmentally friendly components of Four Times Square. 
“We were looking for some way of quantifying how green a 
building,” he says. What they did know was that their skyscraper 
“was going to use 40 percent less energy than a typical building 
that was done in the ’80s.” 

The LEED program assigns points to the essential clean-air 
and energy-efficiency elements of a building and allows developers 
to qualify for a rating according to the number of systems they 
incorporate into their building, from the basic LEED Certified to 
Silver, Gold, and Platinum at the top.

Just Do It
The cost of building to a high green standard is easy to 

recoup in energy savings and, Fowle points out, “you can be 
certified at a minimum LEED qualification for anywhere from 
a zero to two percent cost premium. Every building could be at 
the edge, if not well into certified level, at no additional cost — if 
people would just do it.”

The features that won Gold certification for the Helena, 
Fowle’s first residential tower, added just five and a half percent 
to the cost of the building. “A developer can make up the five and 
a half percent in a couple of years,” says Fowle.

Above left: 4 Times Square, the Conde Nast Building. Photo by David Sunberg/ Esto. Above right: The Helena. Photo by Jeff Goldberg/ Esto



Soon after Four Times Square was completed, the Battery Park 
City Authority, the city’s most ardent promoter of green construction, 
hired Fowle’s firm, FXFOWLE, to formulate the guidelines for the 
numerous green buildings that were to be built Downtown on the 
Hudson River, the first being the Solaire, “which really got the whole 
thing kick-started,” says Fowle. The Solaire was the first residential 
tower in the country to attain LEED Gold status.

FXFOWLE was soon commissioned to do its first green 
residential high rise, The Helena on West 57th Street. Their 
design won a LEED Gold rating for the Durst rental tower, and 
says Fowle, “Jody Durst said they feel they’re able to get more 
rent, faster, because people really are becoming more conscious of 
the difference — and they care.”

Indeed, he says, “we’re finally getting to the point where 
people realize you can’t call a building good design if it’s not 
environmentally responsible. The architectural profession is 
beginning to see that finally. The schools are lagging behind but 
they’re beginning to catch on as well.”

And developers? “Ninety percent of them couldn’t care 
less,” he says. “But the wonderful thing is, it’s starting to effect the 
marketplace. There are four or five thousand LEED-certified, 
environmentally responsible residential units either already built 
or under construction in Manhattan alone. It’s starting to have an 
impact. People now have a choice.” And they’re choosing to live 
in green buildings. And, adds Fowle, “like anything else, once it 
happens in New York, it tends to spread.”

Ever since Fowle started his firm in New York in 1978, he 
says, “we’ve tried to use the most energy-efficient materials, but 
we never really put up a shingle that said ‘Green Architect.’ To me 
it’s just part of good architecture. You can’t do good architecture 
if it’s environmentally irresponsible.”

Earlier in his career, in the ’60s and ’70s, recalls Fowle, “I 
designed a dozen houses on Martha’s Vineyard, a lot of which, 
if they were designed today, people would say, ‘Oh, those were 
cutting-edge green houses.’ In fact, they’re very simple summer 
houses with natural ventilation — which nowadays is considered 
rocket science. At the time it just seemed like the logical thing to 
do so your house didn’t heat up.”

It’s All Coming Together
Today, working on a vastly grander scale, Fowle says new 

advanced technology has made green design financially viable for 
builders. “It’s all kind of coming together now,” he says. For one 
thing, it’s easier to build glass towers.

“Ten years ago we had a hell of a time trying to convince 
developers that we ought to put in floor-to-ceiling glass,” recalls 
Fowle. “It adds more daylight and it’s wonderful in a high-rise 
when you don’t have to look over a three-foot sill. Now they want 
to get as much glass as they can. The glass industry has advanced 
to the point that you can get almost 100 percent light and still 
get high performance. You used to have to put a lot of mirror or 
tint on the glass, but now we can get good ultraviolet levels on 
buildings that are all glass.”

Glass walls are the exterior component of the “daylighting” 
of a building, a program that utilizes natural light to offset 
electric consumption. In the FXFOWLE design for the 52-story 
New York Times building, now under construction on Eighth 
Avenue, says Fowle, “we’re using a daylight dimming system that 
automatically turns the lights off when there’s enough daylight, 
which saves about a third of your electric energy use.”

The plethora of glass towers in the city has at least one 
environmental downside, says Fowle: “As my wife is quick to 
point out, we’re greatly increasing the mortality of birds that fly 
into the glass. We’re now in the process of helping the New York 
City Audubon Society produce a book of guidelines” to enlighten 
developers. “We’re hoping the glass industry will be able to 
produce glass that birds can see that we can’t see.

“From the point of view of the tenants,” says Fowle, “the 
main concern is with health. Knowing there are no VOCs [volatile 
organic compounds, which emanate from some paints and other 
finishes and are potentially toxic] is probably most important.”

Green buildings use nontoxic materials and products. “It’s 
amazing,” says Fowle, that “you walk into the Helena,” which is 
still fairly new, “and you expect to smell the carpet or paint, but 
because of the materials, you don’t smell anything.”

Energy Conservation
The next task for a green designer is energy conservation. 

Individual electrical meters and programmable climate controls in each 
apartment encourage tenants to use electricity responsibly. Occupancy 
sensors are used in corridors and stairwells to control lighting.

On the mechanical side, says Fowle, “you introduce more 
on-site energy production. With either micro turbines or fuel cells 
or a cogeneration plant you can get about 85 percent efficiency. 
The building makes some of its own power.” And at the same 
time cogenerators produce energy they produce heat, which is 
recycled for providing hot water and heating the building. Also, 
a landscaped green roof, in addition to providing an attractive 
amenity for tenants, keeps a building cooler, conserving the 
energy required to heat it.
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Photovoltaic panels have become a popular green addition 
to buildings, but in New York — not exactly a Sun Belt city 
— they are of limited effectiveness. “But it’s the one thing you 
can see on the outside of a building,” says Fowle, “and it makes 
people feel good that some of their power is coming from the 
sun. A lot of it is psychological — people knowing they’re doing 
the right thing.”

Another important component of green building is water 
conservation. The Helena and most high-level green buildings 
contain black water treatment plants, which treat the building’s 
wastewater, recycling it for irrigation and use in toilets and the 
cooling tower. The Helena treats 76 percent of its wastewater, 
reducing its total water usage by 34 percent.

The Epic
FXFOWLE’s second green residential building is about to 

debut, The Epic, a 58-story multiuse glass-sheathed tower at 125 
West 31st Street, between Sixth and Seventh Avenues. The Epic will 
have 457 rental apartments with unobstructed views starting from the 
12th floor. Containing many of the same systems as The Helena, the 
building is going for LEED Gold status and is sure to attain Silver.

“It’s a combination of energy savings and indoor 

Raised in Long Island, New York
Graduated Syracuse University School of Architecture, 1960

Worked with:
-Brown Daltas Associates, Cambridge, MA
-Myller, Snibbe and Tafel Architects & Planners, a partnership formed to design 
the SUNY campus in Geneseo, NY
 -Edward Larrabee Barnes Associates, as associate, from 1970 through 1977.  
Barnes was awarded the 2007 AIA Gold Medal posthumously.

Founded FXFOWLE (formerly Fox & Fowle) in 1978, now a firm of 130 
architects and support staff

Projects
Residential:
The Helena, a 37-story tower at 601 West 57th Street
The Sky House, a 55-story tower at 11 East 29th Street
Archstone Clinton, two 24-story towers at 510 West 52nd Street
The Epic, a 58-story tower at 125 West 31st Street
The Onyx, an 11-story condominium at 261 West 28th Street

Commercial:
Four Times Square (The Conde Nast Building) a 48-story tower at 42nd Street
The Reuters Building, Three Times Square, a 30-story tower at 7th Avenue and 
42nd Street
Eleven Times Square, a 38-story tower at 8th Avenue and 42nd Street
The New York Times Building, a 52-story glass tower at 8th Avenue and 40th 
Street

Cultural:
Bronx Zoo Lion House
Jacob Javits Center Renovation and Expansion
Lincoln Center Open Public Spaces

Urban Planning:
-Sustainable Design Building Guidelines for Residential Development, 
New York City
-Sustainable Design Guidelines for Commercial Development, New York City
-Second Avenue Subway, preliminary design
-Design for Environmental Programs for the NYC Transit, including developing 
sustainable design options for the Number 7 Subway Line extension.

International:
-India Tower, an 82-story mixed-use tower, will be the largest building in India
-Master Plan for the 100-acre Business Bay District, Dubai, UAE
-Master Plan for Wisdom City, Abu Dhabi, UAE, including 35 million square feet 
of new development around a public open space
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environmental quality,” says Fowle. The building uses nontoxic 
finishes on ceilings, floors, and wall surfaces and has a ventilation 
system that draws stale air out of the apartments. Dimming 
systems and motion detectors in the corridors and stairs conserve 
electricity, as do the master control switches in each apartment, 
“like in a hotel room, to make sure every light in the apartment 
goes out by clicking a switch,” says Fowle.

It will be another building New York City can be proud of. 
But New Yorkers have boasting rights just by virtue of the way 
we live: vertically. “Urban cities are far greener than the suburbs,” 
says Fowle. “If you took Four Times Square and divided it into 
four-story office buildings, there would be 12 of them. We’d be 
using 150 acres instead of one acre, and instead of one roof that’s 
44,000 square feet, you’d have twelve 44,000-square-foot roofs 
exposed to the elements.”

And we travel by foot and subway, instead of car, and by 
elevator. “Elevators are the most efficient mode of transportation,” 
notes Fowle, “because they’re counterweighted and it takes less 
energy to move an elevator than a train or car.

“The commuting cost per person is something like five times 
greater in the suburbs,” he adds. “The BTWs used are five times 
greater than public transportation. We walk to go shopping.”

Eleven Times Square 
Rendering by RedSquare, Inc.


