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LESCAZE HOUSE, 211 East 43th Street Borough of Manhattan. Built 1933-34; 
archite~t William Lescaze . . ' 

Landl'.lark Site: Borough of Manhattan Tax Map Block 1322, Lot 107. 

On September 23, 1975, the Landmarks Preservation Cor.~ission held a public 
hearing on the proposed designation as a Land~ark of the Lescnze House and the 
proposed designation of the related Landmark Site (Item No.2). 1be hearing 
was continued to November 25, 1975 (Item No. 1). B'oth hearings had been duly 
~vertised in accordance with the provisior.s of law. A total of three 
Wltnesses spoke in favor of designation at the two hearings. ~~ry Lescaze, 
owner of the house, has given her approval of the designation. There were no 
speakers in opposition to designation. 

DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS 

The Lescaze House of 1933-34, desi~ed by William Lescaze for his own 
use as a co~bined residence and architectural office, is an ernbodiDent of the 
theory and practice of one of the most influential exponents of modern archi­
tecture in the United States. His go~l -- the creation of an architecture 
expressive of the spirit and life of the 20th century and of each client•s' indi 
vidual roquirements -- is fully r~aiizcd in this house by an ha~onious - design 
of deceptive siEplicity, dete~ined by a rational, functional plan, and 
developed through the use of the newest available technology, materials and 
Ee~ods of co~struction. The sudden appearance on East 48th Street of this 
startlingly "raodern" facade of 1934, set between deteriorating brownstones of 
the post-Civil War period, had a drama. tic in1pact upon the streetscape and the 
neighbor~ood. Ripples of excitement spread far and wide following thG immediatE 
publication of the house in the foremost architectural journals of the day. 

William Lescaze (1896-1959) was .one of a n~ber of prominent European-born 
architects who played a significant role in the establishment of American archi 
tectural pre-eminence from the 1930s 011, Born in Geneva, Switzerland, he 
deliberately eschet•ed traditionally-oriented architectural schools, choosing 
instead to study under Karl Moser at the Polytechnic School in Zurich, which he 
entered in 1915. Lescaze often acknowledged his debt to ;~ser, who-advocated r. 
fluid and liberal approach to design problems, rather than an authoritarian ant 
historical one, and a concern for the relr.tion of a buildina to the total urbru 
environment. In 1919, arDed with his diploma, Lescaze went to France, first t < 
Arras, where he found himself in conflict with his acadel'lically-oriented 
employers in dealing with urgent post-war housing needs, then to Paris, where 
he worked for Henri Sauvage, a specialist in construction procedures and a 
pioneer in prefabrication. 

It was with this solid training and background that Lcscaze , at Moser's 
suggestion, came to the United States in 1920 to work for the architecturnl 
firm of Hubbel & Benes in Cleveland. He returned to Europe for a visit in 19Z 
re-establishing contact with those architects in whose work he was most intere 
ed, including Bruno Taut. In 1923 he opened his own office in New Ycrk City, 
doing minor alterations, some interior delsign work, and the Capital Bus 'Termirt 
of 1927, on the West Side (demolished by 1932). 

His first important commission -- which he br~ught with him in 1929 to hi 
new partnership with George Howe -- was for the Oak Lane Country Day School 
in Philadelphia sponsored by the Leopold Stowkowskis. The simple, flat wall 
surfaces, pierced by openings the location and size of which were solely detei 
mined by the disposition of rooms within, clearly expressed the interpene­
tration of exterior and interior which is so evident in his own house. The 
contrast between angular and curved plan eleme~ts is another characteristic 
feature, carried over from his Bus Terminal of 1927. The most significant pr~ 
duct of the Howe-Lescaze partnership, which was dissolved in 1935, and the 
building which established their reputation, was the PSFS Building (Philadelp 
Savings Fund Society) of 1929-32, a commission which Howe had brought to the 
partnership from his Philadelphia firm of Mellor, Meigs & Howe. The original 



plans of 1926 were completely restudied by Lescaze. PSFS, the second air­
conditioned-skyscraper in the United States, was a prophetic structure . In 
the words of William Jordy, in the Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians of Hay 1962, this skyscraper WllS "the most ir.;po-rtant structure 
bot~cen S~llivan's work of the nineties and the Seagram Building at the end 
of the fifties." rne design of PSFS was a defiant challenge to the more 
cons3rvative contemporary work of the time, such as Shreve, Lamb & Harmon's 
E~1pire State Building of 1930-32. It marked the first appearance, on a 
monumental scale, of a design concept which was generally known in this 
country as the "International Style." Lescas:e had even earlier demonstrated 
his kno"Wledge of and interest in this new design concept. His Bus Terminal 
of 1927 with its rounded corner entrance is clearly related to the 1926-27 
Housing project in Holland by the Dutch "International Style" ·architect, Oud . 

More important for the design conception of the Lesca~e House -- the 
first truly "modern" residence in New York City -- were the projects, ideas 
and work of his compatriot, Le Corbusier, with whom he shared his first love 
p&inting. The geometric precision, ~chine sharpness of edges, the ll.Dgularity, 
the flat planar surfaces of Corbusier's Citrohan projects of the early 1920s, 
the suooth untexturad surfaces, the two-story exp~~se of glass extendina 
across alr.ost the entire facade, and the absence of extraneous applied ornement. 
provided a.n inspiration for Lescaze. The Citrohan houses were published in ' 
Corbusier's widely read book, Vers uno architecture (1923) and exhibited in 
Stuttgart in 1927, when Lesca:r.i!'t'IrSt met tills p:~.cneer planner and architect. 
Cortllin other elements, typical of I.e Corbusier•s houses of the late 1920s 
wore also significant for the Lescaze house: the horizontal grouping of , 
win:!ows to form continuous "ribbons" across the facade, the utilization of ' 
flat roofs as outdoor living areas (in th(• treatment of the two-level sund'eclcs 
above Lescaze•s office behind the house), and the introduction of curved 
elements at the facade to soften the strict rectilinearity of tho building. 
Le Corbusier•s often mis-translated statement, "We EIUSt loo!c upon a house as 
a cechine for living in or as a tool •.. " was actually hUl!lanistic in intent, 
as Vincent Scully has pointed out. This attit~~e provided a cornerstone of 
Lescnze•s own philosophy. In the section addressed to ar~~itectural students 
in his book, On Being an Architect (1~42), after counseling on the job training 
for students in yreference to long years of study at school, Lescaze appended 
a basic bibliography, including Wri&ht, Sullivan, ~hnnford and, most especially, 
'"all of Le Corbusier that you can got hold of." 

· It was characteristic of Lescaze that pe strongly disapproved of the term 
"International Style," not only becau:Je it 'jn:i,stakllnly implied that modern archi­
tecture was unique in its internationul characte-r, but bec!mse he felt it 
dem9aning to call that vital impulse, the Idea, which manifested itself in 
architecture a "style," as though it were illibag of tricks" which could be 
applied at ~ill to a building. This was a misunderstandin~ of the creative 
function of the architect, which was to design buildings from the inside out, 
in response to the needs ef human beings living today . A bitter attack on 
eclecticism is couched in amusing language: 

A friend of mine, a banker, wakes up in a Louis XV 
bedroom, breakfasts in a Spanish dining room, rides 
down in a Chinese Elevator, drives to Wall Street in 
a Lincoln and works all day in a Renaissance Room and 
seems almost totally oblivious to ·all of them. It 
doesn't seem to nmke sense. A little more sense 
might provide a little more happiness . 

He concludes this article, in the American Architect of December 1935, by 
calling for the support of an "intelligent, ·informed public" so that architects 
"can produce cities, towns, buildings that.work and that ·give pleasure in their 
use and in their appearance. And then will the modern architecture of today 
become the classic architecture of tomorrow." 

The William l.escaze House and Office is a fulfillment of his prophesy. 
It is a "classic" - - a prototrpical building which, having survived over forty 
years in a world of vertiginous change, still retains its validity -- aesthet­
ically, urbanistica lly, structurally and humanistically. 
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The apparent simplicity of t he f~cade, cri~p, snooth ar.d flat in ch~racter 
is d~cdvi!~g. It 1s th::> -rP.:ult of t:u~ sophisti.cate<i al!nlysis of rm>;>orticna.l 
rcl!ltiont:hiwr:. ·-- tb'! prcc.i~e b;s.l~nc1 ;••g of solids ~~d vci.ds .... P.nd tha nvuld~nce 
of ;;.ay nor.-ful'!cticn:!l, supsrflu:;~1s -:!<-~ail, The dc::i;m, clearl)• expressing the 
fu~cti~nsl ~epaz-e-zion i~-:,o o~fice r.r:d rcsidenticl spac~, uas also the rt5ult of 
c.:.reful cc'Or.idcrati=-n of the a:-chitcct 1 s own pt:rsonal and pr11ctic0cl needs. The 
plan c:Z the im:~ri<'::- is directly r.oi'le;;ted by tJ;~ organization of ths exterior 
fe'1estration and dc::-:rs. The workrn:mship is 3U;?~rll. The ~.ustG.-e gray stt:::co 
fncade {orisir.ally pc;inted o:f-white) is domin~tcd bt huge g~nss-block p~r.els 
e.t the thhd (b?<h·.;o:J) ar.d fourth (livi:tg room) floo1·s, er,cc"!!Fassin$ a!L:'l:;t 
the t'lntire widt!l oi tho bcilding t:!ld lH>p~:o:-atod by cnly a narrow st:lip of wall. 
A hig~ stcl'? at the laft side, shelt.:;rcd by a c~nopY, ler.ds ttp to the doorway 
of the Lescaze res!der.cc. To t~e ri&ht of the dool"Way at t~e ~econd story is 
the service ar:!a, li::;hted by a na1·row ban!! of ''ribbon" windows with c::sek':lnts 
whic!'l accent the curve o-f 1 h:l facade. T:1e dining room faces the patio 11.t the 
r es:r. Ju:;t below stre!:t l~vcl , and recessed to t.lJe pl1m;, of the fncade of the 
1865 brot.~lstor!'.l, 'll.'llS ti1e entrar.ce to the Les<:nt.e office t:hich exte;;ded alillO:lt to 
the reer of the let, belo~ tne residence and patios. A hand~OQe sclid glass 
brick wall !hields the offic~ fro~ the streat. 

Bec>:.use the house incorporat<'d mlll'y new fP.Btures · - including the cc:mbinatiott 
of ccz;mercir.l anti residsnti:ll spaco, th'! use of glass blocks and bricks as ~ 
st;:uctural 11:ate:-ial, :~.nd ce:1tr~l ai::-cer,ditioning -- U.:;c:u:e cncount~r3o cppo­
siticn to his original application, s~b~ittGd in Au~st of 1933 to ths n~ilding 
Dopartm~nt. Lesct,ze in1icat0d his ir.tentior. was to al tor the exi:;tir..g bro~m­
stor.s on the sito, whici'l h~C: been built in 1855 as cr.~e of the tl'IO l&St hous-es 
of a brol~stcno r~ by t~n builJers, Elias and D3Liel Herb~rt. 1naTe was to be 
no significo::t: ch!l..•ee in cli:r.cnsions or height, e:>c:e;:t that tho facn<le "-n:; t~, 
be exte:-:dod for.:a'i':l to e . ., buildlns line. The space on the first f~cn ~:1<.s 
sl:;o exp<!lde:l to altltt3t tl!ice its origir.al d::,p tit by a c:ma•>ltory eittensit'ii:\ 11ith 
a two-£t~=Y o.ddit!c:'1 b!:'~il'ld it. Occt:p!lnc~ IWS to :...~ ch:ulgC1 f .'<.'m a cne-fs-eily 
ro~id~ce to a cocbiaation re~i~ent!cl a~d c~~~~~~i~l ~~~. wit~ en ~~nitect 's 
offiea in the for~er ba<:~tlal'l·~ 1 and fn-.ily :ro~l.dcnc.~ on the tb·cc: uppor flc:~rs. 
Tni~ awl icntion uas fi:r.st d:l.sapprov<ld on :t.cmi!lg gro~:nd:;. C!.orificntion of 
tt:olva ito!:IS i..., the plem; 1 ra-sv.bl:ilttod in C;:-ccn:•or, t.'llS rec;ue:;.tcd by t:te City, 
of ~hi~~ the ~~t inte•estln~ pe~si~Qd to ver.~il~tio.., ar~ to t~~ us& of ~~1low 
glcss block wir.dcl'is . In a J~nua:::-y, l~S4 u;mc\,l!)~t tb the e~rlie:r plans, tlle 
architect ex1;lain<'ld that a CO:t:ipl~:>te syster.. of mechanical ve;'ltilation IU"..:i ai<­
conditioning t1as to be ir.s<;allGd, nnd recrosidera<::i.on was requested r~gardi'll1: the 
use of h"J!low glass bloc'{, for lihicl-c deta~l~ t'3r3 Eled, indicating tl:::tt t!l3 
blozl; rm:; to be u~r.d foz l<'l;u!o:c!; oniy, with lr.wf'<ll brick sp:mdrcls at tlte flo'lr. 
ApprovP.l ~as fin;; lly giv<:n on february 15, l!n4 and the hotl!le tillS lnrcttl.y coli<­
rl~ted by Jt.:r.\l !:):~4, when the arcilitect and his wife movoo in. M·z.s. L'!sca::e 
still resic!!:s there. 

The st:ructul'~l use of alo.ss blor;~s sn;! glsss l>ricl:s 1 q1.!e!':tioned by the 
Builclinz Depp.rt:~'~nt, r.ppar3nUy r;pp~aN?. l:erll fol' the Erst. t~ll:e in tho City, 
al tho-..1~!1 Lesc:~.z.a c lobt~d priority in the Gil tire country in Tho ~lekin!J of 11n 
Architect! 

~~en we built our house in 1934, glass bricks had 
not yet been used in this country. Unbelievable but true. 
I had seen a few of the~ in Europe, and they seoned to me 
an excelle::lt new caterial to do a job I wPs aruti.ooJs to have 
done. They add~ to the &BlOunt of daylight without adding 
to the fuel bill , they let daylight through ye t obscured the 
uninteresting view of the nine-story apartment house across 
the .. street, and they deadened street noises. An enterprising 
manufacturer agreed to 111$lce the first All!Grican glass blocks for 
us in his plant in Illinois. But what en ep~c battle we had 
with the Code! It lasted at loast three months, back and 
forth. Three months of agony. 

The blocks and bricks stood out on the sidewalk for quite some time after 
delivery, awaiting approval from the Building Department, which finally came irt 
1934. The semi-vacuum type of hollow glass blocks provide privacy, insulation 
from cold and heat (more important than ever in the current energy crisis), 
and protection from dirt and noise. In addition they are a pert.Janent building 
material, requiring little or no maintenance. The Macbeth-Evans Company, 
founded in 1.899 in Pittsburgh, is credited with their manufacture in a two­
page advertise~ent featuring the Lescaze House in the Architectural Forum 
of December 1934. 

3 



In his use of various type.; of glass in his house, r.esca:~ carefully 
differentiated between their properties. Clear glass, set into casements 
of aluminum, was used i n the kitchen and at the rear of the house where 
privacy was not a factor. In t he master bedroom on tho second flovr, the 
ribbon windows are partial !y c2.nti lav~red, in a gt<e.c~ful c•n·ve, to u.l;e 
e.dvuntng.J of tho morn1P[l r-~.:1 fT<.:Tt tl:2 e<:st and the vivw of 'l'urtle Bey Gardens. 
'!'he hollow bloc!: 1::fliO rr:;i.t lv rc&\:f';.;;; the transmission of heat, an:l is ai•11ays 
used on walls while tt.~ st>lid g~n:;,; brick , noted for its great strength, 
gc:-.el'ally was ust:d as pnvlng. Lesce~e i nserted area~ of glass brick in the 
p~vc~cnt of the terr~c~s at the r~ar of the hou~e to bring light into his archi­
tectu~ai oiZice below , but he also used it ver tically on the front Y&ll of the 
office to provide security and privacy. 

The use of glass brick or block as a structural building materiel, picncereJ 
in this house, t:'ls quickly adopted by other architects . I t appeared on the 
facade of No. 212 'East 49th Street, e.nd at No. 219 East 49th Street , desir:ned by 
t.lorris Sanclers in 1935. Both these houses followad the Le::ocaze example of 
combining office spsce below with resident ial quarters above. Lescaze continued 
the u:>e of the glass block he. had pionee-red in his own hol!se in two fine houses 
on the upper East Side ; the Kr~er house of 1937 at 32 East 74th Street, and 
tho No~ House of 1941 at 124 East 70th Street. 

The eno~usly large gla~ed a~eas of the facade are n~t only inte~r.ting 
t echnically a~d as a functional design feature, but exprossivc of the architect's 
dos:l:re to ~ivo life to tM street -- ln contrast to the Victorian brewnsto:te, 
shuttl:red, curtained, and draped. The houso was ;;;von to1ore dralr'.atic at night 
thsn in th!:l dnytirne; it glowed with light , tran~lllitted through th~ se~i-V:lC~WII 
glass blocks !lt the upper stol'ies, with a n;ore n-.utod effect below, \lhere soHd 
glass bricks ~ere ~sed. 

The design of the houl>~ was also influenced by a second technological 
innoVQtion -- the first i~~tallation of a central air-conditioning S}~tem in a 
private residence in ~~ York City -- nt a time when y~•r-round clj~to ccntrol 
for office builciints was still being debated. Certain rooms in the Lesea~e 
house ano ofxice were not originally air-conditioned: cl!sec:er. t uintlot~s pro­
vided ventilation for the kitchen at the second flcor anti for t!te in:i'requ~ntly 
uoed gu<lst room at tho third story. Tho &ir-conditioning system inc:lu1ed the 
in~tallation of co~rossors in the basement and on the roof, above the living · 
room. Thereostatic contrcls were provided by the Johnson Co11pany of 
Milwaukee which ran a display advcrtisomcnt in the Decel:lber 1934 issue of th:~ 
Ale-chi tectural Forum, featU!'ing two p!totographs of the J.,escus hcu:Je, "An Or'fice 
Sy Day," "A liesldence By ~Ji~>:ht. " 

A lengthy and profusely illustrated article on the house ap~eared in the 
sa~e issue of the Forum which noted that this ence~vor to tronsfo~ n con~ 
ventional New York City brownstone, to m:~ke it conform with co:~te;nporary l.deals 
of living, offered a case history of the greatest importance, demonstrutina 
the "great possibilities for tha reclD.fitnt!on of much deteriorated hot1Sing if 
the slogan about "o.lking to work can be amended to read, •walk downstairs to 
work ."' 

There is no do~bt that, by i maginative planning, Lesc~ze stimulated 
architects to ret~ink the possibilities offered by the city lot, even ~hen 
limited to such a n&now site as this, whi::h is only !6 fet~t 7 in::hes wide. 
By opening up the interior of the house to as much light as possible, including 
the installation of a large skylight over the center of the living room, and 
by extending .the usable living space outdoors at the rear of the house, Lescaze 
anticipated later trends in urban planning. 

Lescaze always maintained that a building mt~t be of its own time, not 
an imitation of the style of the past . A quotation frcm Walt Whitw~n appears 
on the frontispiece of his book, On Being All Architect; "You shall no longer 
take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, 
nor feed on spectres in books." l'lhen faced with the problem of designing his 
house, set between t~1o brownstones of the post-Civil War period, he was uncom­
promising, even to the extent of originally painting the stucco surfaces an 
off-white. He did create an harmonious relationship with the flank ing row 
houses by retaining their modest scale and cornice line and, to a certain 
extent, the window alignments . The contrast between his house and No. 209 , 
before its acquisition and alteration by Lescaze in 1941, may be seen in a 
photograph of 1938 in Berenice Abbott's book, Changing New York (1939) , 
republished in 1973 with the title New York in the Thirties~ 
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The interiors of the house are iight and airy, with an easy flow of 
space. Neutral, light colors ~ere chosen by Lescaze fo~ their cap~city 
to reflect tte sun. With the excertion of a few uniEport~~~ ite"~ and the 
piano, t·:~ furnishin~s an:: accv;2a:-i-,s t:ore al~st a!l d<>signed by L'lscaze 
specifically fo;:o this i\-:>t:5:J , t.s 11as ::.e inclirect lighting. Gilles Barbcy, 
..-riting in the S11iss p~riodi-:sl, Ho~·k, in 1971, co•a~:Jnted that the feeling 
•1f tho interior is still contcmporczy, and that sin-;plicity remains the 
do;nin:mt feature, observations whi.ch are equally applicable to the exterior. 
TI1at one can still speak of th.e contemporaneity of a house designed over 
forty years ago is an indication of the classic, ageless quality of this 
remarkable building. 

FINDINGS AND DESIGNATIONS 

On the basis of a careful consideration of the history, the architecture 
and other features of this building, the Landnar~s Preservation Co~ission 
finds that the Lescaze House has a special character, special historical and 
aesthetic interest and value as part of the ocvelo~nt, heritage and cultural 
characteristics of Ne>;~ York City. 

The Commission further finds that, a~ong its important qualities, 
tho Lescaze House artd office bui.lding is an embcdimcnt of the theory and 
practice of one of the rrost influential and articulate exponents of the modern 
m:>ver.umt in nrchitecture., that his goal -- the creation of structures which 
wero expressive of the life of the 20th century -- was fully rcalh:ed in this 
hou5e thrcugh imaginative development of the narrow site and rational plar.ning 
Mhich functionally scp~ated residential froM office space in accordance with 
his personal re~uirements, that the appare~t sireplicity of the desi~ is the 
result of a sophisticntoo e.::alysis of p1·oportional relationships , that the 
smooth surface, crisp articul~tion and deliberate avoidance of orna~ent is 
related to design conce!lts of the "International Style," that Lescu!l r.2a:le 
use of tho ne;~ost avniluble tecimology, pioneering the use in the residential 
architecture of the City of structural glass block and glass brick And of 
central sir-conditioning, that the house is still a st~iking feeture of the 
street, that it providad other architects 11itn en in~eresting le~son in ur)an 
rehabilitation, and that the Lescn:r.e House I.Uid ()ffice is a "classic" of Now 
York City's residential architecture, · 

Accordingly, pursu~~t to the provisions of Chapter 63 of the Charter of 
the City of New York and Chnpter 8-A of the Administrative Code of the City of 
New York, the Landmarks Preservation CollUUiSsion designates as a L8Jldmark the 
Loscaze Hcuse, 211 East 48th Street, Borough of Mar~attan and designates Tax 
Map Bloc!; 1322, Let 107, Borough of Manhattan, as its Landi!IQ.rk Site. 
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