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Artful Ensemble in a New York Townhouse
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Refurbished by architect Edward F. Knowles, an 1850s Manhattan
townhouse is now a fitting complement to the owner’s wide-ranging
collection of art and antiques. ABOVE AND LEFT: Displayed against a
pristine chimneypiece, the portrait by American artist Ammi Phillips
commands immediate attention in the entrance hall. A strong
presence nearby is a 17th-century still life, The Fish Stall, by Frans
Snyders. The painting anchors a seating area composed of an antique
settee and wing chair, a Shan drum and a Tiffany smoking table.

AN ALL-WHITE Charles Hinman painting counterpoints a
somber lead relief by Jasper Johns. A jar made of iridescent
Roman glass shares space—and a curving fullness—with
the clay figure of a T’ang horse. “It is difficult to know
exactly why one is drawn to a certain piece,” says the New
York collector who assembled these objects, “but I'm cer-
tain of one thing. I have never acquired any work of art
just to fill a gap in my collection. If an artwork speaks
powerfully for itself, if it speaks to me, then I feel certain it
will harmonize with the other objects here”—here being
the three-story, nineteenth-century Manhattan townhouse
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“To collect is to enter
into a conversation that reaches

from culture to culture.” ' S,
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RIGHT: An affinity for form, from the figures in a Cheyenne painting,
circa 1880, to the spare lines of Ming Dynasty armchairs, shapes the
character of the sitting room. The small artwork is by Odilon Redon.
Lamp by Koch & Lowy. ABOVE: After restoring the architectural
integrity of the interiors, Mr. Knowles tackled the disposition of the
collection. “The house is in permanent transition,” he explains. “The
owner is always looking for fresh ways to juxtapose pieces that have
grown familiar.” The architect holds a bronze Japanese helmet.

redesigned for the owner by architect Edward F. Knowles.
The Fish Stall, an immense still life by the seventeenth-
century master Frans Snyders, is found at the foot of the
curving stairway. Says the owner, “I took a risk by putting
The Fish Stall right at the entrance to the house. One might
assume that the hallway wouldn’t provide enough room.
But Ed Knowles helped a great deal with these decisions.
He saw how the painting would open up the space.” In the
sitting room, a Cheyenne painting on linen has a similarly
expansive effect. “I was powerfully attracted to this im-
age,” continues the owner. “It has the aura of the cave
paintings at Lascaux.” Also presiding over the entrance are
a pair of Japanese bronze fawns, their limbs as delicate and
their heads as alert as those of the Cheyenne horses.
“Several factors make it possible for this astonishing va-
riety of objects to get along with such ease,” says Edward
Knowles. “First of all, this is a superbly proportioned inte-
rior, dating from a time when a sense of spatial comfort
was second nature to architects. And the owner is acutely
responsive to questions of scale. The larger objects in the
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collection never overpower the smaller ones. Furniture
was chosen in the same spirit. The Ming chairs, for exam-
ple, are remarkable in their own right—exquisite pieces—
but almost more important is the way they accept and
accent the proportions of the sitting room.” When the re-
quirements of scale are this carefully observed, even the
delicate poise of the Ming period achieves a monumental
presence, at once substantial and sublime.

Built early in the 1850s, the townhouse has a simple
brick exterior. Inside are understated moldings and floor-
ing made from the warm-colored wood called pumpkin
pine. “We wanted to restore as much as we could,” says
Mr. Knowles. “Originally, an acanthus-leaf ornament ap-
peared throughout the second floor. We were able to du-
plicate it exactly. On the other hand, in redoing the
entrance hall fireplace, I felt we should avoid the trap of
trying to recapture precise period detail.” Now, a portrait
of a woman done in the severe style of a nineteenth-cen-
tury American limner has as its backdrop a chimneypiece
with the geometric clarity of a Minimalist sculpture.
Though periods mix, harmonies result. Edward Knowles
adds, “The house is in permanent transition. The owner is
always ready to explore new areas of collecting, and to find
fresh ways to juxtapose familiar pieces.”

Mr. Knowles was trained in the strictest International
Style orthodoxy. “For me and my contemporaries, the her-
itage of Mies and Corbusier was nearly a religious faith,”
he recalls. “Then I visited Europe and encountered the
beauty of traditional buildings. I knew then that my own
work would have to respond to the past. I believe temporal
boundaries are there to be crossed.”

His client agrees. “I try not to be a chauvinist about my
own times. To collect is to enter into a conversation that
reaches from culture to culture, across every historical pe-
riod.” In this setting, the feathery glaze of an eighteenth-
century English combed-ware bowl looks almost Oriental.
A Chinese vase and an American folk artist’s wooden
heron seem to share the same source of quiet clarity. Amid
such affinities, the distinction between art and architecture
almost disappears. Curving up from the first to the third
floor, the carefully restored banister looks to the owner
like “a great piece of sculpture.” He adds that he is espe-
cially drawn to artists who work from one compelling pas-
sion—]Jasper Johns, in our century, or those anonymous
figures from other times and places who endowed objects
with “a single, frozen, transcendent quality.”

Epitomizing this quality is “the archaic smile,” the spirit
of which infuses this collection. As the owner remarks,
“The same face—calm, stylized, the lips turned up slight-
ly—occurs in the art of every great civilization, whether
Chinese or Hindu, ancient Greek or Northwest American
Indian. The work of the sculptor Elie Nadelman brings the
archaic smile into modern art. The recurrence of that ex-
pression, with its imperturbable serenity, suggests that be-
neath all our differences, there is a unity. That is what I
would like this house—this collection—to reflect.” O

orposITE: Contrasting sumptuousness with simplicity, a grouping

of Georgian-style candlesticks and candelabra illuminates Japanese
fusuma panels in the dining room. Tor: A bookshelf in the stair hall
reveals an impressive diversity of artworks—Peruvian, Roman, Greek,
Chinese and African pieces bridge times and cultures. ABovE: The
textural richness of a Tekke rug drapes the bed in the master
bedroom. The print is Jasper Johns’s Corpse and Mirror.
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