
 R ecently named by Architectural Digest as one of The New AD 100 and a winner of Veranda’s “Art 
of Design Award,” acclaimed architect Gil Schafer III fell in love with traditional architecture 
long before he considered a career in the field. The grandson and great, great grandson of 
architects, he grew up with a strong sense of how a well built, thoughtfully designed home can 

bring pleasure to daily life. It’s this desire, to make tradition livable, that permeates Schafer’s work and his 
new book, THE GREAT AMERICAN HOUSE: Tradition for the Way We Live Now.

THE GREAT AMERICAN HOUSE celebrates the best of American living for a new generation of 
homeowners who long for the sense of solidity and timelessness that comes from a home built to bridge the 
gap between past, present and future. Focusing on both new construction and historic home renovations, 
Schafer takes the best of traditional architecture—from the detailed craftsmanship to the elegant, balanced 
proportions—and translates it for the kind of connected, welcoming spaces that suit modern family life. 
Gorgeous, inspiring photos, alongside Schafer’s personable, informative text beautifully illustrate the 
entire process of restoring, renovating, and building classical homes. 
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     I once had a client who told me that 
he wanted the floors in the brand-new classical house my firm was designing  
for him . . . to sag.

It was an unusual request, to be sure, but I understood. As an architect who 
specializes in the creation and renovation of traditional residences, my clients often 
nurture cherished memories of old houses, places that derived their character—
proudly enduring, bent but unbowed—from the eventful passage of time. This man 
didn’t literally want a sagging floor, but rather the feelings that such a quirk can de-
liver: a reassuring sense of timelessness, of the presence of history and tradition. 

Not surprisingly, people who love classical architecture, with its beautifully 
detailed moldings and harmonious proportions, also love the idea of rooms for 
traditional living: a gracious entry hall in which to welcome family and friends; an 
elegant living room for convivial gatherings; a formal dining room perfect for can-
dlelit dinners; and a handsomely paneled library to display a cherished collection 
of books. Yet as the great modern design polymath Gio Ponti once observed, “For 
life to be great and full, we have to combine the past with the future.” Indeed, after 
describing their attachment to the old ways, my clients usually present a long list of 

A R C H I T E C T U R E
F I N DI NG N EW R E L EVA NC E FOR T R A DI T ION 

1 8 2 1 8 3

4 0 4 1

In this vernacular country house kitchen, designed in 
collaboration with the decorator Michael Smith, the 

furniture-like cabinetry conceals most of the major 
appliances. FOLLOWING PAGES: A selection of details from 

a variety of projects demonstrates how the classical 
language can be deployed at multiple levels of refinement. 
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otherwise might not be there. It’s also true that many decora-
tors enjoy beautiful lifestyles themselves, which residential cli-
ents naturally respond to out of a desire to realize something 
similar in their own home.

The upshot is that I am somewhat of an anomaly in my 
profession: an architect who tries to think like a decorator—about 
the ways in which people like to live, and how to make room for 
that within the parts of a project for which my office is responsible. 

C ON S TA N T C OL L A B OR ATOR S 

You might be surprised to learn that, as the principal of my 
firm and the person who guides the design of each of our 
projects, I can spend almost half my time working directly 

with decorators and thinking about decoration—that’s how 
significant the relationship can be. For this reason, I try to 
get an interior designer involved at the very beginning of a 
project. Good ones have great ideas, many of which will have 
an impact, in ways large and small, on the architecture, or 
sometimes even be at odds with it; if the two disciplines 
aren’t integrated step by step—if the decorator doesn’t come 

ABOVE: There are two fireplaces in this new Hudson Valley 
farmhouse living room: one an 1820s original, the other  
a copy. OPPOSITE: In the same house, the library adjoining 
the living room features painted bookcases and a lime-
washed beamed ceiling, underscoring the air of informality. 
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ABOVE: Classicism can be both formal and informal. For a farmhouse in 
New York’s Hudson Valley, we abutted a series of vernacular wings to 

suggest a house that had evolved over time. OPPOSITE: At the same time, 
formal classicism has a great deal of flexibility, as is evident in this country 

house façade, which applies Greek Revival details to a Palladian plan.
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ABOVE: The elongated Federal proportions of the entry porch columns on this new 
Colonial Revival farmhouse reflect its region’s architectural traditions. OPPOSITE: The 

entry in the same house. The large brass rim lock, wrought-iron strap hinges, and 
wide plank floors express the Hudson Valley’s Dutch Colonial architectural heritage.
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ABOVE: The moldings in this master suite were designed to match millwork and a mantel salvaged from a 
historic house. Decorator Michael Smith bound the two rooms together with an elegant Chinese scenic 

wallpaper. OPPOSITE: In the adjacent master bath, Michael introduced Art Deco fixtures to suggest 
that the original colonial-era room had been repurposed in the 1930s (while in fact the house is new).
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In the book’s first section, Schafer explores the three essential elements that 
must come together in order for a great house to have real character: architecture, 
landscape, and decoration. In the second section, Schafer shares the stories behind 
four distinct homes—his own new “old” house in the Hudson Valley; the creation 
of a new farming estate for a young family; the renovation of a historic home in 
Nashville designed by Charles Platt in 1915; and the restoration of a magnificent 
1843 Greek Revival mansion in Charleston.

Ultimately, THE GREAT AMERICAN HOUSE is about more than the evolution and rebirth of 
traditional residential architecture for a new generation. Schafer’s goal is to create places that enhance the 
enjoyment of life. After all, as he says in the book, “If a house is going to feel like a home, it has to create 
opportunities for memories, even in the smallest moments of life.” 
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understand the precedents. My intention was to create a classic 
nineteenth-century Greek Revival farmhouse featuring adjoining 
double parlors, with a long porch along one side of them and a stair 
hall running along the other, and beyond the hall, a small wing with 
the kitchen in it. It was to be a place imbued with the spirit of those 
houses I’d loved so much as a child. Additionally, I had my heart set 
on a double-story entry portico with hefty Doric columns, inspired 
by the precedent you find all over the Hudson Valley but also by a 
wonderful house I had seen in western Connecticut that was once 
home to fabric designer Alan Campbell (and now belongs to the 
decorator Bunny Williams). But, at the same time, I didn’t want to 
precisely replicate the past. The challenge lay in making tradition 

livable: designing a home anyone would assume must be very old, 
yet with the sort of subtle alterations that might make it suitable 
for the very different way we live today. 

One of my changes—perhaps the most transformative—I 
have already mentioned: those long axes that open up views, not 
only from one side of the house to the other but also to the world 
beyond the windows. As a result, my home never feels like a  

ABOVE: The plan reveals the ways in which various landscape 
gestures help to frame views, knit the house into the landscape, 
and give Middlefield a true sense of place. OPPOSITE: Stepping 
stones set into the grass help to mark the entry in a more relaxed  
way; the clipped hedges, by contrast, impart a sense of formality. 
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OPPOSITE AND ABOVE: The capacious kitchen opens directly into the family room on one side 
and into the connector containing Longfield’s his-and-hers mudrooms on the other. The 
cheerful room receives natural light throughout the day; contemporary stools modeled on 
comb-back Windsor chairs at the island are well suited to the house’s traditional character.
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ABOVE: The husband’s mudroom contains a large soapstone sink for washing off boots and 
an area for feeding the family’s dogs. OPPOSITE: The cabinetry in the wife’s mudroom is 

more refined. The flagstone floors are heated to warm stockinged feet in the cold months.


