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Pieter Estersohn Celebrates Suzanne
Rheinstein’s Rare Elegance and Warmth

Inwords and pictures, the renowned photographer reflects on the inimitable
style and brilliance of the late Los Angeles design legend.

BY

@ O vy %

[ MAY 7, 2023 ] The collaboration between a designer and the photographer tasked with documenting her projects
is an intimate one. If they are lucky enough to bring out in cach other heightened levels of trust and appreciation,
the relationship intensifies and evolves over time — and across varied projects.

I'was fortunate to have experienced this tvpe of relationship with SUZANNE RHEINSTEIN, the Los Angeles
decorating legend with whom I worked on countless magazine features and three books, including SUZANNE
RHEINSTEIN: A WELCOMING ELEGANCE (R1IZZOLI), published in March just days before Suzanne’s death from cancer
at the age of 77.
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The late, great decorator Suzanne Rheinstein, shown here outside her Los Angeles house, is celebrated in the new
book SUZANNE RHEINSTEIN: A WELCOMING ELEGANCE [NIZZOLI] She died just :Iays sflel its publication [portrait by
Drew Blackwell). Top: Rheinstein's final home was a ined retreat she desi d in M ito, whose i ior and
exterior walls are covered in a hand-applied integrally colored plaster. The living room wnll 5, which change color
throughout the day, are hung with a group of pochoirs from PABLO PICASSO's "Antipolis” series. On the far left, a
drawing by Sarah Graham of an enlarged epiphyte hangs over a PORTUGUESE LIBRARY TABLE with baluster legs. The
gofa is inspired by one in the Palazzo Fortuny; the bronze-and-lacquer coffes table is Rheinstein's design, crafted by
Quintus; and the LOUIS XIII-STYLE chaise longue is 18th-century French. All photos, except the portrait, are by Pieter
Estersohn.

Collaborating with Suzanne meant enjoying the pri ¢ of traveling with her from project to project — and

having mv face hurt at the end of cach day because we always laughed so hard and had so much fun. We also
would indulge cach other’s curiosity.

I tend o ask a lot of questions when I'm working, often so that I can understand what needs to be prioritized in
an image and how the narrative of the story might best flow. When an architect or designer responds that
something “just looks right” or “feels like the right choice,” my antennae go up immediately, and [ wonder if
they've done their homework. (Yes, I get “judgy.” as my son, Elio, says.)

Pieter Estersohn
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In a Bel Air project by Rheinstein, the patio off the family room, shaded by an awning to protect it from the afternoon
sun, is outfitted with Formations furniture facing toward the pool and pool house. “The gardens and landscapes
surrounding the houses she worked on were enormously impertant to her,” Estersohn writes.

Never once did this happen while working with Suzanne. Every single component in her interiors was there for
a reason that she could explain with erudition, nuance and clarity. Of course, everything fét like it belonged where
itwas, but the distinction with Suzanne’s work was that she had studied, read and, perhaps most importantly,
traveled all over the world to both satisfy her inquisitive nature and inform her design choices.

If you are going to reference the work of RENZO MONGIARDINO, as Suzanne did in a guest house in West
Hollywood, it helps to have done more than just look through old shelter magazines featuring Mongiardino
projects. Suzanne believed it was crucial to see your inspiration in person in order to dial it up or make it your
own. Tucked away on a compound in Los Angeles, a family gym was built in homage to the GUSTAVIAN-ERA metal
tent at Haga Park, in Sweden. The gym’s success owes to its proportion and scale, which Suzanne picked up during
her visit to Stockholm.

Pieter Estersohn
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Left: In West Hollywood, Rheinstein looked to Italian design maestro RENZO MONGIARDINQ for her conversion of a
garage into a chic guest house, covering the walls and custom banquettes in Clarence House paisley fabric and tiling
the floor in locally made terracotta. The wall lights are from KATIE LEEDE; the artwork is Echo by Jim Goldberg. A

mirrored wall behind Moroccan treillage hides storage, a bar and a television, while visually expanding the
space. The bedroom is sheathed in Rheinstein's Lanare Paisley pattern, and the ceiling is painted to evoke the feel of
sleeping under a tent. The lantern is from Soane. Right: Back at the Bel Air estate, a striped-metal pavilion,
referencing one in Sweden's Haga Park, is tucked behind the pool house and serves as a family gym.

The gardens and landscapes surrounding the houses she worked on were enormously important to her, and
travel and research informed her work outdoors, too. (The Garden Conservancy, which she long supported with
passion and commitment, honored her this past winter at a gala at the Union Club in New York City, where I was
thrilled to be her date.) I'm not sure she would have taken on a client who didn’t share her appreciation for
gardens.
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The interior of the Bel Air pool house sports a BILLIARDS TABLE re-created from an 18TH-CENTURY FRENCH
ENGRAVING and a massive Chinese drum from RICHARD SHAPIRO that acts as a coffee table. The shades and curtains
of a ROBERT KIME fabric were adapted from the previous house, and the wall art is an anonymous TANTRIC DIAGRAM.

Suzanne’s work has been labeled “TRADITIONAL,” but it was actually much more ambitious and modern than
first impressions might suggest, so rooted is it in her own personality and in showcasing the interests and
COLLECTIONS of her clients. Her approach might at times be thought of as “scholarly,” but this isn't really accurate
either, since that implies a somewhat labored process and Suzanne’s creativity flowed freely and organically as an
expression of her identity.

Pieter Estersohn
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In the Bel Air primary bedroom, the FRANCES ELKINS-inspired bed was painted to resemble inlaid ivory. A BENNISON
silk was used to line the bed hangings and for the curtains. Above the fireplace are Vladimir Kanevsky porcelain
flower sculptures and an 18th-century NEOCLASSICAL MIRROR.

We geeked out on the stories behind things. As we worked, we'd talk about the Palazzina Cinese, in Palermo;
FORTUNY FABRIC (antique versus modern); and why using GEORG JENSEN SILVER really matters. We'd stop shooting
when the sun went behind a cloud, and she’d share her thoughts, for example, on why a grouping of BLACK
CERAMIC VESSELS by Kaori Tatebayashi fit perfectly in front of a LUCIO FONTANA painting. She was correct, of
course; it was a magical and unexpected juxtaposition.

Indeed, I'd always come to see the “magic” after she explained her process and how her eye worked — which
she did because she wanted to share her joy and appreciation for these things, not to dominate or show off.
Curiosity, which again, Suzanne had in spades and forwhich I so loved and admired her, is a humbling force.
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The walls, club chairs and ottoman in the wife's upstairs study are sheathed in the same fabric used for the curtains:
Rheinstein’s Woodcut pattern for LEE JOFA, which is based on a scrap of Japanese textile. The lacquered desk is by
GRACIE, the desk chair is REGENCY, and the pictures flanking the window are embroidery and appliquéd NEEDLEWORK.

Suzanne was also passionate about repurposing objects and furniture from her clients’ previous homes, a
“green” practice that feels correct for these times. For Suzanne, it went deeper than correctness. Although many of
her clients could easily afford to scrap their previous possessions and start anew, Suzanne promoted the ideas of
connecting not just with the past but with their personal histories as well. She cherished the process of doverailing
old possessions into a new home and a new design ethos that reflected the environment her clients wanted for
that period of their lives.

Pieter Estersohn
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R itioned The h had ired much of their collection for a previous house (left), and
Rhei i d them in the Bel Air estate (right). The mix of styles in the entry hints at the range of
GRAND TOUR PIECES within. The sconces and console table are 18TH-CENTURY ITALIAN and came from Richard
Shapiro; the CHAIRS ARE DUTCH.

Also in the entry are a RUSSIAN ICON in an intricately carved vineyard frame, 8 15TH-CENTURY SPANISH chest on a
stand and 8 19TH-CENTURY ITALIAN CHAIR, all set against Georgian paneling.

Pieter Estersohn
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The dining room walls are covered in striped cotton fabric. Chairs in a linen damask and silk curtaing with bobble
fringe were used in the clients’ previous house.

In the double-height living room are a velvet-lined 17TH-CENTURY BENCH and a Portuguese-style settee. The French
doors lead out to a newly constructed pergola. The hanging lantern is from JAMB.

Pieter Estersohn
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The living room also now has a FRANK STELLA ARTWORK over the fireplace and ANTIQUE CHAIRS from Richard Shapiro.

While shooting A4 Welcoming Elegance with Suzanne, I often felt I was having a reunion with old friends when I
recognized pieces I'd previously documented in earlier residences, be it a 15th-century Spanish chest on a stand or
a collection of 18th-century embroideries by women.

I mention the fact that these were by women because this is how Suzanne introduced them to me — the
person who'd ereated an object was paramount for her. The ceramic garniture in the entry of a Bel Air house, she’d
tell me, was made by EVE KAPLAN, and the collage over the mantel in the Newport Beach, California, project was by
MARIAN MCEVOY. Suzanne was intent on always crediting her collaborators, because she understood the deeply
cooperative nature of her work.

Pieter Estersohn
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Left: In the guesthouse, the husband's office has a BUNNY WILLIAMS for Dash & Albert indoor/outdoor rug, a vintage
octagonal table from North Africa and objects collected on the family's many travels. Right: A MAISON JANSEN gilt
and glass coffee table in the living room is topped by an ITALIAN LACCA POVERA box.

The apotheosis of her career, I believe, is her own last home in Montecito, which she designed with James
Shearron and Richard Bories and which figures prominently in the book. Here, in an almost reductive mode, her
true genius manifested. (I told her while we were shooting it that it seemed she had really put on her big-boy pants
for this project, and she howled with laughter.) It is a rare talent who can design a home with such a decisive hand.

Pieter Estersohn
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Returning to the living room of Rheinstein's Montecito retreat, which Estersohn refers te as “the apotheosis of her
career,” the light fixture is by GIANCARLO VALLE, the table is from GERALD BLAND, and the ENGLISH REGENCY CHAIRS
have been painted en grisaille. The SLIPPER CHAIR is upholstered in a Carclina Irving stripe with hemp fringe. On the
left, a TUSCAN TABLE holds a group of ic pots and hyacinths by Kaori Tatebayashi, above which hangs a

Concetto Spaziale by LUCIO FONTANA; the stools are Swedish.

I hope I was able to capture the degree of thought that went into this home, which she designed as a retreat
during a period of profound health concerns. While we were shooting, often in the afternoon, Suzanne would let
me know that she was just going to lie down for a moment. [ knew she was experiencing significant discomfort
from the challenges of confronting cancer, and the quiet nobility of these announcements made me love her
even more.

There was an undertone of not wanting to disturb my thought and work processes, the desire 1o support the
esprit de corps of the team and the confidence of not needing to be the superstar. Suzanne was, after all, someone
who admired the subtle and whispering qualities of the back of the fabrie. Hail!
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Forth House
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here isno part of the Union where the taste
in Landscape Gardening isso far advanced,
as on the middle portion of the Hudson.”
Sowrote Andrew Jackson Downing, the nation’s first
self-proclaimed “Landscape Architect,” in his 1841
Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gar-
dening Adapted to North America.' The romantic
period in landscape design is intimately and intri-
cately woven into this region through the work of
Downing, Jacob Ehlers, André Parmentier, and, today,
by Jim Joseph and Scott Frankel at Forch House.
As evident in the present iteration of the garden at
Forth House, l)nwning"s observation remains apt. In
the region where Downing, as arbiter elegantiarum

on the subject of American landscape design, popu-

larized his teachings, Joseph and Frankel have brought
a fresh eye to the design precepts that Downing intro-
duced in his first blockbuster book.

The houseis in the town of Livingston, New York,
near the heart of what was once a vast tract of land
ruled over by the family of the same name from the
late seventeenth century into the nineteenth. The
property is named for the Firth of Forth, the estuary
of the river Forth outside of Edinburgh, Scotland,
the ancestral homeland of the Livingstons. The name
is also a jeu de mots, in that the house is situated
on the southernmost of four lots left by the third
Lord Livingston to his heirs in 1790. The first Lord
Livingston, Robert, had immigrared from Holland

in 1673 and would come to acquire a swath of ter-

ritory totaling 162,248 acres—which would become
known as the Manor of Livingston—viaa royal land
grant that gave the owner a semi-feudal authority
and judicial powers over his demesne. In 1832 a
descendant, Carroll Livingston, purchased the
property where Forth House would be built from
his cousins, and swiftly began construction of his
home. The Livingstons were notorious for intermar-
rying to maintain land holdings. (A risible result of

this tendency was that one branch of the family

named a son Livingston Livingston.) The merry-
go-round of home ownership among Livingston
cousins was remarkable in this region, and Forth
House was no different, as several members of the

family rented it or owned it over the years.

Keeping the flame of the romantic landscape design tradition
in the Hudson River \"H“(‘.Y Written and photographed by Pieter Estersohn

Pieter Estersohn
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Fig. 1. The front
elevation of Forth
House in Livings-
ton, New York,
built in 1835 by
Carroll Livingston
(1805-1867).

Fig. 2. The stone
terrace along the
rear facade, with
iron garden furni-
ture and marble
urns, creates a
transitional space
influenced by the
teachings of
Humphry Repton
(1752-1818).
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Classicism is often thought of as the polar oppaosite
ofromanticism, the first exhibiting Cartesian rational -
ism, and the latcer exploring a spiritual, sublime, and
mysterious subtext. While the architecture of Forth
House, which was built in 1835 at the height of the
American Greek revival, is expressed withan elevated
and extremely sophisticated classical vocabulary, the
garden is decidedly romantic. It is an unusual occur-
rence when these two distinctly different styles
convene, as in the monumental landscape paintings
of Hubert Robert. But there was also a short period

in American history, particularly in the region and at
the time the house was built, that the melding and
comingling of such diverse aesthetics doverailed
perfectly and triumphed.

Josephand Frankel purchased their home in 2004
from the van Dyke family, whose surviving sons,
Harryand Frank, had lived there since 1959. During
the 1970s and 1980s, Harry, an architect who built
the conservatory on the left of the house that now

The romantic garden fostered
emotional reactions with features such as rugged
landscape contours that led to abrupt and daring
compositions, mysterious Gothic follies, and
irregularly shaped bodies of water—all meant to
proveke a sense of spiritual awakening

Fig. 3. Boo, Jim Joseph he young local nurseryman Downing was
z ! £ L3E1) £
and Scott Frankel's four- introduced to architect Alexander Jackson
teen-year-old shelicr dogy Davis in 1838 at Blithewood, the proto-
rests on the front porch ¥ ¥ %
typical American rural villa owned by Robert
berween two of four fluted 24 g < -
o Daonaldson in nearby Annandale-on-Hudson. They
. created a professional and creative union that inte-
Fig. 4. The serthern ; pen
= . grated home and garden for the first time in
facade of Forth House is i e - : s
e America “as a foundation from which one’s moral
character was shaped.” This philosophy was a re-
sponse to the classicism that was then prevalent in
architecture and design, and the new viewpoint
offered options that diverged toward organic and
site-specific forms. From 1846 until he died in 1852,
Downing also offered penetrating insights on the
subject of rural landscape design in the Horticultir-
#st, of which he was editor. His goal was to stimulate
dialogue rather than provide dogmatic programs.

climbing hydrangeas.

110 ANTIQUES
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serves as the kitchen and who did extensive work for
the Frick Collection in New York Cirty, landscaped
much of the garden. Several exterior hemlock garden
rooms, which surrounded specimen trees such as
Sargent’s Weeping Hemlock and Japanese Umbrella
Pine, werein place when Joseph and Frankel purchased
the ten-acre property. Sadly, the overall effect had
\-’Vﬂl](f(.l, ﬂﬂd Was iﬂ (.]if(: ll(’.{fd ()Fﬂn acurle ('JVL'rhElLll ﬂIld
re-evaluation. Joseph, a partner at the architectural
firm Hottenroth and Joseph, and Frankel, the Tony-
nominated composer of such Broadway musicals as
Grey Gardens and War Paint, brought a vigorous and
well-informed energy to their new project.

“Every tree was covered with vines,” Joseph recalls.
“The spaces were a series of disconnected events and
we WaIl[Cd to create a Pr()pcr lliI‘lﬁtct‘Il[l]-CCI‘ltlll‘y
circuit, in homage to the pleasure grounds found at
the time in the region.” Frankel adds: “The architec-
ture of the garden was in place, as were the mature
trees, some of them great examples like an agave
taken as a clipping from Montgomery Place,” a
nearby Livingston country seat that is now part of
the Bard College campus. “But it was a puzzle tying
together disparate elements, creating axes, and extend-
ing vistas. We wouldn’t have started out on this scale,
but the makings were here —with a provenance and

age that are the same as the house. You take stock of
the original conceit, palette, intention, and honor
and restore it when possible.”

Over the years, the couple has expanded the
boundaries of the property to eighty-eight acres
through a series of what they call “campaigns,” a term
that conjures up a robust series of Napoleonic actions.
The expansion prompted them to re-evaluate many
aspects of the extant plantings and redefine the circuit
through them. The mature hemlock hedge on the
western edge of the original ten-acre plot was seen as
too confining, and opening this up became a prior-
ity. Ultimately, they created today’s magnificent
wisteria-entangled arbor and an allée of fastigiare
beech treeslininga path thatbisects agricultural fields
and connects the residence to a pond. In their exten-
sive research efforts, many varieties of plants have

Pieter Estersohn
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Fig. 5. The porch table
set for an informal
summer lunch. Joseph
and Frankel often serve
meals on the west-facing
bﬂfk Pﬂf(h' \\'[lﬂrﬂ lhﬂy
can fully appreciate the
light at the end of day.

Fig. 6. A mature group-
ing of azaleas forms a
backdrop for a carved
stone g‘:l.l‘dcl'l ornament
in one of the hemlock-
bordered garden rooms,
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Fig. 7. An ecarly twenticth-century cupola, originally from a building in Albany, New York, and repurposed as an ornament, an-

chors the center of another garden room.
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ath.

and now forms a romantic P

ée of hemlocks was planted in the 1970s

Fig. 8. The all
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Fig. 9. A nineteenth-
century copper barn
ornament sits atop a
contemporary stone
pedestal, Placed in the
park-like northern
expanse of the garden,
it is surrounded by
specimen trees popular-
ized in the 1830s and
’40s by landscape
designer Andrew Jackson
Downing (1815-1852).

Fig. 10. A limestone
garden ornament
punctuates the end
of a thodedendron-
lined pathway.

been considered and rejected over the years. “For-
sythiaisalways wrong,” Joseph says with awink when
quizzed on the reject list. Certain self-evident truths
are bound to become apparent when aesthetically
astute visionaries delve into such a project.

Frankel concedes that the process was “all about
respecting what was here but not being intimidared
by it.” Joseph adds: “You need a certain ruthlessness.
It’s like surgery. The older it is the more respect it
deserves. Sometimes we had to repeata project because
we weren' ruthless enough. Often you realize that
something is not in the perfect spot, especially when
the scaleisrapidly changing. Getrid of the bubblegum-
pink azaleas.” I suppose it’s a bad idea to humiliate a
garden into submission, but sometimes astrong hand
is needed. Some of the challenges included the fact
that the enormous trees created an extremely shady
environment. “We had many experiments to see what
would flourish, and tried to ‘push’ the zone when
possible,” Joseph says. “We tried to extend the grow-
ing season as well, to cover as much of the year as
possible. There are now sixty witch hazel shrubs that
bloom in January and February.”

A challenge, Frankel adds, is that “Jim's work is very
geometrically based, and this Jandscape is not about
that"—an auitude in keeping with the nineteenth-

century notion that really listening to the specific

attributes of the topography, the genius lodi, will ul-
timately best inform agarden plan. “There’san element
of eccentricity here,” Frankel says, “but in a way so as
to not fight with nature.” Joseph tells me: “The idea
was to create something on a big scale that was easy
to maintain. A country landscape gives alot of leeway,
and this is not abour perfection.” Bur the two cer-
tainly have, with little outside help, created an environ-
ment that dares to come close to that achievement.
A stroll through this garden offers the visitor a sense
of serenity sorely missed in our often-disjointed lives.
And if, as Robert Pogue Harrison writes in Gardens:
An Escay on the Human Condition, “Where paradise
is imagined as a garden of perfect ranquility, our
incurable Western agitation takes on a diabolical
quality,” Frankel says that there is a therapeuticaspect
to gardening. “It’s a great palate cleanser of what is
going on in my head,” he says, charmingly mixing
metaphors. “Your mind wanders and drifts whil
weeding.” Indeed, after sixteen years of these medita-
tive practices, the lawn is virtually weed free.

In their way, Joseph and Frankel are continuing
the work of Downing, who served as critic, advocate,
and guide on many Livingston estates in the Hudson
River valley. “Nothing is more instructive than a
personal inspection of country seats, where the grounds
are laid out in a tasteful manner,” he wrote.* This

Pieter Estersohn

www.art-dept.com



Art Department

region was pivortal in the evolution of the romantic
period of landscape design in America, and Carroll
Livingston belonged to a family who lent great sup-
port to the young gardeners who forged the link
berween the pleasure grounds created by Lancelot
“Capability” Brown, the inventive eighteenth-centu-
ry English landscape architect and self-described
“Place-Maker,” and an enthusiastic American clientele
looking to elevate their country homes in a stylish
and geographically appropriate manner.

"The romantic garden wasa response to the eighteenth-
century rational, geometric gardens of France and
[taly, which sought to dominate and impose order on
nature. While no less artificial, the romantic garden
fostered emotional reactionswith garden features such
as rugged landscape contours that led to abrupt and
daring compositions, mysterious Gothic follies, and
irregularly shaped bodies of water—all meant to
provoke a sense of spiritual awakening.

There is a direct historic and aesthetic lineage
connecting the work of Capability Brown—so
nicknamed because he invariably informed his well-

heeled clientele that their properties had the “capa-
bility for improvement”—and that of the present
owners of Forth House. That lineage includes those
who furthered the evolution of the romantic English
garden, from Browns most successful student,
Humphry Repron, to Uvedale Price, William Gilpin,
and Downing’s contemporary John Claudius
Loudon. Downing took inspiration from them all,
and developed an American romanticism that
dovetailed perfectly with the nation’s aesthetic mood
of the 1840s. Downing’s successors would present
his romantic ideals to a much broader range of the
public. His British-born protégé Calvert Vaux in-
corporated the romantic philosophy into his work
at The Point and later at Wilderstein, both of them
Livingston estates in the region, as well as at Olana,
the home of painter Frederic Edwin Church near
the city of Hudson. His 1857 collaboration with
Frederick Law Olmsted on their Greensward Plan
for “The Central Park,” as it was then known, was
SC]CC[CLI l))’ thC g('}\'(_‘l'ﬂiﬂg C(]I'n]'nittcf_’ H]'ILI SUCCCSS-
fully introduced the romantic garden heritage to

Pieter Estersohn
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Fig. 11. The swimming

pool is situated between

tall hemlock hedges.
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Fig. 12. Stone steps leading
down to the rock garden
are framed by two
American sweetgum trees
(Liquidambar styraciflua
“Slender Silhouette”). In
the background, a steel
arbor covered in wisteria
frames the view toward
the pond and agricultural
fields on the western side
of the property.

Fig. 13. The sctting sun
pecks through a command-
ing weeping beech as one
approaches the residence
from the driveway.

Fig. 14, A view back toward
Forth House from the pond,
past an allée of young
Dawyck European beech
trees (Fagus sylvatica).

the citizens of New York City, where it continues
to be appreciated and interpreted today.
Wandering the gardens at Forth House, you see at
every turn examples of distinctive features from the
romantic landscaping lexicon. There is a court in
front of the home to offer transition from the lawn,
as prescribed by Repron. There are carefully culti-
vated gnarled branches that are the epitome of the
sublime. There are magnificent examples of rhodo-
dendrons, first pﬂpuhrlnﬂ in the English countr
in the

side
uly nineteenth century .md greatly favored
by Price. There are vistas that conjure up the Roman
Campagna and the seventeenth-century paintings of
Poussin and Claude Lorrain, both L'dll) inspirations
for the movement.

Recently, as I left Forth House after a long day of

taking photographs, I noticed how the g,trdm is
sited to catch thesettingsun, in keeping with
Capability Brown’s observation that trees and lawns
should be backlit to best show the sinuous, wavy “line
ofbeauty,” a term heborrowed from William Hogarth.”
[ was struck by the truth of chis notion.

Ifa garden is an opus with an indefinite end, there
are always projects that queue up in the mind of the
curious and optimistic gardener. Joseph says, for

example, that he plans to place one single bench at
the swimming pool to anchor a magnolia tree that
will be arriving shortly.

“In l;mdnf,a}w .‘ndcning the country gentleman
ofleisure findsa resource of the most agreeable nature,™
Downing wrote in his Treatise. 'm not sure whether
two busy professionals in 2020 can be referred to as
gentlemen of | ¢, but certainly Joseph and Fran-
kel have found peace and enjoyment in that resource
while Forth House is in their care. As all who live in
a historic house should know, Frankel says: “You pay
it forward to the next steward of the house.”

! Andrew Jackson Downing, wnd Practice of Land-
seape Gardening Adapred to Novth Arerica | s New York: A. O. Moore
and Co., 1859), p. 28. 2 Bessina Harrar, Blishewood: A History of Place
(Sydney, Australia: Bluebird Press, 2009), p. 17,3 Robernt H:L\lg Harri-

son, Gardens, An Essay on the Human Condition (Chi i
| go Press, 2008), p. 138.4 Downing, Treatise on the Theor,

e Gardening, p. 21.3 Edward Hyams, Capal
Brown and Himphrey Repton (1
p. 136.6 Downi
dening, p. ix.

hales Scribner’s Sons, 1
of Landscape Gar-

ew York:
Treatise on the Theory and Practi
)
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Symposium:

Designing the Landscape That Made America

The following articles are adapted from a symposium that took place May 21-22, 2022,
at Staatsburgh State Historic Site. The two-day event was presented by the Calvert Vaux
Preservation Alliance and sponsored by the Classical American Homes Preservation Trust
with support from The Garden Conservancy. Pieter Estersohn acted as master of ceremonies
and has adapted his remarks as an introduction and overview of the symposium.

Calvert Vaux and His Peers
in the Hudson River Valley

Pieter Estersohn

The Point before clearing of the views. Inset photo of Calvert Vaux.
All images courtesy of the author
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To best describe the genesis of the symposium that [ chaired through my work with the
Calvert Vaux Preservation Alliance (CVPA), it might be helpful to explain my own
experience in becoming familiar with one of the most underrated architects and landscape
designers working in America in the nineteenth century.

My introduction to The Point, the home that Calvert Vaux designed for Lydig and
Geraldine Livingston Hoyt in Staatsburg, came while doing research for my book, Life
Along the Hudson: The Historic Country Estates of the Livingston Family (Rizzoli, 2018).
On the recommendation of John Winthrop “Wint” Aldrich, who wrote the foreword to
the book, I hiked through Mills Norrie State Park and discovered the home that he made
clear must be included. The Point had been described by Vaux in his 1857 book, Villas and
Cottages, as “Design No. 26. Picturesque Stone Country House,” and indeed it was still very
much just that. Overcome by the poetic and overtly Gothic Revival Picruresque design
(in its then stare of deterioration it might have been described as Gothick), I clearly had
no choice but to include the structure — with what Vaux referred to as its “well-balanced
irregularicy” — in its own chapter. Inside, I was struck by the second floor of the house,
with its intact architectural details, including Vaux’s famous canted corners, window seats,
and layout. Outside, [ was impressed by the “structural polychromy,” as Vaux referred to
the fantastic graphic use of color in the design.

Canted corners on the doorways and a window seat on the second floor of The Point

This was incorporated following a precedent initiated during the Gothic Revival period
in England, which continued in the teachings of John Ruskin before becoming part of the
architectural vernacular used in America. It was Vaux, along with Jacob Wrey Mould, his
lesser-known Central Park collaborator, who contemporaneously imported this vocabulary
to America. Besides at The Point and Olana, it is visible in many buildings throughout
the Hudson River Valley.
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Born a Livingston, Geraldine Hoyt had
grown up next door to The Point at
Staatsburgh, the home of her parents,
Maturin and Margaret Livingston, both
descendants of Robert Livingston, First
Lord of Livingston Manor. The property
on which The Point was located, much of
which had been a gift from her parents, was
visually cut off from any connection to the
Hudson River at the time of my visit. To a
great extent, this obscured the Picturesque
impression that Vaux had intended by
very intentionally siting the home in this
location. Here, Vaux had been able to State roof design in a polychromy pattern
capitalize on the property’s spectacular views of the Hudson River and distant Caskill
Mountains. In 2020, CVPA organized the clearing of the accumulated secondary growth
that had impeded access to these iconic views from both the property and house; the
effort was financed by a grant from the New York State Environmental Protection Fund.
Now, visitors can better understand and experience the brilliant positioning of the Hoyts'
house by Vaux and the intentional Picturesque views that he so deftly framed.

The Point after view-clearing
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While developing the symposium, Designing the Landscape That Made America: Calvert
Vaux and His Peers in the Hudson Valley, one of the goals shared by the co-hosts, the
Calvert Vaux Preservation Alliance and Classical American Homes Preservation Trust,
was to present an updated and historically correct narrative of the legacy left by Calvert
Vaux and the people he collaborated with in the Hudson River Valley. The collaborative
process, as we were to see, was a crucial theme throughout Vaux’s career. Another hope
was that we could create an environment for comparison and dialogue on the varied
approaches to design that evolved during the mid-nineteenth century in our region. This
was achieved through the speakers that we hosted as well as the visits organized to some
of the landscapes and residences that Vaux worked on.

After Kyle Toth and Emily Cooperman of PS&S LLC delivered their recent research
commissioned by CVPA on the history of the landscape at The Point, they led guests on a
tour of the site, located a short walk from where our tent was situated near the Hudson River
at Staatsburgh State Historic Site, so that we could see firsthand the research just discussed.

This and other site visits were a necessary component of our vision for the symposium.
[ have a very distinct prerequisite as a historian, photographer, writer, and preservationist:
[ can only fully understand architecture and landscape by actually visiting the sites that
[ am researching. For me, it's hard to write about a place without physically experiencing
it; obviously photographing architecture and gardens demands it. That is how I learn,
and I am so obsessed with rhis path of study that my son Elio, now nineteen, has been
dragged to thirty-four countries and all the gardens, museums, and houses that I really
MUST SEE(!).

Before I moved to Dutchess County in 2010, my interest in the nineteenth century
made a full stop in 1840. This was my criteria in looking at more than 100 houses before
buying Staats Hall in Red Hook, New York. The home had been built in 1839 for the same
family that had owned and named the town of Staatsburg, location of The Point. There
were vestiges of a once lovely Romantic landscape and farm there, bur they had been
left to deteriorate. Wanting to do justice to my new home, I dug deep into the period the
house was built in to satisfy my curiosity and so that I could best implement the ethos and
aesthetic of the period in my restoration. This meant scouring the region for properties
from the period, which occurred while I was researching the chapter on The Point for
my book. My field of interest in design evolved at this point to include the period being
covered by our symposium.

[ eased slowly into the mid-nineteenth century. Researching Vaux, I came to appreciate
this tiny man (he was under five feet tall), and his role in the evolution of American
landscape design. As [ further explored his background, I traced a lineage beginning
in Great Britain with Lancelot “Capability” Brown, Uvedale Price, Humphry Repton,
John Claudius Loudon, and William Gilpin, all of whose landscapes 1 had visited as a
child in England. It was Andrew Jackson Downing, our native son from Newburgh, who
continued the conversation begun in England by specifically adapting it to the climate
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and socio-economic structure of the United
States, very different than that in Great
Britain at the time. His efforts very much
resonated with the growing middle class in
America. The 1996 biography of Downing
by David Schuyler is titled Apostle of Taste,
which rather sums up his role at the time.

Downing brought Vaux to America
in 1850, immediately after meeting him
in London. Upon arriving in America,
Vaux was installed at Highland Gardens,
Downing’s home on the premises of his
family’s nursery. This was also the location
| of Downing’s “Architecture Bureau,” where

ity — i Vaux was to work.
A remaining gate and wall at Highland Gardens Having become obsessed with
discovering this now-lost property, [ searched
and finally located where Highland Gardens had stood.

Most of the locations published in Judith Major’s book, as well as that of our speaker
and Vaux biographer Frank Kowsky, were queued up on a list to explore following this
initial discovery. As a result of this very focused path, I am now better able to contextualize
the nuances of Vaux’s designs. Vaux, whose work has been woefully underappreciated, is
all around us if we know where and how to look to uncover his inspiration.

[ visited Downing Park in Newburgh, so named for Vaux’s mentor, which Vaux
had worked on with frequent
collaborator Frederick Law Olmsted. |
[ made many visits to Springside, the
location of Matthew Vassar’s home
in Poughkeepsie that Vaux worked
on with Downing immediately after
arriving in America.

I had a friend bring me to Idlewild,
the 1853 residence designed by Vaux for
Nathaniel Parker Willis in Cornwall, §
New York. Sadly, an unsympathetic
renovation has obscured the original
design, but it was interesting to observe
the siting of the house.

I spent many hours at Wilderstein
and its 1891 landscape created by Vaux

Warren House, Newburgh
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and Company. (Vaux used this name on his masthead at the time, following the addition
of his reverently named son, Downing, to his practice.) To this day, Wilderstein, located
in Rhinebeck, creates an interesting dialogue with Vaux’s earlier design for The Point,
which it faces across Vanderburgh Cove.

To better understand the period, I collected early editions of the books by both Downing

The house at Wilderstein seen from the lawn (above)
and the view toward The Point from its tower (below)

and Vaux, but in order to really grasp the American evolution of landscape design, [ gained
access to early editions of the Red Books that Humphry Repton published around the turn
of the nineteenth century to illustrate for his clients what COULD be implemented in
the transformation of their grounds in Great Britain. “Capability” Brown had earned his
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moniker for just this reason, but the books by Repton
very clearly indicated for his clients just what they might
be able to achieve with their properties by using a series
of before and after overlays.

Many of the design elements introduced during this
time made their way into the Hudson River Valley a few
decades later. In one volume, I found an early example
of bargeboards from 1796 that Repton had incorporated
into a design for a cottage, which Downing later
adopted. Today, we can see the American interpretation
of this architectural element on the northern elevation
of The Point, where they miraculously remain intact.

I ended up finding most of the houses that Vaux had
worked on in the region, either alone or with Downing,
Frederick Clarke Withers, or Frederic Edwin Church at Olana. Sean Sawyer, president of
The Olana Partnership, shared his research on Vaux's work with Church on his magnificent
estate. As mentioned previously, collaboration was a dominant theme that ran through
the career of Vaux, and Olana is another illustration of this process.

While on a trip to Washington, D.C., I visited the monumental Andrew Jackson
Downing urn that Vaux had designed in 1856, now standing in the Enid A. Haupt
Garden next to the Smithsonian Museum and the National Mall. A partial extract
from the inscription reads “.. When these grounds were proposed he was ar once called
to design them: but before they were completed he perished in the wreck of the Henry
Clay.” This reference was to the tragic death of
Downing in 1852 at the age of thirty-seven in the
Hudson River.

I searched out and found the often-overlooked
Hillside Cemetery in Middletown, New York, that
Vaux had designed. I also searched for HIS final
resting place at Montrepose Cemetery in Kingston,
where he lies next to his wife Mary McEntee
Vaux and near her brother, Jervis McEntee.
One of the first projects that Vaux worked on
in Kingston was the painting studio of Hudson
River School artist McEntee, which was
later joined to another residence on West
Chestnut Street.

Driving north on Route 9W last year, |
discovered Downing’s final resting place, just north

Andrew Jackson Downing memorial urn of Newburgh at Cedar Hill Cemetery. In fact, 1
at the Smithsonian Museum

Bargeboards on The Point
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became a bit of a cemetery lurker during Covid, organizing visits to Mount Auburn outside
of Boston and Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn. Trinity Cemetery on Riverside Drive
and 155 Street in upper Manhattan had been redesigned by Vaux, and is the final resting
place for many prominent New Yorkers including the Astors.

Hillside Cemetery marker, Vaux's gravestone,
Downing's gravestone (left to right)

i}

ke

Central Park and a view of Belvedere Castle

These early examples of landscape
design were important in the evolution
of the public parks movement in
America. They followed the precedent
ser at Pere Lachaise Cemetery in
Paris and offered the general public
much-needed respite from the city’s
chaos and filth before locations like
Central Park were conceived.

Having grown up across the street
from Central Park in Manhattan,
[ had profound childhood memories of
this environment. [ understood how to
navigate the park and the joys inherent
in its designs and architecture but had
known very little about the team that
created The Greensward Plan for what
was referred to as The Central Park

in 1857. The complexity of the design and implementation of the plan were part of my
discovery. The name of Frederick Law Olmsted was familiar, but those of Calvert Vaux

and Jacob Wrey Mould were not.
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Bethesda Terrace in Central Park

Vﬂux and olmb[ed alsn wol’kl—_‘d as a team on Bl’Du‘(l}'n’s pruspecl pﬂr‘(.
where I went to visit its newly restored Endale Arch
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Details of the original Metropolitan Museum of Art building still
visible in the Robert Lehman wing

This I eventually found odd as Vaux’s role as architect, senior partner, and mentor
to Olmsted in the beginning of their collaboration was even observed later by Olmsted.
Looking at the park now, with more knowledge of the designers, my experience has been
transformed and I see the genius that was necessary in the genesis and realization of this
place. Today, the magnificent Bethesda Terrace Arcade that Vaux and Mould conceived
in front of Bethesda Fountain has been restored by the Central Park Conservancy to its
original condition and role as an architectural centerpiece of the park.

Bordering Central Park is the Museum of Natural History, its original structure designed
by Vaux, and inside the park lies the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Here, the vestigial
Ruskinian stonework designed by Vaux for the first museum structure is still visible once
one knows where to find it.

Grace Church, Manhattan National Arts Club, Manhattan
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[ later discovered that the small but complex gem of a garden that [ walked by dozens
of times on Broadway and Eleventh Street was designed by Vaux for Grace Church so
that the awkward navigation from the street to multiple entrances finally made sense.

[ revisited my next-door neighbor, the National Arts Club, where 1 had been a member
for ages, and saw, in a different light, the complex design that Vaux completed there for
Samuel Tilden in the 1870s, when he combined two townhouses into one residence.

[ walked around the corner from my home on Gramercy Park South and sleuthed out
the site where Vaux had HIS home on East 18" Street. Here, he and Olmsted conjured
up the Greensward Plan, working diligently in the evenings following their day jobs,
and eventually winning the $2,000 prize in the competition that led to the creation of
their masterpiece, Central Park. (Sadly, Vaux's home has been replaced by a nondescript
apartment building.) Nearby, I identified the Mortimer Building at 935 Broadway. Built in
1862 and still standing, it housed the first offices of the American Institute of Architects,
of which Vaux was a founding member.

I thought it important to discuss with our symposium guests the distinctions and
nuances between the many terms used to describe landscapes in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Intense debate ensued during this period through discourse about
what constituted a “sublime” landscape, a “beautiful” one, or one that was “Picturesque.”
“Beautiful” and “gardenesque” were also terms that had been discussed historically, even
argued abour at length. Much of this vocabulary had a direct lineage starting in the
eighteenth century in Great Britain and continued through the books and work of Andrew
Jackson Downing and Vaux, who both brought these teachings over to America.

Downing eventually combined many of these adjectives in his writings on what he
referred to as “The Rural Arts” and in The Horticulturist, the magazine he started editing
in 1846. Vaux later, in 1864, wrote of “The Hand of Improvement,” adopting the same
vocabulary when describing landscape design. Nomenclature was an important device
for our young country as our identity evolved and how it was to be expressed through
the subjects of design and landscape. My intention was that our guests would have an
opportunity to become reacquainted with these terms and perhaps reference them with
a stronger understanding when planning their own landscapes or viewing gardens in the
future.

There was recently an interesting article by Margaret Roach in The New York Times
titled “Why Gardening Offers a Psychological Lifeline in Times of Crisis.” With all the
chilling challenges that this moment in history has presented, we can each in our own
way explore what the article refers to as the “restorative power of nature.” My hope was
that our weekend might help to contextualize the American evolution of the subject and
illustrate how our outdoor spaces have offered these qualities throughout time.

Gardens heal, gardens teach, gardens humble and reward us, and give us unbridled
opportunity to express ourselves. Perhaps most importantly, gardens require us to be
present. [ asked our audience to hone their senses as they listened to our speakers and
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visited the landscapes they had access to that weekend. It was a great opportunity for us
all to explore what might inspire us from historic designs and to learn about the insight
that informed the process.

The Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich defined “sublime” — a word often
mentioned during the weekend — as being “about nature being greater than human
politics with beauty at the heart.” I invited our group to look through this lens for the
weekend as they heard about and saw some truly magical locations.

Pieter Estersohn is on the Board of Divectors of the Calvert Vaux Preservation Alliance and
is the author and photographer of Life Along the Hudson: The Historic Country Estates
of the Livingston Family.

Learn move about the Calvert Vaux Preservation Alliance at: hreps://calvertvaux.org/,
the Classical American Homes Preservation Trust at: https://classicalamericanhomes.org/,
and The Garden Conservancy at: https:/fwww.gardenconservancy.org/.

Designing the Landscape That Made America: Calvert Vaux and His Peers in the Hudson Valley 47

Pieter Estersohn

www.art-dept.com



Art Department

AD SEARCH SUBSCRIBE SIGNIN —

ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN REAL ESTATE AD IT YOURSELF CLEVER CELEBRITY STYLE LIFESTYLE ADPRO AD REVIEWS VIDEO

ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN

Photographer Pieter Estersohn
Shares His Most Unforgettable Shots
for AD

Get the behind-the-scenes details on Estersohn’s favorite photos in the magazine

By Lindsey Mather
Photography by Pieter Estersohn

January 4,2016

f v 9

Acclaimed interiors and architecture photographer Pieter Estersohn has documented
incredible spaces around the world—many of them for this magazine—with an artist’s eye for
the perfect natural light and composition. (In fact, in the February issue, he turned the camera
on his own weekend home in upstate New York.) With so many gorgeous photo shoots in his
portfolio, we had to ask: What are Estersohn’s favorites? Here, he shares the inspiration and

preparation behind his most unforgettable shots featured in the pages of Ardritectural Digest.
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Philanthropists Jennifer and Billy Frist’s Nashville,
Tennessee, residence by architecture firm DA|AD and
McAlpine Booth & Ferrier Interiors, February 2013

“I think a lot about history as 'm composing my pictures, and when I saw these two faux-
shearling William Haines Designs slipper chairs, my mind went to French furniture designer
Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann's rooms at the Musée Océanographique,” says Estersohn. “It’s the

audacity of the proportions—something so scaled down under this insane soaring ceiling.”
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Architect Jim Joseph and theater composer Scott Frankel’s house in
New York's Hudson Valley, February 2014

“Two very dear friends of mine live in this house; it's about five miles from my home in the country, and it still
completely has its soul,” Estersohn says. “There’s something almost minimalist about shooting architecture in the snow

—it becomes more linear, like a drawing, due to the high contrast. This shot was about catching an ephemeral moment

The next day, the snow was melting off the trees. It was the perfect temperature; the snow was fluffy on the branches.”

Pieter Estersohn
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A secluded Nova Scotia retreat by Alexander
Gorlin Architects, February 2014

“This photo is about the pristine modern architecture of Alexander Gorlin,” says
Estersohn. “When you're dealing with impeccably detailed architecture, it's like
working with a supermodel, as opposed to dealing with another kind of portrait,

where it becomes about concealing and hiding and tricking things out a bit.”

Pieter Estersohn
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Fashion designer and art collector Kasper’s
Manhattan apartment, April 2011

“I grew up collecting 19th- and 20th-century photography. When I was 18, |
bought a portrait of Edith Sitwell by Cecil Beaton. I often find myself consciously
—or unconsciously—referencing historic imagery. When I saw Kasper, [ knew we
had to shoot him in a similar profile. He is so elegant, so refined. He’s an erudite
aesthete who has collected this cross-section of 17th- through 21st-century

photography, paintings, and drawings. | hoped this portrait expressed that.”
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Decorator Sara Story’s SK Ranch in Texas, by
Lake|Flato Architects, April 2014

“I think we did 120 shots in two days in 110-degree heat, but this property was so
inspiring,” Estersohn says. “You walk into this huge compound and there’s not one
moment where your eye is distracted by less-than-perfect craftsmanship. I'm
obsessive about details, and when there are no mistakes to conceal, I can just play
with composition. For me, the poetry is in the contrast between the informal

gravel driveway and the impeccable architecture.”
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Las Vegas home by architect William Hablinski
and design firm Atelier AM, September 2012

“It’s a very livable home—I didn'’t feel uptight there. There was a magical tension
between the Anish Kapoor sculpture and the Roman mosaic panel. It’s exciting for

me to look at design and see a very careful curation of modern and antique.”
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Music-world consultant Andrea Anson’s
Manhattan townhouse, October 2013

“This is a close friend of mine’s house—I've been there many times as a guest.
It's wonderful for me to go into a space where | have warm memories,” says
Estersohn. “I find this space to be profoundly sophisticated and personal, a
pure expression of the homeowner. When the books are not styled, I'm
impressed—we didn’'t move them, and you really get that the books are used.

We left the candles in the chandelier wonky. It’s a sublimely inviting space.”

Pieter Estersohn
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A Cape Dutch-style home in Baton Rouge,
Louisiana, by architect Bobby McAlpine and
interior designer Ray Booth, October 2014

“This Dutch-inspired house really blew my mind. I love the historically
correct fenestration. It's transformational for me when a new house uses old
materials,” Estersohn says. “I think floors are very important as you navigate a
space—think about how often your eyes are on the floor. They brought in this

beautiful historic marble tile and the patina, age, and texture lend themselves

to photography and change the experience of being in the space.”

Pieter Estersohn

www.art-dept.com



rt Department

COPYRIGHT ©2011 THE CONDE NAST PUBLICATIONS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

9/11

A Bay Arearesidence by architect Lewis Butler and
interior decorator Steven Volpe, November 2011

“This is a very edited interior, and everything in it is spectacular: the Zaha Hadid
Dune table, the Jeff Zimmerman chandelier, the distinct tone of the Tobia Scarpa
chairs, the photograph on the right. The intentional offness of the composition of the

room is gutsy and different. It draws the eye to spend a little more time looking at it.”

Pieter Estersohn
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A boldly geometric property in Los Cabos,
Mexico, by Olson Kundig Architects and designer
Terry Hunziker, November 2012

“This shot was about two things: linear, single-point composition juxtaposed with
the beautiful colors of the ocean outside,” says Estersohn. “I remember being

obsessed with the roof jutting out on the left and making sure that aggressive line

going out into the center of the picture above the water was in the right place.”
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Philanthropists Amy and John Phelan’s Aspen, Colorado, chalet by
Stone Fox Architects, November 2015

“It’s a simple white room architecturally, but there is a spectacular personal art collection. I loved this rootlike
chandelier by sculptor Donald Lipski, how it played with the snow-covered trees outside. I'm always looking at
subtleties, like that triangle of light on the wall, which we timed so it hit the installation without breaching its

integrity. The glass tables were six inches thick, and we set up backlight to give them that shimmery quality.”
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