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ELEGY

Epilogue

My educated guess is that half of 
us died in New York.

—Charles Kaiser
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House and Garden remained as the only publica-
tion to regularly feature Gifford’s work, including 
a cover piece about the Travis-Wall residence in 
1979. 

In 1972, Gifford became romantically 
involved with a younger man named Robert 
Greenfield. Greenfield was impressed with the 
glamorous and well-off forty-year-old architect, 
who promptly whisked him off to Fire Island on 
D�VHDSODQH��6RRQ��WKHUH�ZHUH�¿UVW�FODVV�WULSV�WR�
Europe. The two men stood in stark contrast to 
one another. While Gifford’s forthrightness was 
usually tempered by a reserved, Southern man-
QHU��*UHHQ¿HOG�GLVSHQVHG�DQ�XQGLOXWHG�EUDQG�RI�
1HZ�<RUN�&LW\�FKXW]SDK��$W�VL[�IHHW��¿YH�LQFKHV�
tall, his physical presence was just as imposing as 
his personality. By all accounts, it was a tempestu-
RXV�UHODWLRQVKLS��*UHHQ¿HOG�ZDV�*LIIRUG¶V�MXQLRU�
by fifteen years and had no discernible career, 
arousing suspicion among the architect’s protec-
tive friends that he was a “social climber.”118 While 
there might have been an element of truth to this 
critique, living with Gifford was not without its 
challenges.

Depression stalked Horace Gifford, most 
acutely during the dark winter months. When 
fashioning his own residence with “towers that 
reach out and grab for light,”119 more was at 
stake for him than many ever knew. He was 
DIÀLFWHG�ZLWK�D�VHYHUH�FDVH�RI�ZKDW�LV�QRZ�NQRZQ�
as Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD). The condi-
tion was an inheritance from both of his parents, 
with a manic component that may illuminate 
Gifford’s astonishing output during the sixties. 
As the seventies dawned, his radiant demeanor 
became shadowed by periods of taciturnity and 
impulsiveness. No one was spared, not even the 
editors who championed his work. Late clients 
such as Peter Graham recalled a “very, very sensi-
tive man who could be recalcitrant if he didn’t get 
his way. You would have to seduce him out of it.”120 
Clients were expected to accommodate these pass-
ing storms, as Gifford’s uniformly frenetic pace 
JDYH�ZD\�WR�¿WIXO�EXUVWV�RI�DFWLYLW\�IROORZHG�E\�
retreats into oblivion. He completed nine homes 
in 1969 and only one in 1970. By the mid-1970s, he 
began to disappear for extended periods. During 
these withdrawals, locked in his bedroom with a 
telephone, he refused to speak with anyone but 
KLV�VLVWHU��-HDQ��KLV�OLIHORQJ�FRQ¿GDQWH�DQG�¿UVW�
client. He tried everything to quiet the tremors in 
his mind, including electroshock therapy. Nothing 
worked. 

Gifford cleverly established himself in the 
Pines as a leading architect before anyone else 
had thought to do so, yet some of his other choices 
may have hindered a wider success. By dropping 
out of the University of Pennsylvania, he denied 

On July 3 1981, the New York Times pub-
lished an article entitled “Rare Cancer Seen in 
41 Homosexuals.” The idea of a sickness that 
somehow targeted gays seemed ludicrous to 
many, a fire-and-brimstone narrative that was 
easily laughed off. No one was laughing by the 
PLGGOH�RI�WKH�GHFDGH��)RU�¿IWHHQ�\HDUV��DQ�+,9�
diagnosis equaled a painful death sentence, until 
protease inhibitors began to stem the epidemic in 
1995. During this period, more people perished 
from AIDS in New York City alone than the total 
number of American soldiers who died in the 
Vietnam War.115 “My educated guess is that half 
of us died in New York,” wrote the gay journal-
ist Charles Kaiser in the New York Review of 

Books.116 For the two predominantly homosexual 
communities on Fire Island that were virtual 
extensions of New York City, AIDS was a massacre 
that emptied its homes and spread fear among gay 
and straight residents alike. Some people thought 
the virus might be airborne. A landscape beloved 
by naturists and hedonists alike, transformed so 
recently by gay liberation, morphed once again, 
this time into a site of loss, mourning, and a new 
activism that transcended the right to personal 
freedom. Under the cloud of a president who 
refused to utter the word AIDS, groups such as 
Gay Men’s Health Crisis channeled Fire Island’s 
love for a good party into effective fundraising 
platforms. The Calvin Klein residence, now owned 
by David Geffen, hosted GMHC’s parties in the 
early 1990s. The same home became a principal 
setting for Longtime Companion��WKH�¿UVW�ZLGH�
UHOHDVH�¿OP�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�$,'6�FULVLV��,W�WUDFHG�
the lives of a rapidly perishing group of friends; 
they begin as inveterate partiers and end up as 
dedicated caretakers. 

Horace Gifford’s post-Stonewall creations 
ranked among the most celebrated in his body 
of work. He reigned as the undisputed standard 
bearer of Fire Island in the 1970s, even as world-
famous architects like Arthur Erickson touched 
down to design homes there. Yet the seeds of his 
personal and professional decline had already 
WDNHQ�URRW�DW�WKH�SHDN�RI�KLV�LQÀXHQFH��$Q�HDUO\�
champion of Gifford’s work was the American 

Home, a magazine that published lavish spreads 
RI�¿YH�*LIIRUG�KRPHV��IHDWXULQJ�RQH�RQ�WKH�FRYHU�
of its “vacation homes” issue in 1964. Its editor 
went so far as to proclaim Gifford “undoubtedly 
the top beach-house designer in the country.”117 
But a management shakeup at the magazine in 
1969 left Gifford out in the cold. By 1970, his 
romantic life was turned upside down when 
longtime partner Tom Prentiss left him for a 
woman. His friendship with C. Ray Smith, the 
gay Progressive Architecture editor, also suffered 
after Smith’s brief marriage to a woman in 1971. 
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In 1976, feeling emotionally and physically 
exhausted, Gifford abruptly shuttered his Kips 
Bay Towers studio, sold his Fire Island home, 
DQG�GHFDPSHG�WR�+RXVWRQ�ZLWK�5REHUW�*UHHQ¿HOG�
for a fresh start. He hoped that the proximity of 
his sister, the abundant Texas sunshine, and the 
promise of large commissions from developer 
contacts would reinvigorate his spirits and his 
practice. Once there, Gifford’s Texan clients failed 
to deliver; none of the work came to fruition. 
Efforts to launch a beach-house revolution in 
*DOYHVWRQ�QHWWHG�D�ÀDWWHULQJ�SUR¿OH�LQ�WKH�Houston 

Chronicle but no commissions. By 1978, Gifford 
DQG�*UHHQ¿HOG�UHWXUQHG�WR�1HZ�<RUN��7KHLU�QHZ�
multilevel home and studio in Manhattan’s Turtle 
Bay Towers put a brave face on a faltering career.

Much had happened while they were away. 
Scott Bromley, a young protegé of Philip Johnson, 
began staking his claim as the go-to architect 
for the dwindling number of lots in the Pines. 
Bromley had achieved precocious fame as the 
designer of Studio 54 and knew how to maximize 
an opportunity. In his hands, a quaint fund-raiser 
to purchase a fire truck for Fire Island Pines 
became Beach ’79, an all-night oceanside party 
sheltered by an artful tangle of maypoles and 
billowing sails made of multicolored mosquito 
netting. Celebrity disco performers presided 
over a shirtless bacchanal, all under the eyes of 
a gushing press. The New York Times noted that 
the owner of Studio 54 struggled to get a ticket.123 
The “circuit party” was born, and residents vied to 
outdo one another for the most decadent event of 
the season. Arthur Erickson, a famous Canadian 
architect, came close in a party at his new home 
in the Pines nicknamed “Lincoln Center.” At 
the stroke of midnight, the ceiling retracted and 
hundreds of silver and gold balloons floated 
into a starlit sky. It was an era for spectacles. In 
WKLV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�FURZGHG��H[SHQVLYH��DQG�ÀDVK\�
playground, Gifford’s diminutive pavilions began 
to seem passé. 

In 1981, Bromley purchased and set about 
enlarging Gifford’s Wittstein-Miller House II. It 
was a handsome expansion, undertaken with far 
more grace than the hatchet jobs that would befall 
many other Gifford residences in the years to 
come. But its transformation marked a changing 
of the guard, as well as an era when small houses 
were synonymous with Fire Island’s signature 
architecture. Things quickly got out of hand, as 
Fire Island’s landscape wilted under fenced-in, 
gargantuan homes.

For a season after his return from Texas, 
Gifford rented the residence he had sold three 
years earlier but despaired of its unkempt condi-
tion. He counted many friends on Fire Island, 
even held a salon of sorts, but Gifford spurned the 

himself the qualifications to spread his ideas 
through teaching. His 1965 arrest blocked him 
from obtaining his architecture license. In the late 
sixties, he turned down a $500,000 townhouse 
commission, reportedly for Halston,121 complain-
LQJ�WKDW�³,¶G�KDYH�WR�VHW�XS�DQ�RI¿FH��EX\�VXLWV��EH�
a real businessman.”122 Instead, he could be seen 
on the beach strolling to meetings in a Speedo. 
Embracing this carefree and humorous image of a 
happy, hippie modernist tending his own garden 
partially illuminates the man and his milieu. 
Yet Gifford was not lacking in larger visions, 
and he felt the sting of condescension from col-
leagues who dismissed his beach-house specialty 
as an unserious adjunct of the profession. As 
he approached his fortieth birthday in 1972, a 
creeping dissatisfaction with the narrowness of his 
career had set in. But the overwhelming sense of 
KHOSOHVVQHVV�WKDW�DIÀLFWV�WKH�FOLQLFDOO\�GHSUHVVHG�
obscured a clear path forward.

At the same time, the broader public began 
to reject modern architecture. Modernism’s 
political content had always been more muted in 
the United States than in Europe, where it enacted 
an explicit agenda to elevate the living conditions 
of the working class by harnessing industrial tech-
nologies. It owed its popular ascendance in the 
United States to a broadly shared prosperity and 
optimism about the future that was increasingly 
GLI¿FXOW�WR�PXVWHU�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�9LHWQDP�
War, social unrest, and stagflation. As Horace 
Gifford turned inward, Americans turned on each 
other. This climate of scarcity and generational 
conflict contributed to the reactionary politics 
and callow nostalgia for “the good old days” that 
allowed postmodern architecture to proliferate.

Alas, the new vogue for premodern archi-
tectural referents was rarely accompanied by 
traditional craftsmanship. Ghostly silhouettes of 
historic architectural forms with the depth and 
substance of a child’s drawing were soon plunked 
across countless subdivisions and skylines as 
the seventies digressed into the eighties. Facile 
symmetries and fantasias in Sheetrock steadily 
displaced the site-specific contours and robust 
materials of modern architecture. While enclaves 
like the Hamptons were running out of modernist 
steam by the advent of the 1973 Arab oil embargo, 
the Pines remained true to itself. For all of its 
problems, the seventies were a golden age for gays 
by the standards of the repression that had come 
before. With little to be nostalgic about, modern 
DUFKLWHFWXUH�VXLWHG�WKHP�MXVW�¿QH��HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�
hedonistic strain of it being perfected by Gifford. 
He could have bided his time on the safe shores of 
Fire Island while postmodernism ran its course. 
Instead, Gifford picked this inopportune moment 
to leave. 

increasingly competitive milieu in which journal-
ists were wooed and commissions were won. The 
prevalence of hard drugs, houses packed with 
renters, and a teeming party atmosphere were 
a far cry from the almost-secret society of small 
houses and candlelit dinner parties that the archi-
tect had joined two decades earlier. Suddenly, 
Gifford felt out of place in the very community 
that he’d helped to invent. In 1980, he left for 
good. His swan song to the Pines was his masterful 
work on the Calvin Klein residence. That same 
year, Samsonite Luggage recruited Gifford for 
a national advertising campaign. Samsonite’s 
“rugged, organized, and classically handsome” 
attaché cases were extolled by the architect as 
he posed in front of his “architectural classics.” 
With dozens of celebrated homes to his credit, 
national exposure, and famous clients, it might 
have been the moment for Gifford to graduate to 
the prestigious institutional commissions given 
to successful midcareer designers. Instead, an 
eighties media blitz marked the beginning of the 
end for the forty-eight-year-old architect.

In 1980, J. Hyde Crawford, a favorite client, 
invited Gifford to one of his homes in Bellport, a 
picturesque town on Long Island’s South Shore. 
Bellport offered a lower-key ambience than the 
Pines and was reachable by train and car from New 
York. In an echo of the impulsiveness that caused 
him to build a home in the Pines after a single visit 
LQ�������*LIIRUG�DQG�*UHHQ¿HOG�ERXJKW�D�KLVWRULF�
Bellport house, originally built for a ship’s captain 
like Gifford’s great-grandfather N. N. Penny. His 
interventions to the home were minimal. What 
most remember were the lavish gardens he created 
after rising at dawn each day. It was an odd inver-
sion for a man who had spent two decades tucking 
modernist homes into virgin landscapes. But the 
activity was a form of self-medication: Gifford told 
his client Pete Roe that he needed to be “up with 
the sun” to control his depression.124 

Changing public tastes, his own declining 
health, and the separation from his client base 
chipped away at modern house commissions. His 
attention and his convictions also drifted. With 
*UHHQ¿HOG��D�IHOORZ�HSLFXUHDQ��KH�GHVLJQHG�DQG�
co-managed Artichoke, a sleek and successful 
gourmet food shop in New York City, followed by a 
short-lived home furnishings shop in Bellport. He 
played the stock market. In this new locale, most 
design commissions were renovations of older 
homes. He had a brief and desultory flirtation 
with postmodernist themes but soon discarded 
this for a straightforward approach that paired 
historicist exteriors with whitewashed modernist 
LQWHULRUV��8QOLNH�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�GHFDGHV�RI�*LIIRUG¶V�
practice, many projects from the 1980s were never 
constructed. Few were published. His last Fire 

Island home was completed in 1985, but he was 
too depressed to see it through construction. 

Occasionally, the fog lifted and great work 
was still possible. A 1987 house design layered a 
slender elegance onto a windswept, rocky ledge in 
Connecticut. Gene Silbert and John Kiley, clients 
who turned to Gifford during each decade of his 
career, asked for their home to be placed on top 
of the hill. Instead, Gifford sheltered it in the 
crook of the ledge, while a second-story bridge 
made a soft landing upon the preserved hilltop. 
But it was never built. The seventy-eight modern 
vacation homes he built between 1961 and 1981 
were created for an audience largely lost to AIDS, 
and constitute his essential legacy.125

On a cold November day in 1991, Horace 
Gifford boarded a plane for Houston, carrying 
only a small valise and a few rolls of drawings. 
He was destined for the care of his sister, who 
lived in the first house he ever designed. And 
it was there that he died on April 6, 1992, of 
complications from AIDS. He was fifty-nine. 
Gifford’s brother, an undertaker, prepared his 
body for burial in Vero Beach. Gifford’s mother, 
0DULH��RXWOLYHG�KHU�VRQ��5REHUW�*UHHQ¿HOG��KLV�
recently estranged ex-partner, died of AIDS less 
than a year after Gifford. No formal provisions 
ZHUH�PDGH�IRU�*LIIRUG¶V�DUFKLYH��%XW�*UHHQ¿HOG¶V�
dying wish to preserve Gifford’s original drawings 
and slides allowed this overlooked body of work to 
be interpreted by a new generation.

In his controversial screed about Fire Island 
in 1972, Albert Goldman interrupted his litany of 
VFDQGDOV�WR�UHÀHFW�PRUH�WKRXJKWIXOO\�RQ�WKH�3LQHV��
a place whose 600 homes projected “the realiza-
tion that life must be ordered and harmonious and 
benevolent if it is to be happy.”126 As the author of 
forty of these Pines homes and the inspiration for 
countless others, Gifford conferred a benevolent 
order upon a rapidly changing culture, one that 
turned to him to make sense of a world in which 
all the old constraints had fallen away. His work 
reminds us of the power of architecture to shape 
a culture, as well as its powerlessness to prevent 
its destruction. We cannot bring back that lost 
generation, but we can preserve its enduring 
artifacts.127 In his last public statement, Horace 
Gifford said it best:

In the end, the past is personal, and 
that is what makes its preservation so 
urgent. It is our own memories inter-
mingled with the collective memory 
that we call history; it is not so much 
truth as interpretation; but in that 
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�ZH�FDQ�¿QG�EHDXW\�DQG�
wisdom, inspiration for living and 
guidance for the future.128
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