
126 127

ENTASIS

Chapter Six

Horace had us crawling on our 
hands and knees searching for the 
best possible site.

—John Kiley
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architecture, and, by 1968, he was president of 
the United States Institute for Theater Technology 
and features editor for the esteemed Progressive 

Architecture magazine. He had a wide-ranging 
sphere of accomplished friends, including Paul 
Newman, with whom he had studied acting at 
Kenyon College. His closest friend was Albert 
Fuller, the harpsichordist and Early Music Revival 
pioneer. Smith and Fuller’s 1967 excursion to the 
Pines was a social and architectural revelation. 
They tracked down Gifford, toured his homes, 
and soon, Gifford was one of Smith’s two closest 
architect friends. The other was Paul Rudolph.

Smith celebrated Gifford’s efforts with a 
retrospective showcasing twenty of Gifford’s 
beach houses in the May 1968 issue of Progressive 

Architecture—a prodigious achievement for a 
thirty-five-year-old designer without an archi-
tecture license. Entitled “Variations on a Plan,” 

it allowed Gifford to hold forth on the variety he 
managed to wring out of a basic approach:

In all of the houses, the sleeping and 
service elements have been used as 
the solids in the design and the larger 
elements have been treated as the 
voids…The fact that I had to do so 
many houses with similar programs, 
similar budgets, and similar sizes 
brought about a desire to change and 
vary them as much as I could. So any 
slight variations in the site or the cli-
ent’s real requirements were eagerly 
watched for.88

:LWK�IRUW\�¿YH�KRXVHV�WR�KLV�QDPH��KH�KDG�
already transcended the modest implications of 
the article’s title, for his recent work could no lon-
JHU�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�ZLWK�MXVW�D�ÀRRU�SODQ� The fea-
ture concluded with Gifford’s own Snapper Walk 
residence, copiously documented to describe its 
volumetric sophistication. In spite of the changes, 
Gifford kept what worked—minimally intrusive 
site plans that saved trees, low-maintenance 
cedar and redwood detailing inside and out, and 
a spectrum of sundrenched and shady spaces. 
But increasingly robust budgets, a more nuanced 
design agenda, and commissions that strayed 
from Fire Island ushered in a period of tremen-
dous professional growth.

What would it be like to inhabit a beach 
house in the rolling countryside of Connecticut? 
Gene Silbert and John Kiley spent a great portion 
of the sixties as guests at other people’s vacation 
homes, trying them on for size. Marcel Breuer’s 
KRXVHV��ZKLFK�SDLUHG�ÀRDWLQJ�ZKLWH�FXEHV�ZLWK�
heavy stone bases, impressed them the most, but 
they also swooned at the modern beach houses 
that they had encountered in the Pines. 

While 1965 delivered a succession of profes-
sional advancements and personal setbacks, the 
world three years later seemed to hold only great 
promise for Horace Gifford. He was ensconced 
in his new, thrice-published beach house on 
Snapper Walk in the Pines. In 1968, the American 
Institute of Architects included his work in a trav-
eling exhibition focused on vacation homes, even 
though he never joined the organization. A New 

York Times review of the show singled out the 
“tree house” effects of his Fishman residence.85 
Other journalists took a more retrospective turn, 
connecting Gifford’s individual works to a larger 
truth: he wasn’t just creating houses, he was 
helping to invent a place. In May 1968, a local 
newspaper published a spread of his work entitled 
“He Sends Cutting Edges Into the Sky.” In it, 
Gifford held forth on the qualities of his recent 
work: “My style is becoming more complicated 
as I learn about light coming into space. The use 
of entasis. Do you know what that is? Selective 
ambiguity. I’ve learned a little about fooling the 
eye, making spaces bigger than they are,” he 
explained. “It’s a way of stretching the dollar, you 
see.” 86

Deriving from the Greek word for “disten-
sion” or “stretching,” entasis was a means by 
which the ancient Greeks manipulated propor-
tions to create a desired effect. The Parthenon’s 
slightly bulging columns dramatized the weight 
WKH\�FDUULHG��OLNH�D�ÀH[HG�PXVFOH��$QFLHQW�*UHHN�
theater sets employed exaggerated perspectives 
to create the illusion of depth. As an inveterate 
theatergoer, youthful set builder, and child actor, 
Gifford would draw upon these precedents to 
choreograph the domestic dramas of his beach 
houses. The techniques of entasis rarely surfaced 
in modern architecture, obsessed as it was with 
straight lines and modularity and industrial 
“perfection.” Entasis was a premodern lie that 
aspired to a more beautiful truth, and Gifford 
harnessed it to his own purposes. Towering spaces 
paired with low-lying furniture belied economical 
footprints. The dramatic shafts of light that he 
directed through narrow east- and west-facing 
clerestories onto straight walls tracked the sun 
with mathematical precision. But when this light 
struck curved or mirrored walls, a riot of effects 
were possible. Floor-to-ceiling openings and a 
single material used inside and out created an 
“ambiguity of scale”87 as Gifford described it, that 
allowed his homes to be perceived as abstract 
sculpture in the landscape. 

At this moment of professional matura-
tion, a young critic appeared whose sensibilities 
were perfectly attuned to the architect’s evolving 
aesthetic. C. Ray Smith’s autodidactic expertise 
in theater design had expanded into a love for 

PAGES 126–27: 
Pilson House, 
Westhampton Beach, 
NY, 1971

OPPOSITE, ABOVE: 
$UWLFOH�DERXW�*LIIRUG·V�
work in Progressive 

Architecture, May 
1968

OPPOSITE, LOWER RIGHT: 
Cashel House, north 
deck

OPPSITE, LOWER LEFT: 
Horace Gifford, 1968 
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less stream of visitors arrived, highballs in hand.
A play of heavy and light volumes, hinted at 

in the Silbert-Kiley residence, saw further devel-
opment in a beach house that Gifford designed in 
Bridgehampton, New York. David Luck was a cell 
biologist whose social circle included the architect 
Peter Blake, the playwright Jerome Robbins, 
and the designers Ward Bennett and Joe d’Urso. 
Luck’s house was a classic, early Gifford layout, 
with a symmetrical bar-shaped enclosure facing 
Mecox Bay and a sundeck extending to the front 
and rear, forming a cross. The Bridgehampton site 
dictated a different three-dimensional presence, 
WKRXJK��$FNQRZOHGJLQJ�WKH�ÀRRG�SURQH�QDWXUH�
of the property, Gifford arranged four concrete-
block piers that rose from precast cesspits and 
cantilevered the house to safety. 

Gene Silbert designed textiles at 80 West 
Fortieth Street, a grand Beaux-Arts pile built in 
1901 with double-height artist studios that sur-
veyed Manhattan’s Bryant Park. He often found 
himself sharing the elevator with a tall, striking, 
VXQWDQQHG�PDQ��7KH�WZR�FKDWWHG�DQG�ÀLUWHG�EXW�
never exchanged names. This man would step off 
DW�WKH�ÀRRU�RFFXSLHG�E\�WKH�DUFKLWHFWV�,��0��3HL�
and J. Gordon Carr, but he disappeared in 1965. 
Two years later, Silbert and Kiley went to Kips 
Bay Towers to meet their chosen architect, and 
the mystery man in the elevator turned out to be 
Horace Gifford. The revelation was an ice-breaker 
that inaugurated a lifelong friendship, cemented 
by weekly design meetings for three homes, two 
DSDUWPHQWV��DQG�RI¿FHV�IRU�-RKQ�.LOH\�

The couple’s property in Connecticut was 
unlike anything Gifford had ever encountered 
ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQ¿QHV�RI�)LUH�,VODQG��,WV�WZHQW\�¿YH�
acres spilled across the ridges of Redding, envel-
oped by a thick tangle of mountain laurel. Gifford 
stalked the property with a fevered intensity, 
looking for a sign. The possibilities for such an 
expansive space seemed endless. “He had us 
crawling on our hands and knees searching for the 
best possible site,” Kiley laughed. Soon, Gifford 
discovered a ledge where the mountain laurel gave 
way to a grove of wild strawberries, indicating a 
change in soil, light quality, and wind patterns. 
“Here, we discovered we were at the edge of a cliff 
with an amazing view of the valley below,” Kiley 
recalled. “On a clear day you could see Long Island 
Sound in the far, far distance. So that’s where we 
built the house, jutting out from the cliff.”89 

As the clients requested, the plans and mate-
rials differed little from Gifford’s beach houses. 
Only the heavy chimney stones, something rarely 
transported over the boardwalks of Fire Island, 
betrayed the home’s location. The Silbert-Kiley 
residence presented an opportunity for Gifford to 
integrate Breuer’s earth-hugging form of modern-
ism into his repertoire, and Breuer’s influence 
would reappear in several homes during this 
period. A subtly landscaped path to the house 
passed a sinuous courtyard wall that shielded the 
guest room and study. The T-shaped plan nestled 
into the shaded hillside to the east, housing a 
screened-in porch. To the west, a sundeck with 
low railings hovered bracingly over the edge of the 
cliff. Glass walls on the north and south facades 
lent the house a classic modern form, while a 
barrel-shaped plunge pool, inspired by New York 
&LW\¶V�LFRQLF�ZDWHU�WRZHUV��UHOLHYHG�LWV�ER[\�SUR¿OH��
Inside, Gifford used mirrors and carpeted plat-
forms to introduce optical illusions and a swank 
undercurrent to the cool minimalism on display. 
For years, Silbert and Kiley had been guests, and 
now it was their turn to host, as a seemingly end-

ABOVE: 
Silbert-Kiley House, 
Redding, CT, 1967, 
approach

LEFT: 
Silbert-Kiley House

OPPOSITE: 
ABOVE: Silbert-Kiley 
House, floor plan; 
BELOW, RIGHT: master 
bedroom; BELOW, 
MIDDLE: living area; 
BELOW, LEFT: plunge 
pool
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The property was next door to Peter 
Blake’s iconic and eponymous residence from 
1960, which hovered serenely over its site like a 
Miesian dogtrot. The Luck House’s carved-out 
porches, exposed columns, and cladding details 
DOO�HQJDJHG�LQ�WKH�VLQFHUHVW�IRUP�RI�ÀDWWHU\�WRZDUG�
its neighbor. But its overall profile revisited 
domestic experiments on the Sarasota coast by 
Paul Rudolph and his student William Morgan. 
Gifford’s original contributions were found in his 
now-trademark clerestory windows and elegant 
details, like slatted pocket doors, tucked into 
the concrete piers, that could emerge to draw a 
dappled wooden curtain across the facade. This 
grafting of Kahn, Breuer, Blake, and Rudolph 
could have become a Frankenstein in the hands of 
a lesser craftsman, but Luck’s residence emerged 
strengthened by its complex genetic code.

Gifford’s sister, Jean Slay, and her husband, 
Clyde, turned to him in 1969 for a new vaca-
tion house in Vero Beach. Having enjoyed eight 
years in her Gifford-designed home in Houston, 
Jean relished the opportunity to engage the 
services of her now-seasoned brother. A single 
VTXDUH��VQLSSHG�DW�LWV�HGJHV�DQG�RULHQWHG�IRUW\�¿YH�
degrees to the ocean, housed the extended Gifford 
clan. The intensity of storms along the southeast 
Florida coast led Gifford to an entirely different 
constructional approach than the one he was 
perfecting on Fire Island. Gifford engineered a 
KRXVH�RI�FRQFUHWH�SRVWV�DQG�EHDPV��WLOH�ÀRRUV��DQG�
glass so that “water can just sweep through it with 
little damage,” he explained.90 A concrete-and-tile 

ABOVE: 
Luck House, Bridgehampton, NY, 
1967

LEFT: 
Luck House, living room 

OPPOSITE: 
Luck House, elevation
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dining table, as anchored as the architecture, con-
trasted with lightweight folding captain’s chairs 
and wicker accessories that could be secreted away 
in double-height closets as storms approached. 
Sheltering it all was an enormous, solid timber 
roof in the form of a truncated pyramid, relieved 
by an eight-foot-diameter skylight in the center. 

Back on Fire Island, an inspired synergy with 
a knowledgeable client led to a rare collaboration 
for the architect, who usually worked alone. J. Hyde 
Crawford was a multitalented illustrator, designer 
of the Bonwit Teller logo, and founder of Quadrille 
Fabrics. He was handsome and confident, and 
admired the same qualities in his architect. As 
Gifford recalled to House and Garden, Crawford 
“was a delightful client who knew exactly what 
he wanted.”91 Since both men could draw, they 
exchanged sketches, a twist on the usual process 
of an architect presenting plans to a client for 
approval. Three separate high-ceilinged volumes 
requested by Crawford housed a guest wing, a liv-
ing area, and a master suite. Gifford joined these 
pavilions with two glass bridges that held a guest 
bath and the dining room.

PAGES 134–35: 
Luck House, renovated interior

LEFT: 
Slay House II, Vero Beach, FL, 
1969, floor plan

OPPOSITE: 
Slay House II, interior
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Crawford’s informed influence nudged 
Gifford out of his formula of a single grand space 
surrounded by subservient bedrooms. Every 
room surprised—even the closets, which were 
circular and skylit. Asked by House and Garden 
how he could coax such a measure of luxury out 
of such a modest budget, Gifford explained that, 
“the luxury details are a matter of using standard 
things in an un-standard way. Simplicity does 
not mean that variety cannot happen within the 
given framework.”92 A prefabricated fiberglass 
unit served as the basis for Gifford’s constructing 
a round shower, which he then embellished with 
wood cladding and a bubble skylight. He made 
gray square tiles look fresh by setting them on the 
diagonal. 

2XWVLGH��WKH�URRÀLQH�XQGXODWHG�IURP�URRP�
to room, yet a quality of serenity prevailed, since 
the house was so well integrated into its double 
lot on the Great South Bay. “The outstanding 
feature of the house is that we did not diminish 
the beauty of the site in any way. Glass tends 
not to enclose—that’s why we used so much of 
it.”93 Windows underneath countertops created 
WKH�LOOXVLRQ�RI�ÀRDWLQJ�VODEV��DV�FLUFXODU�VN\OLJKWV�
cast dramatic and unpredictable shadows upon 
an otherwise orthogonal architecture. “Once we 
decided to break the rectangles with circular 
forms—cylindrical showers and closets, round 
skylights—marvelous things began to happen,” 
said Crawford.94 The master bath was the only 
space that did not face outward, but its circular 
skylight painted the space with a dramatic, ever-
changing ellipse of light.

The Crawford residence added to a growing 
roster of waterfront homes that proclaimed the 
modernist makeover of the Pines. Gifford was 
hardly the only modern architect working there by 
this time. Harry Bates and Earl Combs were less 
prolific but both enjoyed multiple, high-profile 
commissions there, working in a similar idiom 
of naturally weathering cedar and glass. Their 
houses were joined by one-off creations that 
revealed the eclecticism of late-modern style. By 
the mid-seventies, whimsical fantasies in cedar 
and glass traversed the entire beachfront, as 
captured in artist Ferron Bell’s illustration for 
the Pines Phone Directory. More than a mere 
listing, this was the little black book of social life 
LQ�WKH�3LQHV��5HVLGHQWV�FRXOG�EH�ORRNHG�XS�E\�¿UVW�
name, last name, or address, easing the anxiety of 
following up on introductions made in a haze of 
cocktails and marijuana.  

OPPOSITE: 
Crawford House, Fire Island Pines, 
NY, 1969, illustration by J. Hyde 
Crawford

ABOVE: 
Bonwit Teller logo, designed by 
J. Hyde Crawford

PAGES 140–41:
Crawford House, exterior facing 
Great South Bay
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OPPOSITE: 
Crawford House, 
living room

ABOVE: 
Crawford House, 
kitchen

LOWER RIGHT: 
Crawford House, floor 
plan 

LOWER LEFT: 
Crawford House, 
shower
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A few miles down the beach, in Fair Harbor, 
Gifford had callers as well. Sam and Joan Scali 
hired the architect to design a guest house to 
supplement the Spartan bunks of the home Gifford 
built for them in 1967. Rather than echo the nested 
cubes of the original structure, he responded with 
DQ�DV\PPHWULFDO�WDNH�RQ�KLV�¿UVW�S\UDPLG�URRIHG�
project. A skylit living area commanded the north-
west corner of the site, with rooms poking out as 
needed to the east and south. Set on a low plinth, 
with deep overhangs and a shoji-like arrangement 
of glass doors, this home was aptly nicknamed the 
“Japanese house” by neighbors. 

Westhampton Beach, another barrier 
island directly east of Gifford’s usual terrain, 
resembled Fire Island in many respects, except it 
allowed cars and was traversed by two-lane road. 
Here, the architect found a new client, textile 
executive Alfred Pilson, and he also explored 
new geometries. The Pilson residence was sited 
on a dune, and its most striking features were its 
“bell-bottom” shading devices, unique in Gifford’s 
oeuvre. Fragmented octagonal decks filled the 
voids between bedrooms that were expressed as 
individual forms. A baroque dance of stairs twisted 
and turned to reach the decks. A bridge supported 
by telephone poles and punctuated by a waterside 
perch delivered its occupants to the beach. At 
¿UVW�JODQFH��WKH�FDFRSKRQRXV�SODQ�VHHPHG�WR�EH�
a break with beach houses past, but there was 
an underlying order behind the pyrotechnics. 

LEFT: 
Fire Island Pines Personal Phone 

Directory, cover by Ferron Bell, 
1970s 

OPPOSITE, ABOVE: 
Men of the Pines, 1968

OPPOSITE, BELOW: 
Cartoon by Rick Fiala, ca. 1979
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ABOVE: 
Scali Guest House, Fair Harbor, NY, 
1976

LEFT: 
Scali Guest House, floor plan

OPPOSITE: 
Scali Guest House, living room with 
conversation pit
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Much like Gifford’s earliest work, the house 
FRQVLVWHG�RI�D�JODVV\�FHQWUDO�OLYLQJ�VSDFH�ÀDQNHG�
by enclosed bedroom wings. But the public space 
was sheared down the middle, affecting distinctive 
enclosures for the kitchen, dining room, and living 
area. Its enlarged scale, combined with expensive 
WRXFKHV�OLNH�D�URXQG�¿UHSODFH�UHQGHUHG�LQ�VWRQH��
foretold a new era for the Long Island beach 
house.

The complexity of the Pilson residence dia-
grammed the changing face of the Hamptons in 
the 1970s. Once, it was a place for city dwellers 
to get away from it all, but its days as an idyllic 
setting for tiny houses on large lots were num-
bered. Entrepeneurial types found East End golf 
courses and garden parties to be genial settings for 
approaching captains of industry. Pilson’s textile 
company actually paid for his Gifford beach house 
as a hub for entertaining clients. Its attention-
getting forms and spaces spoke to a new cultural 
landscape that was less about relaxation and more 
about cutting deals. The minimalist grammar of 
modern architecture existed in an uneasy relation-
ship with the language of money and the objects 
that prove its existence. The Pilson residence 
revealed Gifford trying to bridge that gap.

In contrast to the Hamptons, Gifford’s base 
in Fire Island Pines remained a sphere of pleasure 
rather than business. Yet its obsessive pursuit of 
nirvana, aided by drugs and emboldened by chang-
ing mores, made the Pines no less ambitious, in its 
way, than the Hamptons. The community once 
served as a cover for discreet homosexuals. In the 
heady era of gay liberation, the Pines threw open 
its closets and turned to Horace Gifford to capture 
the full-blown hedonism of this cultural moment. 

PAGES 148–49: 
Pilson House, Westhampton Beach, 
NY, 1971, ocean side

OPPOSITE: 
Pilson House

ABOVE: 
Pilson House, floor plan

RIGHT: 
Pilson House, living room




