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LETTER F

Now,

is building a life, and a
home, for himself
BY AMY FINE COLLINS

The Titan and
the Architect

At 26, architect-decorator Robert Couturier
met Sir James Goldsmith, the client

who would make him famous, beginning

15 breakneck years of

work on the late billionaires
mansions, his private 757,
and his famously luxurious
castle complex in Mexico.

ROM NEW YORK

at last, Couturier

——

o lapse of taste, no fault of histoncal accuracy,
no revealing detail of social history escapes the
vigilant eye ol the Paris-born, New York-based
A7-pzr-old architect-decorator Robert Coutuner,
whe is sweeping through the Metropolitan

e —

Museum of Art, “This is approaching perfee-
tion,” Couturicr says in front of the Wrights-
man Collection’s 1730 Hétel de Crillon room,

“But the candlestick on the dek would have been gold, Mot silver,”
MNavigating next 1o a gallery of 18th-century French sculpture, he

206G | VAMITY FAIR

TO SIR WITH LOVE
From lop: Sir James Goldsmith in 1987, Robert
Cowturier in his Conneclicut iving room with

a dth-contury AD. Roman bust of Fausting, Marous
Avrelas’s mother-in-law, and an 1Bth-century
Tudna cheir, hay 30, 2002; Goldumiths costlo

in Cuixmala, kdmsen, dﬂ:gned by Coasturior

e

- dashes over to a marble porirait bust by Guil-
Liume Coustou—which, for Couturicr, could just
as well be a flesh-and-hlood acquaintance at
a party. “That's the most powerful banker in
Louts XIV's France, Samuel Bermard—the pre-
cursor to Jimmy Goldsmith,” he says, refer-
ring to his most famous client, the late Anglo-
French financier. Gravilating to a 1718 bedroom
from the Palazzo Sagredo in Venice, he sighs. “All for pleasure,
for jov.” His eves lift skyward 1o the clustered buttocks of the
stucco putl, suspended like foam from the ceiling, “So sexy!”™ he
exclaims. “You can almost hear the canal water splashing out-
side. | don't know where this idea came from that the French
make good lovers. French love i a mental game, only about how
you get there, And why not? Afterward it is just another porn
maovie amyvway.”

Finally, he arrives at the goal of todiy’s pilgrimage, the exhibi-
tion “Tapestry in the Renaissance: Art and Magnilicence,”
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LETTER FROM NEW YORK

where he lingers, emhralled, for the next two hours. Betore a
spectaculardy gory circa-1500 woven evocation of the Trojan War
a decapitated corpse spews blood in the lower lell corner, a
cheek is sliced off on the far right—Couturier reflects wistfully.
“What confidence they had in their ime—to dress these warriors
i e clothing of their own day, Why now do we copy the past?
O st not regred the past, one must learn Toom i!™

auturizr—who wonld prohabhy be more in character in white
tic and 4 monocke than in his mosenm omfit of Pewda com
and Crueed suil-—has, like Penelope, spent the last two dec-
ades unraveling and relooming s own history, The son of a fam-
ilv enriched by a world monopoly on photographic gelatin, Cou-
turier grew up in a Hector Guimard-designed Adted particudior m
the posh 16th Arrendissement. He saw his parents so infrequently
that whenever his father entered the room, he savs, out of fear
*1 peed in my pants.” The novelist and publisher Cécile David-
Weill, who was ruised 1 a similar miliew, sayvs, “Robert was
Droveht up o be an old man—polite, well dressed, and miser-
able. He has spent his adulthood leaming to become yvoung.”
Cowturner recalls, ©1 escaped by building castles and farms oot
of Legos—ideal homes for ideal Tamales.”
In spite of his Gunily's conviction that he was condemmning

“We are Eurotrash,” Couturier
pre elanmed to Peupfrf

111983, “We are spoiled.

i |

We are hrats.

himsell 1o entening friends’ houses through service doors, he en-
ralled, after boardime schoal, n Pariss Ecole Canrondo 1o sudy
architecture and deceration. *Reboert was an nesthete, an anist, a
prerserage of Prowst,” Céctle David-Weill remembers, “All day
long he was drawing—fagades. fmeges, furmiture, the details of the
houses e went 10.”

And Couturier was admutied st 2l the best howses, Béalnoee
Stern, Cécile’s sister (both are danghters of Lazard chairmuan Miche!
hvricl=-Weilly, savs, “Tt was the era of the raffies™—the debutante
parties that, i the 19705, stll stroctured the social lives of pa-
trcian Parisians between ages 16 and 20, "Robert was the nost
cullurad boy, and the best dancer.” Adds screenwriter MNatalie
Merveillenx du Vignaux, a third Dinid-Weill sister, “At 18 he had
already read the great books and had a fully digested knowledge
of music, art, histery, It gave lim something different-a point of
view about life.”

his viewpoint led him on a diregt pah oul of France 1w

Blanhavan, where he moved permanently in 1931, In need

of a job-his family's fortune had by now evaporated—
Coutorier showed his drawings to the restaumnt designer Adam
Tihany, who immediately ook him on. As part of Tihany’s of-
fice, Couturier worked on a country house in Pawling. New York,
for film producer Dino De Laurentiis and actress Silvana Man-
gano, With Tihany he also designed the junior-jet-set nightspots
Club A and Lo Coupole. He experienced a spark of fime in Jan-
uary 1983 after People imerviewed him for a story entitled “The
Wew Tnmnigrants,” about the Mitterrand-cra Aotsam of youneg Coi
tinentals who hadd just washed up on the Esstern Seaboard, *We
are Ewrotrmash,” he proclaimed, bringing the recently comed New
York term o a wider public. *We are obnoxious, We are spoiled
We are brats. You name i, Bul we are not only that. We can also
work 1 lot and prove that we have something to say. We are the beau-
tafu] people of the future.”

About a year and a half earlier. at the New York apariment of
Prince Michael of Greece. Couturier had met Laure Boulay de
la Meurthe, a 28-vear-old journalist and equestrienne whose ox-
alted position m French socicty dernved i part from her Kinship
with the Comite de Paris, the pretender 1o the French throne, De
la Meurthe's other conspicuons advantage in life was her role,
since 1976, as olficial mistress to Sir James Goldsmith,

Almost a vear after they met, dz la Meurthe (lmer the editorial
director of the Fronch society glossy Foinr de Voe, which Gold-
smith had bought for her) solicited Cowturiers opinien of the
couple’s new, doubleavidth town house a1 116 East S0th Street
“Tt was an old and gloomy house which still smelled of the pre-
vious owner, who had died there)” de la Meurthe recalls. Cou-
turicr says he had “no hope of Jimmy hinng me. So. not having
slept, 1 showed up for the meeting with Jimmy, U'd been up all
night drinking, deing cocaine —¢verything, | had nothing to lose,
s [ felt completely at Tbery w tell Tnm exactly what 1 thought
‘Break through the ceiling and open up a big central courtyard
to the sky,” | said, “You need air!” I think 1 was the one who
needed air, hecause T was so hung over! To my surpnse, lim-
my said, ‘Great! Funsh ot in threg months.” ™ De In Meurthe says,
*lt was a stroke of genius. .., This great idea gave birth to our
long collaboration. ... We were happy, verv happy, during the
time we spent there, and the architect 15 partly responsibie.”
An immediote consequence of this auspeious encounter with
Goldsrith was that “[ had to sober up,” Conturier says. “Jim-
my saved me."”

By 1936 the French architect had set up his own practice. on
East 86th Street. His first cliens in the pew office were Maring
Cralest ("born Princess Wolkonsky,
ner ancestor was 1the model for
Prince Andrer Bolkonsky in e

20 QUESTIONS
A F0-year-okd Robert Couturier
hengng cut ol Caslel, the Pars
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him from Annabel.” Couturier says, “Jimmy represents a male
fantasy. He did what other men never did, couldn’t do, never al-
lowed themselves to doe”

he colossal proportions of the main house—its arched wood-

en doors, carved in India, stand 15 feet high—were, Cou-

twrier calculates, commensurale
with its six-foot-three owner. “Jim-
my lived bigger than niost, was larger
than life. His passions were huge,
Even his rages were grand! Jimmy
understood that a castle is a reflec-
tion of power, not wealth, The house
is masculine, dominating, a lion on
a rock.” In contrast, Ginette’s sinu-
ous ltalianate abode, which undu-

The architects
role at court was defined
by “his alliance
with Laure, says one
Cuixmala habitué.

lates near the sea, “is feminine, soft, curvy, vield-
ing to the landscape.”

Cuixmala, Couturier explains, “was a court.
And we led a very courtly life there. Tt was an
incestuons group, composed of family mem-
bers. extremely powerful men, intellectuals.
You'd have Marchioness ol Dufferin, Jacob
Rothschild, John Aspinall, Johnny Pigozzi,
Lord Thomas, various Zilkhas, Nixon, Kissin-
ger.” From December to May, when Geldsmuth
was in residence, his visitors and their infi-
nite surroundings were atlended by a retinue
of 400, including gardeners, cooks, securily
guards (recruited from the Mexican police
force), and, says a frequent visitor, “two full-
time cushion sewers” to keep in good repair
the 1,300 vibrant Indian-silk pillows strewn
across the enormous built-in sofas and arm-
chairs. “Jimmy was the source of the whole
region’s cconomy.” Couturier says.

The architect’s role at court was defined by “his alliance with
Laure,” one Cuixmala habitué says. “She absoluiely adored him
and he was her court spy. The two of them would lie on adja-
cent deck chairs at the pool, or sit together at dinner, giggling
while Jimmy talked (o his male friends.” Coutuner says, “Jimmy

REX-MEX
From #op: a quest bungdlow ovedocking the Pactlic ot the
Cuszmata compound; Laure Boulay de lo Meurthe and Goldsith
at & bal given by Count Giovanni Volpi, Venice, 1991, the

- 200-step double staircose leading fo a swimming pecl; fhe
L seaside vila of Ginete Lery, Goldsmith's second wile.
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_ PALACE IN WONDERLAND
ncrete-and-steel focade and tled

' dome of the 40,000-square-foot
ciff-top house, La Loma, seat of Goldsmith's
fieldom. The front door is 20 feet high.

“Thad in mind a castle in the sun, something that the Crusaders
might have built in the 12th century.

was truly possessive of Laore, and a fintle jealows of our intimacy.”
Yel, savs Beatnee Sterm, “Robert was a member of the family.
Laure and Jimmy's two children called him *Uncle Robert,”™ One
Cuixmala regular states, *Jimmy raved about Robert, he raved
about the place. Evervbody raved about the place. Back in En-
gland, vou would hear people say, “lsa’t it dreadful, isn't it vulgar?
But those who said that had never visited. Anyone who had ever
been to Cuixmala thought it was the most magnificent paradise
on carth.” So potent, de la Meurthe says, was the “exolic fragrance™
permeating Goldsmith’s Kingdom that “many mends of mine 1]
in love on the property.”

et the realm of Cuixmala—built in just two years—was

not cnough to satisty Goldsmith's expansionist urges. He

annexed onto his Mexican colony a 6,000-acre, 19th-century
hacienda, Jabali, a few hours away from Cuixmala in the ver-
dant mountains of Colima, “It was beyond beautiful there, so
calm and peacelul)” says Couturier, who refurbished the Spanish-
colomal-style complex for him in 1994, “The chimate was soft-
er and drer, and the elevation more comfortable.” Threaten-
ing the tranguility of the settimg was the fct that the hacienda
was nestled beside a volcano—"an active one, of course,” a Gold-
smith associate says. “The central fact about Jimmy is that
he thrived on adversity. He chose 1o build in Mexico partly oul
of rivalry with his first in-laws, the Patifios [South American
tin moguls]. But its real appeal was the utter danger, the im-

A RITY Fai b

possibility of the place. The ocean of Cuixmala is unswimmi-
ble becanse it 1s infested with sharks. The lagoons teem with
crocodiles—Jimmy had an inventory done once, and they num-
bered 800. He stocked the land with beautiful animals—zebras,
antelopes, gazelles, and ocelots, Bul il was also plapued with
poisonous lizards, venomous snakes, African killer bees. and,
infamously, deadly scorpions.”

The scorpions were such a lethal menace that Goldsmith had
glazed-tle moats (which the wxic creatunes could nol traverse) in-
stulled along the perimeters of all dwellings and drivesways, Even
the hundreds of acres of gardens were protected by tiled walls,
monitored at night by a lamp-bearing scorpion patrol. But the
billionaire’s concern about scorpions paled next to his phobia of
rubber. *1 could not have a rubber band around my drawings.”
Couturier says. Otherwise, he'd *scream that it should be imme-
diately removed and that | should wash my hands, Nobody
arpund him could have a ponytail ted with a rubber band, He
would have the offending ‘thing thrown down the loo.”

Couturier completed two other projects for Goldsmith, As
costly as Cuixmala (and, by old-world standards, just as grand)
was Lhe complete rehabihitation of an immense 1640 chiteau
on 6,000 boar-filled acres in Europe, bought by the tycoon for
de la Meurthe in 1990, The historic estate became something
of a battleground,. Cowturier says. ~ Laure wanted to reclaim the
aristocratic Eden of her ancestors. Jimmy was not at all inter-
ested in stepping into someone else’s clothes, It was a split vision—

CEPTFRRAEFE a9/
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aned Peace,” Couturier says) and her businessman husband,
Francesco, for their Manhattan apartment in River House. His
next commission came from an old acguaintance, Philippe
de Nicolay, Marie-Héléne de Rothschild’s son from her first
marriage, for a London wown house. "It was sumptuous, luxu-
rious,” savs Couturier nostalgically. “The kind of house [ had
known all my life, a perfect 9th-century house in the stovfe
Rosfesclild,”

In 1987, Goldsmith asked Cowturier 1o return 1o work on the
Manhattan mansion. But then, abruptly switching plans, the fi-
nancier sold the property for a reporied 317 million, Goldsmith,
an ardent environmentalist, had meanwhile envisioned a fir more
kingly outpost for himsell in the New World.

dreds of disparate owners approximatehy 20,000 acres of
remote, godforsaken land —-encompassing an entire dry
rain [orest—on the Pacilic Coast of Mexico, near Careves, "L was
unbelicvably, stageeringly porpeous.” Couturier says, “the way the

T he preceding year, the billionaire had purchased from hun-

thing that the Crusaders might have built in the 12th century, It
could not be an indigenous Mexican stvle—in that part of the world
there had been temples, not palaces. And it could not look like
the castles of Europe, created for cold, damp climates,” Coutuner
explains, “The inspiration had to be Moorish, North African,
Moghul Indian. Jimmy had never really read a plan before. Af-
ter one minute looking at the first drawing he could read a plan
better than most professionals. e was that bolliant, that quick
about everything.”

exhilarating,” Couturier savs. The architect was embarking

on this formidable, herculean enterprse with a stall of just
four, but a labor force of 2,000 and a budget of “dowens of mil-
licns.” Goldsmith's Fitzcarraldo-like undertaking encompassed
far more than the construction of a majestic monument in the
hinterlands—a looming beacon that the hillionaire decreed must
be “impressive bul nol overwhelming.” Couturser and his crew
were, in fact, wresting out of the raw termin an cntire, self-sufficient,

O n January 21, 1988, ground was broken al Cuixmala, It was

Couturier explains, “We led a very
courtly hife [at Cuixmalal. It was an incestuous group, composed
of family members, extremely powerful men, intellectuals.

Youd have Marchioness of Dufferm.,
Jacob Rothschild, John Aspinall, Johnny Pigozz1, Lord Thomas,

various Zilkhas, Nixon, Kissinger.”

world might have looked after Creation.” Goldsmith engapged a
Mexico City architect to build an ¢normous house on o steep
blufl overlooking the seca, on a spot called Cuixmala, spanning
the states of Cohma and Jalisco. *Cuixmala”™ means *'soul haven,
soul resr,; " de la Meurthe says, "and maybe, who knows, that
was what we needed!”

One Sunday morning in June 1987, de la Meurthe phoned
Couturter from Pans, “Le Siewr would hike to speak to you,” she
announced, passing the mstrument to Goldsmath, who informed
Couturier, *You must come to Mexico and cxplam to this anchi-
tect what I want. You are the only ong who understands.” De la
Meurthe says, “The other architécts we tried to work with were
sacd, their drawings were somber, unhappy,” Goldsmith lew Cou-
turier to Careyes for a July 10 meeting. What the Mexican archi-
tect had sugeested for Cutomala “was a football stadium,” Cou-
turier says. “To me it was very clear that what Jimmy wanied was
a palace, a good, old-fashioned castle with everything that im-
plies—land, guesthouses, dwellings for dependents. 1 cannol blame
the Mexican for not understanding. How can any normal person
mmagine such a thing?”

Goldsmith and de la Meurthe gave the 32-vear-old Coutuner
until Sepiember 1987 o reconeeive Cuixmala. On schedule, he
arrived in Paris {where the couple lived in Cole Porter’s former
Left Bank house) prepared to show 20 large sheets of drawings.
“But first we attended the Féene Ball of Marie-Héléne de Roth-
schild,” Couturier remembers, “Then Jimmy decided he wanted
to go 1o Istanbul!™ Finally, foating m a hired boat on the Bos-
porus. Couturier unfurled his drawings, Couturier says he sum-
moned up “out of nowhere, but in a way out of all civilizations,”
something “very fanciful. | had in mind a castle in the sun, some-

SEFTEMBER 00

Goldsmith-ruled cosmos. For its center—a resplendent sun
among salelhites— Couturier had charted out a vauled, 60,000-
squarc-foot concrete-and-stee] main house, crowned by a vividly
hued dome—a commanding cliff-tiop sanctuary for Goldsmith,
de la Meurthe, and their two children. At a site 15 minutes to-

qaind the sea, he mapped out a subsidiary, 23,000-square-foot
villa for Ginette Lery, Goldsmith's second wile and former sec-
retary (his first wile, Isabel, had died durng childbirth in 1954).
Among the other dwellings [anning out across the land were six
circular, LO0O0=square-foot guest pavilions with views of lakes,
rivers, mountains, and a dormant volcano; a seventh, larger
guesthouse of similar plan; up the hill, a 15,000-5quare-fool guest
dormitery; on a ridge, two houses for Ginette's son and daugh-
ter, Manes and Alix; numerous, gargantuan, thatched palapas,
where most of the living and dining would actually take place;
and stables, To house Goldsmith's hiologist, pilots, secretaries,
estate manager, and wtors, Coutuner contrived a lall commu-
nity with its own medical center, airstrip, and pool. And then
there was Couturier's tour de force, the great double helix of a
statrcase linking the main house 1o the Pacific in a zigeurat-like,
rivvthmic cascade of 200 sweps.

Goldsmith's first child, Isabel, and his third and last wife,
Lady Annabel, were not components of the original arrange-
ment. “Annabel had her house in Spain.” Couturier says. {Res-
idences for Amnabel™s children Jemima and FZacharias were
nonctheless considered for a future date, as was, eventually, @

house for their mother.) This unconventional constellation of

wile, ex-wife, mistress, and their offspring cohered becanse “every
second number got along,” a Goldsmith insuler says. “Annabel
took Jimmy from Ginetie, and Laure evened the score by taking

YAMITY FAIR
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he wamed an Arab tent, she wanted Versailles.” De la Meurthe
affiems: “We were nol there to innovate.” but rather to revive an
enchanted Sleeping Beauty custle "according to Art’s rules.” In-
evitably, Couturier says, “Jimmy fired me, because he couldn’t
Mre Laure. But he took me back.”

The final, less emotionally fraught task Goldsmith entrusted
to Couturier, in 1996, was the interior design of his Boeing 757
“I made him a llying carpet with & modor.” the decorator notes.
A Goldsmith crony suys, “T'll never forget what [ALG. Invest-
ments co-owner] Bob Rubin said wo me: *T deal with a lot of bil-
lioraires, but Jimmy is the only one who spends and lives on
the leved of his wealth,'” The difference, Couturier stales, betwezn
Goldsmith a#nd the others was that “Timmy was an all-arcund
genius, not just a finaneial one.”

chilitated by panereatic cancer, Goldsmith died of @ hean
attack in July 1997, at age 64, In his approximanely 52 hil-
lion estate he left behind trusis for the maintenance of the
hills, forests, lakes. and beaches of his Mexican sultanatz, B
the individual houses were to be the separate responsibility of
gach desisnated owner. Observers have inferred that Ginelte Lery
may be buying out de la Meurthe, who nonetheless remains
hopeiul that “the dream will continue, for the benefit of those

He alse refurbished the Sterns’ small chiatcau in Burgundy,
“People say, ‘How lucky to have found such an old place in
such Mawless condition,” ™ Stern suys. But in fact, Coutunier had
demohshed and rebuilt every element of the antiguated struc-
ture, with the exception of the four exterior walls, “Every-
thing Rabert touches.” Stern savs, “scems 1o have been born
that way™

n spite of these professional exertions, Coulurier was in per-

ilous shape fiscally and emotionally, “Robert was 100 elegant

and too generous to say no 10 anybody,” says Phibppe Lauro-
Barancs, his business partner for several years, “Cenain peophe
ok advamage of him, because they thought, out of friendship,
he should do evervihing for [ree” Couturier says, =00 course |
could have made more money, but out of love for Iimmy and
the others, 1 worked more and asked for less. | am not merce-
mry—maoney has never been an objectve.”

In 1998, Couturier called Lawro-Bargnes, then the ngent for
murilist Paulain Paris, and announced, “1'm exhausted and
broke. Please see if you can sell my business to an architectural
firm. 1 want to be rid of clients. 1 want 1o be free to draw, draw,
draw.” Couturier was desolate over the loss of Goldsmath, his fa-
ther figure, and he was “celibite,” having terminated a five-year

“Jimmy Goldsmith represents a
male fantasy. He did what other men never did, couldnt do,
never allowed themselves to do.”

who are stll to come.” The hacienda 15 now a national land-
mark. lzased out to the Amanresorts hotel chain. “It would be
fack of courase for Laure to abandon Mexico,” one insider re-
marks. The big house “was the Goldsmith castle, Jimmy’s im-
print on earth.”

Béatrice Stern savs, *There was always anair of unreahty about
Mexico. It was anached neither to time nor to space. The house
could have been anywhere—in Mexico or on the moon,” a hal-
lucination o1 a mirage, a surreal decoration confected for “a
ball. To me 1 wonld not be surprising if Mexico does noi sur-
vive Jimmy,”

Couturicr says, “Laure herself told Jimmy, ‘One day. the only
thing that will be left of vou is what you have built.” Afier all,
every big house 15 a mausoleum. created for posterity. Who
would remember Louis X1V without Versmlles? The word *Cux-
mala™—soul rest’—already suggests a tomb,” In that spint, Gold-
amith’s ashes were scattered by his firstborn son, Manes, on the
sea by Cuixmala while various members of his [our families lined
up to watch from the beach,

“When Jimmy came into my life it was a privilege, the grea-
est ot Couturter reflects. “But it was a bit of an evil present—
something for the end ol a career, not the beginming. Il isolated
me from the rest of the world for 13 vears. I vou have worked
for a1 king, whom do you work for aftee?”

Comturier’s services, in fact, were epoerly sought by many of
his Mmends. He renovated o Beekman Place maisonctte for design
entreprencur Cathryn Collins and plastic surgeon Dr, Gerald In-
ber, who laud Couturicr’s “spatial eye™ and “crudition” For writ-

er Andrew Solomen., author of The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of

Prepression, be translormed an 1848 Greenwich Village brown-
sione 1nto 4 svbante scholar's lwr. And in France he redacormat-
ed apartments for his loyal champions the David-Weill sisters—
Cécile. Béatrice Stern. and MNatalic Merveilleus du Vignaux.

frCEYC i BED = & & &

relationship, Over dinner one night at Mortimer's in 1997, he had
told a friend, “1 am going to be alone the rest of my life”

The next day he met Jeffrey Morgan, an expert in restor-
ing pre-Revolution Connecticut houses, "Once you accept some-
thing.” Couturier says, “then life changes.” Right away he started
spending every weekend with Morgan in his avstere timber-
frame 17423 cotlage in Kent, Connecticut, And with Lauro-Baranes
reorganizing his finances, suddenly “the big jobs came back,”
Couturier says. For Marvann O'Donnell, a founding partner
of Earthlink, he decorated a lodge in Colorado and a house
in Beverly Hills, e will be fixing up Anne Hearst's beach re-
treat in Water Mill, Long Island. with furmiture handed down
from her grandfather, newspaper titan William Randolph
Hearst. “Successful, powertul men respect Hobert because of
the breadth and depth of his knowledge.” says another ma-
jor client, for whom Couturier is asscmbling a4 blue-chip col-
lection of 18th-century French furniture and 20th-century
paintings, “And they enjoy his company because he is so delight-
ully Tunny.”

Fashion historizn Katell le Bourhis, a (Thend for 25 vears, siys,
“When Robert started out he was the perfeet imheritor of the
Grund Tradition—he excelled in French classicism o the point of
arrogance, Bul with the passage of time he has developed per-
sonal genius, His work s lush, light, sensual, experimental, and
witty, He keeps his clients [orever bacause he takes them along
with him in his own evelution.”

Says Andrew Solomon —-whose brother, David, and father,
Howard, C.E.O. of Forest Laboratories, the pharmaceutical con-
cern, are pow also Couturer’s patrons—"Robert has an under-
standing of the underlving mathematical issues of architecture.
He has o sense of scale and proportion to rival [18th-cemury
British neoclassical architect] Robert Adam’s. Robert’s work 15
informed and authentic, not pretentious; he has ideas, not opin-
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"hen immy came
into my life it was a privilege,
the greatest gift. But if you
have worked for a king, whom
do you work for after?”

ions, He is 2 thinker. Yet he has great humility. The manifest
proof of that is the modest scale of the house he's building in
Connecticut.”

dy hemlock forest around Spectacle Lake, in Kent, where his

new house, a harmoenious union of American and French
18th-century architectural idioms, is rising—mind over matler—
from the earith. Pure, white, and serene, it is the projection of a
mentality both capricious and precise—a life-size matenalization
of one of his exquisitely lucid drawings, or, perhaps, a full-scale
embodiment of one of the idealized Lepo dwellings of his boy-
hood, Ecstatic to see the rapid progress at his construction sie,
he expounds on his plans for the rest of the property. “I'm clear-

I n his custom-made Lobb shoes, Couturier is pacing the mud-
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ing out some trees to make my park, in the French fashion. Down
the hill will go a little ballroom, where we will play Barogue mu-
sic. Further below, an the other side, we will reassemble a 1730
house from Dover, Connecticut, that Jeffrey salvaged from a
= farmer!” He casts a final, contented glance at his
- handiwork, taking special satisfaction in the tall. el
eganl windows which frame the vistas of the sparkling
lake beyond into a series of balanced, vertical pic-
tures. “It is a littke universe,” he declares. *My non-
aggressive, mini Jimmy compound—my own idea
of heaven.”

Couturier drives back to the house he and Mor-
gan occupy for now, and rounds up his three
Shih Teus—Chuck, Lili, and Henriette—who burst
out the door with him for a few minutes of air.
When Couturier returns, the animals are subdued,
and he is glowing with contentment. “1 don’t think
I've ever been s0 happy in my life. As you grow
older, the quality of your happiness is deeper, be-
cause you know it's not forever.” He preparcs a
cup of Lapsang souchong tea and sets it down
on the dining room's 1650 cak table. The drink
cools; he has begun to draw. A few pen strokes lat-
er, 4 footed terra-cotta Chinese pitcher emerges
on his sheet of notebook paper—an illustration of
an artifact he saw earlier that week at an exhibi-
tiom at the Chinese Poreelain Company. 1t 15 from
3000 B.c.—5,000 years ago. It is perfect, universil,
and it's priced a1 $22,000. That comes to just 55 a
year! | think 1 will buy it.” He pushes the tea away,
picks up the pen again, and skeiches the pitcher
once more, this time from another angle. “The only
thing that makes any sense in the world 15 art,” he
says, pleased with his second renderng. “It 15 the
only eternity there is, And the more futile the art is,
the better!” O

ROBERT BAROH

Top, Couturier before the lakefront fogode of his
Connecticut house with Shih Tns Chuck and Hennette,
Wy 30, 2002; lefi, o sitting room with [340s

Siwres rmymph, fransitional Louis X=XV chair, and
|BAQs- chostowd fAaor.
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