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look at his buildings? Lamster treats this 
biographical problem in a nuanced way. 
No one thinks a former Nazi sympathiz-
er’s building morally corrupts all who 
gaze upon it or pass through it. No one 
seriously thinks we should tear down the 
landmark Seagram Building Johnson built 
in the 1950s with Mies van der Rohe, or 
demolish the Glass House. Lamster, how-
ever, pays careful attention to how aspects 
of buildings throughout Johnson’s career 
start to look disturbing in light of what he 
once believed: the “authoritarian pomp” of 
the New York State Theater, the bunker-
like art gallery on the Glass House estate, 
a possible citation of 
a pogrom-ruined vil-
lage as the inspira-
tion for that house’s 
central chimney. He 
voices unease with 
Johnson’s fawning 
attention to rich and 
powerful clients, and 
lack of apparent in-
terest in broader so-
cial responsibilities. 

Moreover, he ob-
serves that Johnson 
used a kind of de-
based aestheticism to 
avoid having to talk 
about values in ar-
chitecture. In trans-
lating European mod-
ernism to America, 
Johnson deliberately 
emphasized a style 
unmoored from any 
original goals of improving the lot of oth-
ers. As he moved from tastemaker to prac-
titioner, Johnson sowed those tendencies 
in the heart of dozens of major American 
cities. Lamster sees a literal and figurative 
hollowness at the center of many of John-
son’s works: his characteristic move, wheth-
er in the Four Seasons, Lincoln Center, or 
the Glass House, was to highlight large neg-
ative spaces. Lamster finds those spaces a 
metaphor for the hollowness in Johnson 
himself. When a colleague questioned the 
design principles behind Johnson’s odd plan 
for One International Place in Boston, he 
shot back, “I do not believe in principles, 
in case you haven’t noticed.” Pressed by a 
different critic around the same time, he 
declared, “I am a whore, and I am paid very 
well for building high-rise buildings.” 

A lack of allegiances does not necessar-
ily make a bad artist, but it might explain 
some of the unevenness in Johnson’s work as 
an architect and designer. Lamster sketch-
es roughly four phases in Johnson’s career: 
early years as a devotee of Mies (the Glass 
House, the Seagram Building), then an apo-
statical turn toward a kind of neoclassicism 
(the Brick House, the Lincoln Center pa-
vilion) that eventually became his notori-
ous “postmodernism” (the AT&T Building, 
One International Place), and a final period 
of decline, “churning out boring corporate 
towers.” The good buildings are very good, 
but there are many more bad ones. It is as 

enjoyable and infor-
mative to read Lam-
ster’s descriptions of 
the buildings he loves 
as it is of those he 
hates. Of the Lincoln 
Center pavilion: “One 
of the most pleasing 
public spaces in the 
city, with spokes and 
concentric circles of 
travertine emanating 
from a dancing cen-
tral fountain.” But 
of NYU: “Washing-
ton Square managed 
to survive Johnson’s 
architecture and re-
main a vibrant place.” 
Candid judgments of 
any kind are a useful 
improvement on the 
only previous biogra-
phy, Franz Schulze’s 

Philip Johnson: Life and Work, which was com-
pleted during the architect’s lifetime (albe-
it without direct supervision), and avoids 
being too critical of any 
single building.

Johnson is a mad-
dening protagonist: his 
comeuppance never 
quite came. He had few 
original ideas, freely ac-
knowledging that he lib-
erally borrowed others’; 

he had a nasty habit of discarding people as 
soon as they were no longer useful to him; 
he was convinced he was a world-histori-
cal figure. He became a famous architect 
through an ability to sell his vision of him-
self as a great architect to others—and his 
ability to bankroll his own projects. Lam-
ster repeatedly compares Johnson to two 
famous non-architects. One is P.T. Barnum. 
The other, Johnson’s final major client, was 
also born into money, which insulated him 
from failures that would have ended others’ 
careers. His sense of personal grandeur and 
charisma, as Lamster notes, have also carried 

him through accusations 
of a racist past into great 
success. His opponents 
and supporters alike ac-
knowledge his influence.
Philip Johnson ended his 
career building for Don-
ald Trump. 

Contributing editor Spencer 
Lee Lenfield ’12, currently a 
doctoral student in compar-
ative literature at Yale, pro-
filed literature scholar Deidre 
Lynch in the January-Febru-
ary 2017 issue. 

Johnson poses with a model of his highly 
controversial, postmodernist, Chippen-
dale-topped AT&T Building, May 1978. 

Groundbreaking for the 
Trump International 
Hotel and Tower, 1995: 
the eponymous 
dealmaker, center, 
flanked by Mayor Rudy 
Giuliani, left, and 
Johnson, right 

Jacob Adler asks: “In Nishmat H. ayyim 
(“The Breath of Life,” 1651), the Dutch 
rabbi Menasseh ben Israel writes of 
strange phenomena that supposedly oc-
cur in Asia: people making clothing from 
stone in China; families in Cochin, India, 
with right thighs swollen like ele phants’; 
and people in Negapatam and Mylapore 
who can eat with their eyes, whether 
cucumbers and watermelons or the in-
nards of enemies. Does anyone know of 
a source for these ideas?”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and  Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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