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Modernists practicing in Los Angeles have two sets of father
figures: first, the heroic but distant generation that includes
Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Alvar Aalto, and Carlo Scarpa;
second, an internationally prominent but more local and acces-
sible group that includes Irving Gill, R.M. Schindler, Richard
Neutra, and the two Wrights, father and son. Los Angeles
architects, then, consult not only the same reference books
as do all other American architects, but also nearly 100 years
of modernism embedded in the cityscape as though it were
a living architectural text. Four generations, going on five, have
had the privilege and advantage of building on the work of their
immediate mentors.

Because these buildings of national and international
importance happen to be local, and because Los Angeles is
situated a continent away from the trend-generating media
centers on the East Coast, modernism in Southern California
has been more continuous than discontinuous. Architects in
Los Angeles have been able to sidestep the labels that have
led the profession through cycles of trends. Allowed to pursue
their own paths, resistant because of distance to major style
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swings, Southern California’s modernists have practiced within
a creative space of their own, pushing the boundaries of their
art on their own terms. The critical mass of exemplary buildings
stocked in the streetscape has stabilized modernist practice in
the Southland.

Through a series of residential and institutional designs that
form an evolutionary sequence of projects, Abramson Teiger
Architects has established a path rare within the United States
for its sophistication and development, and rare for its maturity
and originality even within this ongoing architectural tradition
in Southern California. Partners since 2000, Trevor Abramson
and Douglas Teiger have expanded their vocabulary of ideas and
their repertoire of formal moves, building on their own innova-
tions in increments of invention that have proved additive and
cumulative. Their current designs represent a highly enriched
modernism, remarkable for its developed notions of space,
material, and form, and for the intangible dimension of light.
These are buildings that are completed in the experience of living
their space and light.

Abramson posited the first theses of his design philosophy
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in 1994 as principal in Abramson Architects, in a trio of Los
Angeles houses that shared similar attributes: medium-sized
suburban lots with a conventional format that assumed front
and back yards separated by a house acting as both domestic
facade and fence. In keeping with a long Southern California
practice that started with the Greene Brothers in Pasadena
and R.M. Schindler in West Hollywood, Abramson
experimented with a house of his own. Soon there-
after he explored similar ideas in the Sinnott and
Bennett residences.

In his own house, on a narrow site where the
program pushes up against parsimaonious side yards,
Abramson delved into one of his major themes at
the back facade: he mixed solids and voids and
pushed and pulled them spatially to engage indoor
and outdoor areas in a reciprocating spatiality.
A two-story glass wall, a “solid” fireplace set within
it, plays against a blank stucco plane elevated over
another glass void. That solid plane, punctured only
by a small window, in turn plays off two more voids
to the right: an open outdoor room that advances
toward the yard, and a glass wall to a second-story
bedroom that recedes in the opposite direction. The
Mondrian-esque patterns of the window frames
establish a sub-theme of linear elements within the
larger volumetric composition. Abramson designed solids and
voids with line, plane, and volume. He built up the chimney and
fireplace as an independent piece within a glass wall that frames
and features the chimney as sculpture.

Limited by the site to developing the front and back fagades,
Abramson turned inward where, inventively, he hollowed out
a tall, sculptural passage down the middle of the house,
introverting the formal play that might have occurred outside,
in the round, on a more generous site. This limitation proved
a valuable opportunity, because by sculpting interior space, he
gave the house an interior life: He cleaved the whole volume
with a two-story space that centers the house, creating a corridor
and stairwell that become the heart of the building. Rooms on
both stories open onto this interior court, gathering the family
around a receptive rather than dispersive space, one that ambles
front to back in a relaxed geometry that establishes an informal
atmosphere with an inviting call. Abramson liberated the
staircase within this court, creating a sculptural event celebrated
by boxed wood steps and the interpenetrating planes of the
handrail. This is a house in which family sees each other around
a catalytic central space that conditions the encounters toward
informality. Family matters.

The Sinnott residence in Brentwood allowed Abramson to
move his work into fresh territory. For this house, the architect
broke the classical roof shape, designing a vaulted copper roof
that has no ridges and tapers at the edges to razor thinness. The
house plan is structured on a double geometry: one oriented to
the principal view; the other conforming to the orthogonal site
while shielding the house from an unsightly Tudor next door.
The double geometry fragments the house, so that rooms that
would normally be contiguous undergo a mitotic split, breaking
into individual volumes separated by tall interstitial spaces
topped by skylights. The double geometry and the resulting
asymmetrical compositions of solid and voids engender spatial
porosity both inside and outside, in x, y, and z dimensions. The
house is liberated in plan and section. The architect disciplined
the apparently free and fragmented design by basing the
construction on a two-foot module in both the horizontal and
vertical dimensions.

The design broke the box inside as well as out. In addition
to the roof plane that flies off the orthogonal, cantilevers project
the building into the yard; these gestures are confirmed materi-
ally by plaster walls that continue from the inside to the outside.
Sliding doors at one corner part to give access to steps into the
pool. The pool completes the whole layout—inside space flows
into the water.

The language of the Sinnott house is an abstract composi-
tion of line, plane, and volume, but Abramson developed the
abstraction spatially by setting the elements separately in a de
Stijl composition that he actively pushed and pulled. The building
is composed with a layering strategy within the whole cube, using
equal parts form and space. With the porosity, light is cultivated
through the introduction of windows and skylights, which wash
the forms and highlight the volumes. The vertical section that
cuts through the house introduces a rich porosity top to bottom,
front to back, yielding a composition whose volumes and
voids recall European modernism—in particular, the sensuous,
curving walls of early Le Corbusier.

Another project, a five-bedroom, 4,500-square-foot house
built in 1995-96, grew from the DNA of Abramson’s two
previous houses. This residence, the first of two he designed for
Bruce and Paula Bennett, features a poured-concrete frame as
a base. Set a half level below grade, the two-bay concrete frame
confirms the rich sectional development of the first two houses,
and foreshadows more. Above and around this frame, Abramson
placed an asymmetrical set of white cubic volumes massed in
a composition of solid and void that advances and recedes,
into and out of the plane of the facade. He bracketed the
composition vertically with a roof plane that hovers over the



composition and laterally with wall planes that sandwich the
complex spatial puzzle. Not just a facade, the composition
continues through the house to the back as a series of shifted
volumes and planes that create a spatially porous structure, with
rooms opening onto rooms in a generous flow.

Because the geometries were broken rather than whole,
and asymmetrical rather than symmetrical, the vocabulary that
Abramson was developing yielded a flexibility especially accom-
modating for hillsides. California geography has challenged
modernists since Wright and Schindler, making special demands
in the z dimension.

Abramson carried the approach toward spatially porous,
formally abstract architecture over to the Porter residence in
the Hollywood Hills. The wider, more generous upslope site
in this commission allowed the architect to extend the house
horizontally into the yard, expanding it laterally with a series of
slipped planes that serve as retaining wall, fence, and motor court.
The vocabulary of planes and volumes escaped the enclosure
of the house proper as it moved into the yard, where it defined
and domesticated outdoor precincts. Los Angeles architects,
influenced by Wright, Gill, Schindler, and Neutra, had already
been blurring the boundary between outside and inside, but
Abramson cracked open the box, allowing the parts to spill into
the yard and shape a total environment in which the house itself
was part of a larger whole. Architectural elements extrapolated
into the grounds gave structure to the outdoor spaces. In the
previous houses, the tightness of the sites had verticalized the
designs, but the Porter property allowed him to pull the volumes
laterally. He introduced the notion of horizontally layered strata,
with the base of the two-story house designed in contradistinc-
tion to the second story, which follows a different formal logic.
Pristine white volumes with inset horizontal windows float atop
a glassy base, part of which is composed in concrete. Wood was
used for the entrance and parking gates, warming the abstract
composition outside as much as inside.

In a formal move that recalls the Italian master Scarpa,
Abramson began carving the planes with incisions—narrow
rectangular voids in the wooded gates, for example—that
open the forms and bring a smaller, more intimate scale. The
slots allow views in and out, localizing the abstract surface to
a particular circumstance, such as a light fixture or a plant. The
localizations recall the specificities of Scarpa’s interventions, as
the Venetian architect adapted his additions to the existing fabric
of older structures.

Abramson was operating within the context of an open and
receptive aesthetic that could accept change without compro-
mising character or principle. Materials juxtaposed in shifting

asymmetries factored the notion of collage into the composition.
The surfaces, however, remained clean and abstract, providing
a suitable, gallery-like backdrop for the client's collection of
modern art.

Abramson tested the versatility of this language at an entirely
different level in a design for the EIk Run residence, a vacation
home in Telluride, Colorado, on 11 ¢
acres of forested landscape with long g
mountain views. In this rural house,
the architect explored and expanded
the ideas he initiated in tighter
suburban contexts, adapting those
principles with a different strategy to
the landscape.

This was a commanding site
that demanded strong architectural
presence, even if the program called
simply for four bedrooms and 7,500
square feet. Abramson divided the
program into three sections, with a &
master bedroom and guest wings
placed at either end of a loft-like living room with open kitchen.
He angled the guest wing in an L off the living room, shaping one
side of an entry court with a dramatic roof projection. Guests step
down the entry passage, which cleaves the living room section
from the master bedrooms, splitting an overall shape that would
be monolithic and monotonous if left uninterrupted. On the far
side of the living room, a continuous wall of windows, with
mullions of rust-red steel, faces the view. Recalling the work of
his California mentors, Abramson created corner windows that
open the interiors to the vista.

In this generous setting, the house reaches out into the land-
scape expansively in a single story. But to give the rooms height
while endowing the house with a presence sufficient to meet the
surrounding grandeur, the architect created a barrel-vaulted roof,
all the more solid because it is surfaced in standing-seam copper.
Inside, the ceiling is lined with cedar, which warms the room like
a wraparound hearth. The wood colors the cold winter light.

As in previous projects, Abramson kept the constituent
architectural elements separate, the space-dividing cabinets and
closets stopping short of the ceiling, creating a sense of spaces
beyond spaces, and forms beyond forms, through a process of
layering. Planes that in previous projects remained abstract here
take on an organic quality—the forest comes to Dunsinane—as a
collage of wood, stone, slate, and copper, inside and out. Exterior
columns are wrapped in tree trunks, a visual pun on the origin of
columns and a semaphore for the agreement of the house with
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nature. The bones of the house are modern, but the crispness
of the more tooled buildings in the city cedes here to the softer
connotations of nature. As in a Frank Lloyd Wright building, the
design intensifies the landscape, both as a focal point and a
summary of its materials. Like a ledge or outcropping hunkered
down into the hill, the house does not just live off the panorama
but becomes part of the view.

The year Elk Run was completed, Abramson
faced an entirely different natural context for a new
project, the Knight residence in Newport Beach,
California—a property with the tight dimensions of
a townhouse and a comparable level of required
design sophistication. Local codes favored mansard
roofs if the roof level was to exceed two-story height.

Spatial generosity is not a given in the calculus
of these beachfront properties, where clients and
economics usually militate in favor of maximizing
square footage at the expense of a sense of spa-
ciousness. The buildings are typically built out to
the allowable envelope; in this case, the maximum
width was 30 feet on a property 40 feet wide.

Abramson challenged the permissible envelope
by conjuring a volume in the form of a sail, or
seashell, that captured additional vertical space;
the geometry of the curves sidestepped the man-
sard shape but satisfied code. The consequence was that the
architect created a double geometry that played in and around
itself, the sail curving within and against the orthogonal frame.
The curvilinear gesture arches through the structure and breaks
through the top of the frame, all in one continuous volumetric
stroke. The two simultaneous geometries create the layering and
interstitial spaces that characterize the design of other Abramson
buildings on larger sites.

The sail also allowed the architect to increase the total volume
of the structure, as the interiors reach up to the extended height
of the roof. But he found even more space elsewhere within the
tight confines of the site. He widened the walk from the street
to the front of the property by angling a path to the front door at
grade, carving out an inviting space under a bedroom overhang
above. As in previous projects, the architect boldly cleaved
the interior volume of the house under a skylight, creating
a V-shaped void near the garage, sided by Kal-wall, that funnels
a vector of light to the ground floor, at the heart of the house.
This skylit stairwell separates the bedroom wing on the street
side from the two-story section facing the ocean, and the stairs
lace together front and back sections, which are staggered
vertically in half-story increments. The stairs lead to a roof deck

on the beach side.

The stairwell serving the staggered floors creates a complex
section unexpected for a beach building type that usually
supports only tight interior spaces on two pancaked floors. The
generous opening contradicts the normal expectations for this
beachfront typology. Only Schindler, not far away, achieved
a comparably rich and complex section in the Lovell Beach
House. In the Telluride house, the glow that warms the interior
like the fire of a hearth is not a function simply of the wood,
but of luminosity igniting the wood. And in Newport Beach, the
luminosity of an interior landlocked by the site is not a product
of the white walls, but of the stairwell wedging light deeply into
the building. Implicit within this design approach is the emphasis
on light, which the architect admits, captures, and cultivates
as a material: The dark matter that pervades his architectural
universe is, in fact, light made visible. Light in these buildings
is matter, and a fundamental building block of the environment.

With vertical sections running up and through the house, and
the fragmentation of the parts, the architect devised a strategy for
bringing in light other than through conventional windows. With
the elements of the architecture broken apart, the interstices
between the parts, when glazed, can admit light—through the
clerestory windows between the tops of walls and the ceilings,
through the glass slots that separate walls from one another, and
through the large voids between the solids. When the architect
breaks open the normally closed corners of a volume with glass,
light becomes a cornerstone. The interiors become vessels
of light, but the fragmentation of the interiors, the parts of the
buildings, are washed or silhouetted, depending on whether
the light strikes the surfaces directly or backlights the forms. The
light that sculpts the buildings is itself materialized, and therefore
revealed, by the buildings.

Shortly after completing the Knight residence, Abramson
joined forces with Teiger to form Abramson Teiger Architects.
Themes persistent in Abramson’s architecture were explored
further under the new partnership. Abramson had spent at least
a decade preparing design approaches that could have auratic
impact on religious structures. If light is substantial in his earlier
projects, it is also secular, but Abramson Teiger Architects has
been able to bring out light's spiritual dimension in commissions
with a religious agenda.

The first religious commission was the renovation of the First
Presbyterian Church in Encino, California, housed in a simple
A-frame building whose practical, exposed structure did little to
convey a sense of spirituality.

On a very limited budget that allowed no major structural
changes and no alteration of the exterior, the architects were



asked to create a more uplifting space. They did so by fixing
shifted white planes onto the church’s interior structural frame;
the new planes conform to the shape of the A and, in section,
recall hands in prayer. The architects punctured the roof with
skylights so that natural (and artificial) light would backlight the
suspended planes and feather out behind on the white plaster
surfaces.

While Baroque architects designed foci of light that created
points of dramatic intensity, Abramson as design partner took
a more dispersive Gothic approach, creating a field of light.
Careful not to show how the planes were attached to the frames,
the architects repressed the tectonics in favor of mystery: The
planes seem buoyed on pillows of light and hover magically in a
dematerialized space. The asymmetrical composition of planes
creates an asymmetrical pattern of light and shade that changes
during the day with the movement of the sun and the advent of
clouds. Interiors that were once somber now yield phenomenal
shifts in light, from subtle to intense. Light entering the south
side of the church is regularly warmer than that on the north
side. The effect is at once fragile and powerful, and it reinforces
the metaphor of the church as a vehicle of spiritual illumination.

The architects took every occasion to design with light
when they reconfigured and added to the girls’ high school
Yeshiva University of Los Angeles, completed in 2005. They were
creating not a congregational space of worship but functional
spaces: 12 classrooms, a library, Internet lab, cafeteria, and gym.

In a commission that diversified their practice with a strong
institutional component, the brief called for Abramson Teiger to
do a feasibility study to expand and recast an existing school on
the site. The architects did not recommend knocking the entire
school down to create a tabula rasa for a ground-up campus,
but chose to keep the science lab and the auditorium, which
they would renovate. They added 15,000 square feet of space,
configuring the buildings around a courtyard, where the library,
the heart of the school, was sited.

The emotional quality of the environment was an important
consideration in the design. The architects wanted the institu-
tional design to be open, lively, airy, and warm; they also wanted
to include some historical reference and symbols to the cultural
roots of Jewish community.

The use of Jerusalem stone allowed Abramson Teiger
to achieve the goals of warmth and history, and they were
very opportunistic, in the best sense of the word, in finding
light within an introverted set of buildings. The gym has large
windows, and the library has glass walls, not all clear, on two sides.
The architects mixed blue spandrel and transparent glass in a
Mondrian-esque pattern on the curtain walls facing the court, in

ratios that admit more or less light, depending on the exposure.
The facade of the library bows out slightly, gently pressuring the
courtyard with certain fullness.

The compounded effect of the glass is one of multiple trans-
parencies, the bowed glass structure embedded within a ring of
other glass structures. The spaces inside seem to blur across
facades in an ambiguity that gives the courtyard,
which is not large, borrowed visual depth.

At around the same time, Abramson Teiger was
commissioned to design another religious building,
the synagogue Young Israel of North Beverly Hills.
The demands of a congregational space require
a self-contained form for an internalized program,
and as an institution on a major thoroughfare
demanding civic presence, the commission needed
a certain monumentality, if not mass. To avoid
overstatement, the architects broke the form into a
number of articulate pieces that segment the overall
mass. At the corner, they emphasized the entry with
a primary form that rises up, creating a signature
for the building. Though closed, the volume is not
monolithic. Design strategies posited in Abramson’s
first houses carry over in a transformed language
that the larger scale requires.

Some of the formal complexity of the design owes
its origins to the ways in which the architects brought in light. Le
Corbusier set a memorable example at Ronchamp of dense walls
punctured with apertures that allow light into the sanctuary, along
with clerestory lighton which the ceilingappearstofloat. (Abramson
Teiger achieved a similar effect in the kitchen of the Amster
residence, a house they renovated in 2003.) In the same vein,
the perimeters at Young lIsrael were conceived as membranes
with and through which to interpret light. Abramson Teiger
architecturalized the entry points of light into the building, as a
physical symbol of the spiritual; for example, light monitors were
sculpted and pronounced.

The architects orchestrated several sources that permit light
of different qualities to enter. As at YULA, they used Jerusalem
stone on the eastern wall, to orient the congregation toward the
holy city, and deployed a thin strip of clerestory windows to wash
the stone continuously in a soft light. In the ceiling, they placed
apertures that allow small, episodic splashes of light, which for
them symbolizes moments of enlightenment in prayer. Light
monitors in the roof curve the light in from above, illuminating
the congregation. The architects also introduced stained glass
panels that color the light.

Besides institutional and residential work, Abramson and
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Teiger have pursued commercial projects, ranging from hotels
and retail stores to a carwash and dental building. The flagship
store for Dermalogica, a skincare clinic in Santa Monica,
California, is one of the smallest, at 1,660 square feet, but
one of the most experimental. Light again plays a defining
architectural role.

Contexts are relative and not always physical,
and for a skincare clinic, the architects chose to
work within the metaphoric context of beauty: If it is
only skin-deep, then it can and should be pushed,
pulled, and pinched.

In this project, the materials alone, as surfaces,
are environmental. The architects chose indeter-
minate materials and finishes—translucent glass
and high-gloss paints that, cumulatively, create
atmospheric effects that mystify space. Houses
of beauty have always been arenas of Cinderella
transformation, and the architects played with a
palette of materials that is illusionistic.

Expanses of translucent glass, often backlit,
condition visitors for the main moment in the space,
a set of three rounded free-standing organic rooms
that serve as treatment cubicles. Colored light wash-
es over the reflective surfaces, bathing curvaceous
forms in auratic effects and implying that there is
something magical about stepping inside. Patrons feel cocooned
when they enter these intimate, freestanding shapes for their
treatments; they are in a precious and protective precinct.

Still, it is with residential commissions that Abramson Teiger
enjoy their most consistent opportunity for experimentation.

For the Krmpotich residence in Casper, Wyoming, completed
in 2008, the architects were able to respond to an expansive
landscape, similar to the Telluride project. Here, they generated
an angular building split in two with a pair of main wings that
reach gesturally toward the hilly site. All the elements of their
repertoire are visible here; all realized, too, in a collage of
materials that enriches the basic abstraction.

At the approach, the architects layered the building horizon-
tally, starting with a concrete base that drops from the tops of
windows to waist height, the concrete interlocking with cedar
siding that rises to the roof. On the view side, the double-height
facade is glazed to take advantage of the long vista. Mullions are
deployed in varying rhythms, animating the facade.

Roofs on Abramson Teiger houses are always restless—ajar,
off the orthogonal. Here, the roofs are multiple, placed at
different angles, pointing toward the view, where they canti-
lever past the front facades and fold up toward the sky. The

angular roof forms, which shift like tectonic plates, energize the
composition, recalling the jagged shapes of rock formations.
Each roof operates as a plane, and without coming together at a
ridge, they escape any connotations of traditional roofscapes and
instead top the already abstract, asymmetrical compositions with
another layer of abstraction.

The Davis residence in Toronto, Canada, completed in 2007,
represents one of the most complete summations of Abramson
Teiger's philosophy: a design in which they orchestrated, refined,
and balanced many of their ongoing strategies in a single
project. Here, the architects recalled early notions of solid and
void; they layered the design vertically, with a lower floor built
in wood, which forms the base for an upper floor whose walls,
surfaced in stucco and set back from the walls below, seem to
form a set of pavilions. Separating the first and second floors
liberates the geometry of each. The house is not an extrusion.

The whole composition rests on a plinth of stone that steps
down to the rear yard. As in Wyoming, the roofs enjoy great
geometric freedoms, taking wing above the body of the house,
where, on the second floor, they cover loft spaces that rise freely
to the angled planes. Glass makes up the geometric distance
between the walls, which fall and rise in notches, forming
windows and clerestories that offer views and admit the sun
in huge light blocks that project on the wall and floor planes.
Light, again, is treated as a building block, an intangible tangible
integral to the composition and the environment. In the rear
facades, the architects subordinate the mullions so that the
glass appears to be structural. Liberated from the controlling
geometries of the frame, glass is an integral part of the
composition, not just an infill.

In the Krmpotich and Davis residences, the designs so
completely develop ideas posited over a decade of practice
that they leave almost no more room for further development:
They have reached aesthetic saturation. To find room for further
innovation and investigation, the architects reversed the process
of addition that had led their designs to a cumulative richness.
In the next two projects, they initiated a process of selective
subtraction, and the roofs that had given their most recent
projects great lyricism disappeared. The architects purposely
challenged themselves by removing one of their most successful
innovations. They restricted their new research and invention to
the bodies of buildings with flat roofs.

In the Kelly residence, completed in 2006, the designs are
more cubic, with blocks one and two stories high, some angled,
and all carved with slots. Gaps separate the volumes, affording
opportunities for fenestration. The architects questioned the
purity of the volumes, detaching planes off of them in an



ambiguous relationship, so that the planes are neither dependent
nor independent of the parent volume. The architects introduced
pipe columns to support the planes, which add a linear element
to the planar and volumetric elements. The compositions, which
Abramson says carry references to Le Corbusier, are complex—
less romantic and more cerebral than earlier designs. The house
rests on a thin, horizontal datum of stone set in the grass, and
so is dissociated from nature by the man-made substratum.

A second residence for the Bennetts, completed in 2007,
is somewhat transitional, with the vestiges of a gable roof, resting
on cubic walls that are similarly notched. The materials palette,
however, is warmer than in the Kelly house, with woods applied
to fascias and used as mullions and door and window frames.
A poolside pavilion, with an angular roof canopy and chevron-
shaped wall, is a striking piece of sculptural abstraction that
implies what the architecture of the house would be without the
burden of enclosure.

Having subverted the traditionalism of the roof shapes, the
architects also subverted the traditional use of stone and wood by
using it in a modern way: The stone does not touch the ground,
removing the notion that it is load-bearing. They applied stone
and wo