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Living well in Manhattan, for almost 
everyone, means living in an apart-
ment high above the street. But when 
you get inside such homes, things flat-
ten out: even the loftiest are usually 
confined to one level, without the sepa-
ration between floors or the spatial 
richness that houses can provide. In 
designing a new home for a family on 
the Upper East Side, architecture firm 
OMAS took this standard model and 
sliced it up—creating a 4,600-square-foot 
apartment that celebrates the freedom of 
living and designing in three dimensions.

According to Brian O’Brian—a partner at 
OMAS (O’Brian Muehleisen Architecture 
Studio), which has offices in Toronto and 
New York City—the challenge was to take 
two L-shaped, high-ceilinged penthouses on 
the top two floors of an 18-storey building and 
weave them together. The penthouses, initial-
ly, were undistinguished in their design; the 
tower was designed as condominium apart-
ments by Thomas O’Hara, but the penthouse 
interiors were basically placeholders. The 
construction of a lot of such buildings, at that 
economic level, O’Brian notes, is done with the 
expectation that most of the owners will rede-
sign and rebuild the space. “And in New York, 
because you’re not spending a lot of time and 
money on the shell of a building, you spend that 
effort on the details,” he says. “All of the details, 
all of the components, are new for us.”

This page and opposite: The apartment’s 
main entrance is from the elevators at the top 
floor. custom millwork establishes a complex 
angled space, while panels of glass treated 
with a film coating offer glimpses of the lower 
level. The angled walls, built by rrW company 
in new york, include both storage and 
ornamental planes of lustrous white oak.

Right: seen from below, the glass floor 
changes with the light. its film coating, which 
keeps it from being too transparent, 
transforms people above into ghostly figures.
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The homeowners of this doubled-up 
penthouse, Gary and Peta Roubin, have 
four children, and wanted to balance 
openness and separation within the 
home. At their request, OMAS worked 
against the 19th-century “traditional-
ism” that influences many apartments 
in this neighbourhood. “[The architects] 
kept it very loftish and contemporary, 
which is unusual for the Upper East 
Side, even in contemporary buildings,” 
says Gary Roubin. The homeowners 
were “very open to our idea of how to 
make space,” and the renovation proj-
ect became “a series of penetrations,” 
O’Brian notes. “Working against the 
fabric of the building, these penetra-
tions were allowed to be free and 
move, and perform these moves that 
make the space lighter,” he says.

There are five cuts in the concrete 
floor between the two levels—a 
feat achieved by lifting new steel 
beams up to the apartment and 
adding them to the building’s 
concrete skeleton. The “lightness” 
that the cuts provide is both literal 
and metaphorical. Windows on 
three sides of the L-shaped apart-
ment now allow natural light to 
travel between the upper and 
lower floors, enhancing visual 
connections and an expanded 
sense of the complex space.

The custom kitchen cabinetry reaches up 
almost to the ceiling, stopping short for a 
carefully executed “reveal.” such 
precision and linearity contrast with the 
canted glass wall of the stair. 

Opposite: The glass and steel curtain 
that wraps the stair created “a lot of 
complexity,” says architect brian o’brian. 
“We knew how heavy it could appear and 
we worked hard to make it seem light.” 
new york–based eckersley o’callaghan, 
which has worked on a number of 
glass-heavy Apple store projects, 
consulted on these  details.
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Stepping off the elevator, directly into the unit on the top 
floor, you turn left and your perception explodes outward—
upward to a 12-foot ceiling, out through the windows, and 
even downward, through translucent floor panels under 
your feet.

Nearby is the most dramatic penetration—a broad stair  
with a 23-foot-tall curtain of glass framed by black steel. 
The two-sided curtain is comprised of irregularly shaped 
glass panels that reach from floor to ceiling and lean inward  
slightly—evoking the industrial windows of downtown  
Manhattan lofts, stretched and warped to fit a new dimension 
and a new century.

At the end of the apartment, a spiral stair makes a cut upward 
through the roof to an outdoor deck. With a structure custom-
made of the same black steel, it has treads of white oak—and a 
curving curtain of white oak panels enclosing it like an elegant 
wine barrel. The stair is capped with a circular skylight and a 
curving window that offers a precious view eastward across 
Manhattan. “The beautiful thing about spiral stairs is that they 
can be so sculptural,” O’Brian says.

In its body of work, the OMAS office—led by O’Brian in 
Toronto and Carl Muehleisen in New York—favours such small 
moments of material beauty and irregular geometry. “The primal 
basic materials are what we’re interested in in a lot of projects,” 
says O’Brian, “whether it’s white oak or plywood, or acid-blackened 
steel or just cold-rolled steel.”

Above: A white oak panel creates an efficient, yet 
singular, divide between the hall and the powder room. 

Left: The architects used penetrations like the stair to 
create visual and perceptual links between the two 
levels—a rarity in new york apartments.

Opposite: The stair is built with the same black steel 
and white oak that dominate the interior.  
At the bottom, it broadens out on an angle, as the 
inward-leaning glass curtain cascades toward the floor.
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Here, the architects place those 
showy gestures against a quiet, 
elegant backdrop. Leaving aside the 
details, the home is a series of mostly 
straightforward rectangular rooms. 
The main materials are simple white 
oak floors and white drywall. But 
this regularity was achieved in spite 
of some odd details in the building’s 
architecture. The tower was built out 
with various ducts and pipes intrud-
ing into the space—a typical condition 
in developer-mode construction. “This 
building is not particularly sensitive 
in terms of how its own infrastructure 
works,” O’Brian says. “Trying to make 
sense of that is half the project, so you 
don’t wind up with spaces that are quirky, 
simply because they’re not resolved.”

One quirky detail is the floor near the 
entrance, which is an irregular polygon 
in glass and black steel. The glass panels 
make poetry out of what could be a strange 
detail, allowing views up and down between 
floors, though they are masked by a special 
film that becomes more or less transparent 
depending on the light. This striking floor 
slash is offset by oak cabinets and a meticu-
lously crafted oak balustrade that does its own 
elegant lean outwards. Beyond it is a grand 
living room, and beyond that, the towers of 
uptown Manhattan. p
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The renovation project became a series of penetrations—
cuts in the concrete floor between the two levels—providing 

a lightness that is both literal and metaphorical.

one of the best views in the world is available 
from the rooftop terrace—a panorama of the 
new york city skyline. Below: oMAs partners 
carl Muehleisen (left) and brian o’brian. 
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The effect is rich and compelling—
a capacious, flowing space that is 
lined with warm materials and yet 
twisted a bit to proffer something 
unexpected. “For us, it’s all about 
creating interesting spaces,” O’Brian 
says. “In other apartments, you get 
a relationship of room to room. You 
don’t get the mysteries and the sublime 
conditions that we’ve tried to achieve 
here. What we’re interested in are  
these moments—moments of repose 
where there is something sublime to be 
inhabited and enjoyed.”

Homeowner Gary Roubin, who has 
gone through several renovation projects 
before, credits the architects with build-
ing something that transcends all expec-
tations for an apartment. “They were able 
to keep this remarkable movement of light 
between spaces,” he says. “People, when 
they are here, say, ‘This feels like a two-
storey contemporary home somewhere, but 
not on top of a New York high-rise.’ ” And 
yet, it is. When they look out the windows, 
the Roubins get to enjoy the luxury of living 
close to the clouds while occupying a home 
that has its own, rich highs and lows.•

For floor plans, see page 98

Opposite page and left, below: 
The barrel-like spiral stair at the 
far end of the apartment goes 
straight from the family room up 
to the roof deck (previous page). 
its curved boards work in 
counterpoint to the right angles of 
the building and the interior.

Left: Atop the spiral stair, a 
circular skylight brings down those 
most luxurious of commodities for 
city dwellers: natural light and a 
sense of openness. 


