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Starchitects letloose

Thanks to bold materials and design, building facades will never look the same

By Steve Cutter

In the past, you could build any old steel-
and-glass box and sell it for big bucks. But
the all-glass fagade is s0 201h century - un-

less it’'s formed into the shape of billowing
sails, like on the Frank Gehry-designed TAC
headquarters on 11th Avenue, orit's broken
into 1,650 fragments, as on Jean Nouvels
building nest door.

With starchitect-struck new buyers crav-
ingbuildings with unique aestheties, devel-
opers are letting the brightest and boldes!

ners have their way with the facads
new construction. The streets of New York
City - particularly Downtown, on the West
Side - will never look the same.
“Because the general public is more sen-
sitive to architecture, developers find merit

in exploring new thin;
Annabelle Selldort.
Architects are therefore using old- and

2s,” observes architect

new-schoolmaterials like blackbrick, terra
colla, slainless steel and other metals - on*
the outer surfacc of their buildings. Theyre
also ulilizing novel shapes that make the
structures distinctive models of modern
engineerig.

“The new generation of these buildings
started with the Perry Street buildings by
Richard Meier;"says Selldorf, Among the first
ofthenewcropofluxury condossoldas works

ofart, the Meierbuildings onthe West Village
waterfront, completedin 2002, helped spawn
alegion of see-through towers.

There’s now a bit of a backlash to using
glass, however, that's partially caused by

practical concerns. “New materials are be-
ing invented because some of the old mate-
rials are too expensi
Cel
which recently designed a new condo at 51
Walker Street.

Gla
“There’s been aninfatuation with glass in the
ws Cetra, “and wi
dow-wall systems that would have cost $75a

" according to John

principal of Cetra/Ruddy architects,

popularity has driven up its price.

last couple of yea

square foota couple of yearsago are nowover
895a font, and some go for over $110 afoot.”

Glass manufacturers make their biggest
profits offof giant developments, often leav-
ing more modestly sized condo projects in
thelurch. “Why would [ the manufacturers ]
provide glass for ajob that’s 130,000 square
feet when they've got one million-square-
foot jobs lined up?” asks Cetra, who did not

use glass on the facade of the nine-stor

‘Wealker. And with demand for glass as strong
as it’s been, he adds, “the [manufacturers]

cantmeet their deadlines because they have

abacklog of projects. It's caused us tolook for

other material:

Terracotta, for example, is enjoying are-
naissance. The fired clay was

popularclad-
dingforoffice buildings constructedin early
20th century New York, such as the Flatiron
and Woolworth buildings. Sclldorf is using

the material or

0 West 19th Street, an 11-
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ty Street's exterior i

£ thin enough to reve:
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it

story condominium under construction in
West Chelsea. An areahistorically occupied
mostlyby warehouse buildings, West Chel-
seahasbecome ashowcase foradventurous
residential architecture. The area is home
to the Frank Gehry-designed headquarters
of Internet powerhouse IAC/InterActive
Corp..which officially opened last month.

ade of 520 West

The terra cottaon the
19th Street will be agla:
always thonght it fascinating to use old eraft
ts

ul, curving design that

cd midnightblue.

inaslightly different way,” says Selldorf.

nsed here in a grac
highlightsnot only its functionality and du-
rability, but [alsoT its elegance and imique
craftsmanship.”

Selldorfadmires tlerra colla forits tactility.
Theglassinthe buildings facade, she says, “al
lowsteflectedlight to reveal thedepthand par-
ticularities of the glaze on the terra cotta.”

Selldorfalso uses terra cottaon 200 11th

Avenue, another building under construc-

tion in West Chelsea. The 19-story condo-
minium will have a striking glazed terra-

cotta base. Large stainless-steel panels will

cover much of the facade, rising out of the
base. Selldorfwent with stainless steel over
herinitial choice, sand-cast aluminum, be-

cause it is easier to cast in large pieces and

because, she says, “stainless steel absorbs
light. Tt's not ashiny or sparkly surface. and
it’s slightly reflective of the s

The Oculus, under construction at 50
West15h Street, designed by FX Fowle Ar-

also has terra cottalining its facade.
The surface provides a caivas for oversized
steel

Wausau-brand windows and stain]es

railed balconies.

Stone is also being used on building fa-
cades in innovative ways. Architect Winka
Dubbeldam displays marble in a new light
onV33

at 33 Vestry Street, by cutting it thin enough

condominium under construction

to reveal its translucence.

Located on avacantlotin Tribeca, aland-
marked district, the building aims to capture
the qualities of the historic loft buildings in
theneighborhood rather than trying to copy
them exactly. The goal, Dubbeldam said, was
lo use materials commonly seen on ‘ITibeca
buildings, including marble and glass.

“I'he translucent marble is a modern
translation, butisstillmarble)” Dubbeldam
says. By cutting the marble thin, “the stone
willbe translucent on the inside.she

byd

while presenting ashiny exteriortothe

outside. “By night it turns around. The light
from the inside will make it translucent to
the outside.”

The Chelsea Stratus, a new 40-story con-
dominium at 101 West 24th Street, towers
mid-rise neighbors. Tomitigate the

ov
building'sformidable size, SLCE Architects
ised
patternsagainst the vast lengths of glass on
the facade. “We felt that height is nota bad
thing.” says SLCE architect Jim Davidson,
“aslong as you make it svelte”

usedreddish-brown cast stonesetin

The stone, hesays, “is reminiscent of the

hrownstones that nsed to be in that part of
Chelsca,” and it was introduced onto what
might otherwise have been an all-glass ex-

Continued on page 126
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terior “to give itinterest - shake itup abit.”

Zincalsois making an appearance more often these days.
‘The Indigo, a 13-story boutique condominium being built
at 125 West 21st Street in Chelsea, uses the metal in a grid
pattern to offset the glass in its facade.

“7Zinchas depth”says architect Dan Kaplan of FXFowle,
Indigo’s designer. “Its not dull or shiny and doesn’t look like
painted metal.” The fagade alsowill sport cobalt blue stripes
weaving up through the zinc from the building’s massing.

“Zineis an amazing material,” says Dubbeldam, whoused
the metal at the top of497 Greenwich Street, a condominium
off' Spring Street. “Zinc weathers beautifilly and doesn‘tneed
any maintenance. It has beautiful patterns and gets really
good rhythm in the sun. It's a seamless material.”

Sheetmetalis also increasingly popular. Cetra/Ruddy used
sheetmetal panelson the fagade of 51 Walker Streettohelp the
new condominium blend in with the neighborhood’s old in-
dustrial buildings, clad in castiron. Architects are more closely
aligned with the manufacturing process than ever, using com-
puters to gencrate patterns, shapes and ornamentation that
can be sent as data to a manufacturer for production.

At24510th Avenue, an 11-story West Chelsea condomini-
umunder construction alongthe High Line, architectural firm
Della Valle Bernheimer uscd stainless-steel pancls stamped
with diamond-faceted patterns mixed with large sheets of
glassto reflect the light changing throughout the day.

“We were searching for a contextual grounding that had
somethingto dowith the specifics of the industrial character
ofthe neighborhood,” recalls architect Jared Della Valle. “In-
stead of going the direct route, a big, hulking steel structure,
we wenl with a more romantic thought of the steam clouds
that were generated from the trains that used to ride along
the High Line.”

Each stainless steel panel on the facade is embossed using
controlled)

amachine called a CNC (computer numeric

turret punch, a kind of Selectric typewriter that types (vir-
tually) on metal. “We took the images of steam clouds from
trains and digitized them,” explains Della Valle.

Another of Della Valle Bernheimer’s facades, that of 459
West 18th Street, an 11-story boutique condominium under
way in West Chelsey, isane of several black-painted projects
now springing up around the city.

“Black has a sensi

ys

Tity that is always understond,” s
Della Valle. “It has a strong presence, and now people are
interesled in abstraction and the presence and severily of
it — and the subtlety of it, and how it can distort or hide. It
has the power to influence perception, making a building
smaller or bigger.”

Atthe West 18th Street project, says Della Valle, “We have
abuilding that reads as a fairly totemie black monolith with
these large punches in it. The top of the building is made of
white glass to invert the experience and connect the building
to the skyaround it. soit’s not sointense.”

“Ifind it interesting that so many people think the same
s Selldort. who used black brick

thing at the same time,” s,

on 413 West 13th Street, a high-profile retail building in the
Meatpacking District. Nearby, at 366 West 15th Street, the
SHoP Architects-designed Porter House condominium,
completedin 2003, teatures astriking black zine-front build-

ing added onto an existing brick building at the base.

The FXFowle-designed Onyx Chelsca, at 261 West 28th
Street, will be clad with metal panels, painted black, through
which arc woven sheets of elegantly layered glass and floating
vertical handsoflight. Also, the rearof.Jean Nouvel s 100 11th
Avenuein West Chelsea will have ablack brick rear facade, a
striking contrast to the multi-faceted window display in the
front. I'he project has more than 1,650 individually designed
windowpanes.

The trend seems to have legs. Indeed, says Della Valle,

“black is the new bl




