OLD FACE—This is the look Park Avenue
offered to the world in the Nineteen Forties.

£L YORK is a series of ex-

periments, and everything

which has lived its life and
played its part is held to be dead, and
i3 buried, and over it grows a new
world.”

New York has seen several ''new
worlds” since this observation appeared
in Harpers Weekly in 1869, but it
would be hard to find a more fitting
description of the city’s latest and most
controversial series of experiments:
the new architecture of Park Avenue.
Today the old Park Avenue is being
buried with remarksable and ruthless
efficiency. Pedestrians pick their way
through dust and debris, past tempo-
rary fences put together out of dis-
carded (and still oddly personal) apart-
ment house doors, whiie musty rubble
thunders down chutes from ghosts of
buildings stripped to shabby,” naked
steel. For we no longer just bury the
past; we destroy it to make room for
the future. Monuments and memories
are demolished with the same cheerful,
irreverent violence. As the old build-
ings disappear radical new ones rise
immediately in their place, and the
pattern of progress becomes clear:
business palaces replace private pal-
aces; soap aristocracy supplants social
aristocracy; sleek towers of steel-
framed blue, green, cor gray-tinted
glass give the avenue a glamorous and
glittering new look.

OF the more than a hundred office
buildings ‘constructed or remodeled in
Manhattan since the war, Park Ave-
nue’'s share of fifteen commercial struc-
tures, thirteen of them impressively
concentrated in a twelve-block area
between Forty-seventh and Fifty-ninth
Streets, includes the most important
examples of the new style. Unconven-
tional and unfamiliar, their precise
patterns gleaming sharply against the
city sKy, these buildings are New
York's contribution to a dramatic revo-
lution in architectural design.

The revolution is a post-war miracle,
brought about by unprecedented pros-
perity, which in turn spurred a great
building boom., Inevitably, as an ex-
pected dispersal of business offices to
the suburbs failed to materialize, land
in the Forties and Fifties on Park Ave-
nue—a Ssmall, vital area of midtown
Manhattan—hecame too valuable to be
devoted to the vestiges of gracious
residential living., Speculative builders
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Business and its new sleek and shiny temples
have transformed a famous residential street.

By ADA LOUISE HUXTABLE

and giant corporations shopping for
new sites took over. The chief spon-
sors of the new office buildings were
(and are) conservative commercial
corporations whose names read like a
preferred listing of “Who's Who in
American Industry.” The staples of
our civilization — soap, whisky and
chemicals—have identified themselves
with advanced architectural design and
their monuments march up the avenue
in a proud parade. :

THUS, in spite of its change from a
residential to a commercial neighbor-
hood, Park Avenue still has its upper-
class aura, its special air of privilege
and prestige. The passing of the state-
ly old apartments and hotels—most of
which were thoroughly undistinguished
buildings—has not eliminated this spe-
cial brand of elegance from New York,
It has merely changed its locale. In
a surprise shift, elegance has moved
from domestic to professional life, from
the apartinent house to the office build-
ing. As luxury apartments become-
smaller, shoddier and more shamefully

more impressively handsome, Their
gpacious, costly and orderly perfection
owes much of its genteel drama, to the
architect, but it also borrows some-
thing from the theatre and from the
stenographer's Hollywood dream.

At Forty-seventh Street the Union
Carbide Corporation is constructing an
impressive home office of black metal
and stainless steel. Colgate-Palmolive
presents a shining beige glass-and-
aluminum front at Forty-ninth, and
the House of Seagram, 6 an austerely
distinguished bronze-and-glaag edifice,
is near completion at Fifty-second
Street. Opposite, at Fifty-third, is
Lever Brothers’ trend-setting blue-
green glass tower. Just above the
Seagram Building, at Fifty-fourth
Street, demolition is proceeding on the
site of Astor Plaza, and Pepsi-Cola
plans g dramatic headquarters at
Fifty-ninth, ' -

THE designers of these buildings in-
clude some of the country’s leading
architects, Mies van der Rohe, who
has been advocating the stripped-down,
precisely proportioned simplicity of the
glass tower for nearly forty years, is
responsible for the Seagram building,
with associate Philip Johnson. Skid-
more, Owings & Merrill, who have
executed many of America’s most im-
portant structures, are the architects of
Lever House and of the projected Union
Carbide and Pepsi-Cola buildings.

The shiny new look of these build-
ings comes (Continued on Page 54)
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‘! é ‘{- NEW FACE-—The transformation of Park Avenue is a change from blocks of

. 2 L‘fﬁg masonry to towers of glais and metal. An outstanding examo'e of the new archi-

4{}-‘-.'.;;:{ :’?"2%' tecture is the nearly completed Seagram Building (shown on facing page). Lever
iFE: : é " House {in foreground in the picture above, left), put up in 1952, established the
:’% Ky vogue for glass-walled buildings and was soon flanked by imitations. Park Avenue's
:Bv- %-' resultant new look {above, rght}] was made possible by so.called “curtain wall”
e ' construction. Close-ups of this style of building are shown elsewhere on these pages.
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Park ‘Avenue ABrchitecture

(Continued from Page 30)

about through wuse of a
streamlined method of build-
ing known as curtain wall con-
struction. The principle is old
(it wasg first used in the nine-
teenth century) but technno-
logical improvements have
been so great since then that
today’s wide use of the curtain
wall may be thought of as &
post-World War II phenome-
non. The technique involves
no more than the application
of a thin skin of lightweight
panels (in the old days they
were made of masonry, now
they are usually glass, metal
or porcelain) to a building’s
structural frame,

THESE factory-made panels
—they fit together like pieces
of a very large, elementary
jigsaw puzzle — make wall
construction fast, easy and
economical. They also offer a
built-in style with certain ob-
vious advantages. A curtain-
wall building gains a discreetly
expensive  appearance, 2an
understated simplicity that
speaks softly, but convincingly,
of industrial progress. In this
sense, the new style has be-
come g8 suave symbol of Amer-
ican business success. Its ad-
vantages are especially appar-
ent in those instances—few as
they are—where a corporation
has been shrewd enough (or
rich enough) to erect a '‘non-
competitive” building on am-
ple open space, thus sacri-
ficing maximum rentable of-
fice area for publicity and
prestige. In some other in-
stances—as we shall see—the
results have been less than in-
spiring.

If business has been enthusi-
astic in its endorsement of this
new style, the general public
has not. Reactions to Park
Avenue's glamorous, glittering
facades range from pleasure
to pain, from polite or bitter
confusion to uncompromising
(and usually uncomprehend-
ing) outrage. As in all mat-
ters of art, the public may not
know much about architecture,
but it definitely knows what
it likes, What it does not like
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are thoge “stark glass boxes.”
They are shocking and
strange. There is considerable
gloomy -talk of ‘‘monotony”
and “uniformity” and tears
shed for the passing of “orna-
ment” and “character.”

On a professional level, the
controversy is equally great.
Architects are more concerned
with the technical problems
involved, but they, too, are dis-
turbed by the prospect of
monotony (with more sympa-
thetic concern and less this-is-
the-end-of-the-world belliger-
ence than the public); many
fear relentless repetition
through the unimaginative use
of standardized parts, or the
reduction of the abstract pat-
terng of the curtain wall to a
few inadequate commercial
formulas. They are worried
about a vast panorama of
bungled mediocrity if the
curtain wall is treated with
less than the proper profes-
gional respect. The critic of
architecture shares the pro-
fessional’'s alarm, but is also
increasingly aware of the deli-
cate question of the role and
responsibility of the architect
in the determination of the
new style.

IS the new architecture
really shocking, as so much of
the public seems to feel, or
does it make good sense?
Actually, no one questions the
validity of curtain wall con-
struction, On the practical
gide, there is the promise of
efficiency and economy; on the
esthetic side, the possibility of
dramatic new design based on
its sensitive and imaginative
use. Once the structural logic
and economic desirability of
the curtain wall are under-
stood, it is a short step to a
sympathetic appreciation of a
method of construction that is
a suitable and proper part of
our way of life, Only through
this kind of rational compre-
hension can we be prepared
to judge whether a building is
good or bad.

As for the fear of monotony
and uniformity raised by the
increasing use of the curtain
wall, one may ask: Is the

{Continued on Following Page)

CHANGE—Two men play shuffleboard on the terrace of Lever House.

Behind stands one old building hedged in by numerous new ones.
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(Continued from Preceding Pagye)
present visual chaos of our
cities really better? If we
open our eyes—for most of us
never look above attractive
storefronts or impressive en-
trances—can we actually pre-
fer the incompatible and
elaborately ugly edifices with
which we have lined our
streets in the past fifty years?
Great buildings are few and
far between. Architecture is
a background for life and, ex-
cept for the isolated monu-
ment, should offer serenity,
harmony and repose. This was
the aim of the planned Renais-
sance city, with its “monoto-
nous’ uniform cornice lines
and deliberately ‘‘repetitious”
windows, and of the eight-
eenth-century city, which we
gtill admire so unreservedly,
apd which again depended on
the “uniformity’’ of symmetri-
cal facades.

CURTAIN wall construc-
tion, properly designed and ex-
ecuted, could deliver us from
the present anarchy and re-
turn us to this perennial ideal.
Nor is it any more reasonable
to suggest that mass produc-
tion of building parts (the
logical aim of the curtain
wall) must result in inescapa-
ble monotony. This kind of
architecture is potentially less
limited in the richness of its
effects than was the familiar
and beloved classical style,
where the architect was re-
quired to design within the
restrictions of a carefully de-
fined vocabulary,

Character is not lacking to-
day, only ornament in the
traditional sense., The orna-
ment that was desirable for
masonry facades—which, as a
material, offered little decora-
tive effect in itself-—becomes
an out-of-scale anachronism
when applied to the curtain
wall. That contemporary de-
gign is intrinsic, rather than
applied, makes it no less re-
warding to the eye.

Only the architect can save
us from the fate-worse-than-
monotony, and he's going to
have a fairly rough time, In
the final analysis, the success
or failure of the new buildings
depends to a surprising degree
on the taste and talent of the
designer. There has been no
bigger or more responsible job
in the history of his profession,
and history will provide him
with no answers, for the task
involves unprecedented prob-
lems in both structure and
design. He is sitting on an
architectural hot seat, and it
is no wonder that he occasion-
ally seems to want to run and
hide.

IT- is easier, for example, to
blame the zoning laws for
poor design than to admit the
possibility of artistic error, for
these rigid regulations that
govern the size and shape of
New York's buildings by re-
quiring setbacks above certain
heights, for light and air, un-
deniably determine the un-
fortunate layer-cake form of
most of our commercial con-
struction. Another popular
refuge is the constant neces-

(Continued on Foiiotmy Page)
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(Continued from Preceding Page)
sity to cut costs, although it is no se-
cret that a8 successful building can be
designed on a limited budget (the new
headquarters for the Girl Scouts of
America at Third Avenue and Fifty-
first Street is a case in point).

All of this makes it possible to skirt
around the basic issue: the free, cre-
ative choice which every architect must
exercise within the specific limitations
that vary with the job. Many archi-
tects treat this part of treir work as if
it were something slightly shady, put-
ting their solutions safely beyond criti-
cism by ascribing them to purely prac-
tical factors, They speak of curtain
wall construction, not as an instrument
of creative design, but as a kind of
automatic technological cure-all.

BY playing down design responsibil-
ity, they promote ignorance of design
standards. Lack of standards leads to
lack of judgment. Lack of judgment
results in lack of differentiation be-
tween good and bad architecture or
good and bad architects, The inevitable
end of the process is the elimination
of public standards, the lowering of
professional standards, and the com-
migsioning of a good deal of preten-
tious, inferior building.

Actually, it is the architect's person-
al, calculated choices that carry the
largest share of responsibility for the
building’'s ultimate effect, The great
diversity possible in the arrangement
of the elements of the curtain wall
creates a unique and rather frightening
challenge, and a design problem that is
still far from solved. It is on the basis
of these relationships and their proper
integration with structure and function
that these buildings—and their archi-
tects—should be judged.

However, granted that the architect
is seriously aware of these problems, a
few small nagging questions remain:
Is he, for example, conscientiously con-
cerned with the development of genuine
curtain wall systems that will be prac-
tical in terms of mass production, or is
he only indulging in a superficial game
of pretty, abstract pattern making,
based on the latest curtain wall whim?

Unfortunately, too few architects are
meeting their responsibilities, and too
few of the present buildings are realiz-
ing the promise of the new construc-
tion. The undisputed pace setters of the
new style are the Seagram building, on
Fifty-second to Fifty-third Streets, and
Lever House, diagonally opposite, from

isolated masterpiece.

Fifty-third to Fifty-fourth, For most
of the remaining examples, including
some with very impressive brand
names, the curtain wall has become
no more than a pleasantly anonymous
backdrop or, at worst, has been re-
duced to a slick, insensitive parody of
a well-established cliché.

The conclusion is inescapable. For
those interested in the quality of the
city’'s architecture—and architecture
is the city—the fact remains that a
building is usually only as good as ity
designer, and the fate of the new
building rests firmly with the artist-
architect. He in turn, is dependent upon
an enlightened or open-minded client.
Because we live in a society where
practical men of affairs distrust art
and consider scientific efficiency the
ultimate good, it has been a simple,
profitable and esthetically disastrous
process to discount the artist-architect
and to reduce the art of architecture
to a commercial_operation.

The result has been a growing series
of sizable, superficially impressive, sec-
ond-rate copies of less-than-first-rate
buildings. Most of these cannot be
called architecture at all—if we under-
stand it as one of the major arts—
since their appearance is largely the
result of accident, expediency, eco-
nomics and the inevitable march of in-
dustrial advance. They are economi-
cally “styled” rather than architectur-
ally designed. The jusiness and sensi-
tivity of their structural and decorative
proportions—criteria of the great
architecture of any age—are often ill-
considered, if they have been seriously
considered to begin with,

AND yet, in spite of the dispropor-
tionate number of poor buildings, the
new architecture has considerable to
recommend it. The impressive, gener-
ally elegant simplicity that is its chief
characteristic is bringing order out of
existing civic chaos, a contribution at
least as valuable for the urban land-
scape as the creation of an occasional
Its design ac-
knowledges, in varying degrees, legiti-
mate and necessary sources in contem-
porary technology. Unprecedented dra-
matic effects of reflected sun and
shadow on flat, vitreous facades add a
brilliant, if unpremeditated, beauty to
the city scene,

Significant in spite of their fauits,
handsome in spite of their esthetic in-
adequacies, New York's new buildings
signal one of the most important
structural and stylistic changes in the
history of architectural design.
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