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he Lever HOllse (~hove) at 390 Park Avenlle may need ~ll entirely llew ex­
:rior ~rter 44 ye~rs. The T.W.A. Terminal ({·jgllt) ~t Kenlledy Interl1atioll~1
.irport cannot llOWefficiently serve jumbo jets. Both ;{{-c landmarks.

A reckoning is nearing
for those glass boxes.
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Jandnwrk, whicl! cannot efficiently serve
jumbo jetliners.

At worst, sue)] buildings iJrc hopelcssly
out of date. At best, they are challenging and
expensive to maintain. (The owners of the
Seagram Building pay roughly double the
operating costs to conserve its deceptive.ly
simple luster.) Constructed with systems
that are growing obsolete, to serve a corpo­
rate culture that no longer exists, they tend
to be extravagant In their consumption of
energy and their use of space, something
few owners can tolerate.

W BILE some were recognized as
classics 011 the day thcy or~ened,
most have long since slipped. out of

fashion. Because they are so spare and
clean in design, their esthetic qualities can
be radically transCormed by the simplest
change in materIals - tinted glass, Cor

Instance, Instead of clear.
Few are candidates for demolition, possi­

bly excspt!rg~lt1HJIc~.s.tl}1(:Wres. Iik()T;vo
CQ!H~9sY~;r9Ifclcithe;· .•forlt1c;r;;§~Ucrx({ 0f
Modern Art, which was commissioneu by
Huntington Hartford and designed by Ed­
ward Durell Stone.

Instead, owners are more likely to re­
create the buildings. For Instance, the Cor­
mer lIT Corporation World Headquarters
at 320 Park Avenue, between 50th and 51st
Streets, has been transformed over the last
two years Crom a plain-vanilla corporate
glass box designed by Emery Roth & Sons
into a pyramid-peaked post-modern ziggu- .
rat by Swanke Hayden Connell Architects. It
is now the headquarters of the Mutual of
America LiCe Insurance Company.

No one much mourned the disappearance
of,the Emery Roth design as a single work.
But Robert A. M. Stem, the architect and
architectural historian, is quite troubled by
the compromise to Park Avenue as an ur­
ban ensemble.

"Individually, they're not great build­
ings," he said, "but collectively, they're
incomparable. We all lambasted the loss of
the Beaux-Arts Park Avenue. But there is no
collection of metal-and-glass corporate
modernism like it anywhere else in the
world. And noW we're going to tear it all
apart again."

.l:;j~l!sygqrs .•<'I·~.0"!h4"PfC~~D'i).tipnsy.1t1.pg?
siiim/I~W'T;l»j~;V<;"!'°F~;>~.~B!i~f.i\B(r~\?1j·.~r.
Stef~-~f~Pc;~'h1ju,P.\I~~4~lli~~;~t{i(U#i~U~i?rto
beglvent6buildings like "Black RoCk,"lhe
CBS Building at 51 West 52d Street; the
stainless-steel-clad former Socony-Mobil
Building, 150 East 42d Street and the Ford
Foundation, 321 East 42d Street.

Almost as devjJ's advocate, he went so far
as to say that the Pan Am BuIlding, 200 Park
Avenue, might merit landmark considera­
tion as "a telling iesson of how nor to build a
city." -

"The monuments of postwar modernism
have now been subjected to rhe passage of
time' and have achieved a place within the
very continuum of history they so deter­
minedly sought to destroy," Mr. Stern said
in 1988.

Since then, he has become a de facto

Ieacier 11)". tllefTIo.cle!'lllsFP[''TS~0'gJi()rlt1pve'il;
mont. He has written its manifesto ·and'
l,374-page guide book, "New York ]900:
ArChitecture and Urbanism Between the
Second World War and the BIcentennial"
(Monacelli Press, 1995), with Thomas Mel­
lIns and David Fishman.

Nell' York Till/C,I', SUllday,

work draws so heavily on more classical
styles, "We've got to struggle to get above
taste," he said. "It's Just about when a
building is 3{),..years old that a new genera­
tion comes along to discover it. Landmark­
ing is not to select what's pretty, it's to
select what's significant."

Jennifer Raab, the chairwoman of the
Landmarks Preservation CommiSsion, said
she discerned "a growing interest in post­
war, modern architecture." She noted that
the commission last year designated the
former Pepsi-Cola Building, 500 Park Ave­
nue, at 59th Street. It was designed by
Gordon 13unsha[t and Natalie de l3lois of
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and completeu
in 1960.

THEM4.~18ip<!lP.ttSptlrt~)has formed. qA .•.>;:po~t\'{~t'll;rglJk~!M;\l~~$~i\fu"%(Y;'Prki ng
gftJHW'~"~~lgNegl<<iuCll11l11,theassoci­

ate director of issues, and will hold meetings

this spring ",j[?~l,l().'l'.~f;p~P~!l()"'!1tby the
unwieldy acrorJyrir;'ofDocomomo'."": Docu­
mentation and Conservation of the Monu­
ments of the Modern Movement.

Mr. Kaufman allowed that t111swas some­
thing oC. a sea change for the society's
members, who long batlIed the very forces
behind the buildings they are Interested In
saving,

"Preservation being what It Is," he said,
"we now have to look at some of the work of
that period as a legacy."

TIwt is only where the challenges begin,
"We're going to have to deal with func­

tional obsolescence:' said Theodore H. M.
Prudon, an associate professor of historic
preservation at Columbia University, part­
ner in Swanke Hayden Connell anu member

have JIl ,'!!OfIllllllS effect on the look of its
Cacad'l.

"Tire jlllJiJlem wHh tile preser,~tion
modem a[Cllilecture is tbat there's no
ference j,rcl wcerl tile inshJe and the outsl11c,
Mr. Prudull said.

David M. Childs, Cl partner in Skidmore,
Owings 8, Merrill, noted that structural
problems could arise in early curtain walls,
built of many separate etements rather than
in modular units.

"Siailliess steel is great but the glue that
held things together is wearing out," he
saiu. ""!'lwre are tremcndousheat and [reez­
ing cycles 011 the sides oC the huildings. The
trouble is, ollce water gets in, it expands and
corrodes."

A lI.houg11he was not referring specifically
10 Lever House, that landmark is known to
have problems. Designed by 13unshafl and
completed in 1952, the 21-story building Is
essentially two perpendicular slabs, clad in
stainless steel and blue·green glass panels,
withllUr-!zon(al window ribbons,

Last year, Unilever, the household-prod­
uctscornpallY lIrat slill occupies the builcl­
ing, proposed a new curtain wall, saying tl1"
original had been "untested and cxperimen·
tal.".The company said 40 to 50 percent of
rhe glass had already been replaced and
that there was extensive corrosion In the
underlying structural steel due to leaks
from bad joints and deteriorating drains.

The plan called for building the new Will[
around the existing skin and then demoliSh­
ing trlle old curtain wall [rom within. TIla(
proposal raised more than a few eyebrow:;
and Unilcver withdrew its application to [he
Lamlillarks Preservation Commission.

Today, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill b
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whose allure rests WI lis slillpliclty.

"Y"~llance. c.lIliJ:ellcc 4lnJ conslslency arc

the keys," said Philip 1(. DlGennnro, manag.
Ing director 01 the Teachers Insumncc and
Annuity Association, owners or Ihe Seagram
Building, 375 Park Avenue, between 52d and
53d Slreets, which was completed In 1958 to
designs by Ludwig MI•• van der Rohe and
Philip Johnson.

To Insure a uniform exterior appearance,
tenants arc given no choice In ceiling t-reat·
ments allhe hulilling's perimeter. The first
15 feet from the window must consist of a

row or saUd panels, beyond which comes i1

row or luminous pnnels,nl! on n unlCorm
Krid. (The Allc~hnny Corpornllon, which
moved In carller Ihls year, had to give up the

Idea of hanging hrnss chandeliers.) TIle only
window coverings allowed are Venetian
blinds, whose blades are fixed at a 45-<.lcgrcc
angle. The mechanisms permIt three poSI·
lions: completely closed, h.IC-drawn or Cully
opcn.

Thc bronlc·shcathed exterIor Is oUed by
hand once a year, wllh n lemon-basel! all, by
workers on wlndow-wnshlng scaffolds. T1l(~
process takes two and a half months, saId
Mike Angeliadis, the properly mannger.

lbe terraz.zo [loor5 In the elevator lobbies

are poll.~hed every month by cloth and every
rew years by slone. TIle traverllne walls In
puhllc areas are Cleaned !lve Urnes a year
and get n poultice treatment annually. Mnr·
ble benches on Ihe plaza arc washed weekly
and honed, polished and covered In sealant
as nceded. Faucets, spigots and door han.
dies are custom made.

All laid, such exlraordlnary measures
roughly double the opernllng cost, to about
$15 a square foot, Mr. DIGennaro said. DUl
the rents arc also higher than In olher Park
Avenue buildings, around $50 a square Coot.

said Douglas P. Lawrence, senior renl es­
tate manager for the association, and the
building Is 8~ percent occupied.

Five blocks ~outh. nt 270 Park Avenue, Is
the world headquarters of the Chase M.m­
haltan Corporatloll. TIlls 52-story tower,
wHh It~ bltlck and silver curtnln wtlll, was
complctcd In 19GO :IS headquarters oC the
Union Carhlde Corpor:lllon, to desIgns by
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.

TIle building underwent a $75 million rCl1~
ovatlon In I!lRJ to become headquarters of
the M:muraclurcrs lInnover Trust Compn· I
ny. After a 1991 merger. It served ns l1end­
quarters or Chemical Clank, whlcIULU'''-.

malned unlll Monday, when Ihe Chase·
Chemical merger took errect.

When II w"s built, Ihe corpor"te wnrld
operated on OJ. 9-to-5 schedule. lluiIdlngwlde
systems would be turned on ilnd shut off
accordingly. "Today, wc're into 24·hour
buildings," said William F. Treanor, a bnnk
vice president. "You have to go out for new
ways of bringing In heating and cooling so
the staff can function at 10o'clock al nlgl1l."

Union Carbide sel aside only 5,000 of lhe
building's 1.5 million square feet for a <..lata­
processing center. Al the time of remO<.icl·
lng, the nssumpllon was that one employee
In four would have nn automated work
station. Toony, there Is a computer nt al·
most every desk. liThe electrical consump.
lion Is a continuing challenge," Mr. Treanor
SOlid.

All told, however, Mr. Tre;1nor said much
of the orlglnaJ'lnfrastTllcture "hus cnrrlcd
that building through today," a tribute 111
part to the fact that an owner-<lccupant
lavished morc money on Its headquarters
Ihan a developer would have sunk Inlo a
speculative tower.

"Many aspects or the Intemallonal Slyle
are stili looked lor hy tenants: large
.mounts or glass, flexible systems." Mr.
Childs said. "They might want more span 10
tile core and more room for rnecl\i1f1lcal

syslems, bUI Ihe buildings arc reasonably
up to date."

THE former UnIon CarlJltlc tower Is olle
oC three modernist milestones In the
renl estate portfolio oC (he new Chase

b:lnk. 111c others are One Chnsc Manhattan
Plaza In lower Manhattan amI the "Glass
House," whIch Is besl known for Ihe nuda.
c10us touch of displaying a Mosler safe door,
desl~ncd by Henry Dreyfuss, In plain view
hehlnd nlnte elass on Fifth Avenue. Above

,VCIl' rOJ'k Ti/1/l's. SUIHby.

bank vice presldcnl. 011 rUth Avenue, an

A.T,M. cenler has been built, with a ponl.
tlon separating It Crom the safe. A ceiling
has been extended from thc ~lab ot the

second floor to the exterior wall, closing up
the space beneath. And the openness of the
m<lln floor has been dimilllshe<..l somewhat
by new office partitIons.

Since the bulilJlng Is under conslderatlon
lor landmark status, Ms. Vooa saltl lhe bank

consulted closely with the starr of the laJld~
marks commission. And Ms. Raab con­

curred, saying the bank had been "extrelnc~
Iy cooperative III working with liS to maIn­

tain L110architeclllralintegrity of tile build·
Ing."

Alteratlons nre on the horizon at the arch~

lng, gull·winged T.W.A.termlnal at Kennedy
IntemaLlon,,1 Airport. "TIle IIrst pilase Is
mostly cosmetic nnd comfort level," said
Marvin O. Mltlner of Davidoff & Malllo, a
111wycr ror the airline. But major recon,
slructiQ.u.will toll ow.

Dccnuse jumbo Jets nre laD big to fit at
:ldjalnlng gates, planes have to park on the
field, forcing passengers (0 use buses, Mr.
Milmer said. "There's no qlle~t1onthallt's
nn ohsolete terminal," he said. "Tne ohJcc~
tlve Is to nnll a happy medium between
destroying archlteclural features and allow·
Ing OlC terminal to become useless."

ITIs unclear whnt use can be made of
Two Columbus Circle, a whlle marble
box with perforated edges, i1 loggia lit top

nno an arcade at the bottom. Last October,
Forrest R. Taylor, the chief o( staff for
Deputy Mayor John S. Dysun, said the city
was preparing a request Cor proposals lo
<..lcvclop the site, which It owns.

PreservationIsts like Mr. Stern worry.
that the IO·story building will be tom down.
Out Mr. Taylor will not discuss the redevel'

. opment project now. He will not even sal'
whether the request for propostlls had been'
completed.

There Is one minor modernist monument

that Is virtually assured of demolitIon. UIlJ

known to and unseen by most New Yorkers
- even though thousands pass underneath Il'
every uay - is it two~st{Jry perllhousc suite'
that I. M. Pel ilml William Lcscaze desIgned
(or the real estate gIant WIlllurn Zeckcndor(
In 1952 1

Largely couceoled by porapels, the pent:
house crowns the long-vacant Knilpp Dulld·
lng, 383 M adlsol1 A venue, bet ween 4Gth an~
471h Streets. This hlock·square property, a:
prime candidate for redevelopment, has
been ilt the center ot a fierce struggle for:
control among Dear, Slenrns &: Company,:
the af·[labt<1ln family oC Saudi Arabia ilnd
the nrltlsh developer Howard Ronson.

111e authors or "New York }960" de-:
scribed the Zcckcndorf penthouse 1]S "thel
era's most extraordinary olfices." The chlel
feature Is a circular dinIng room wllh floor~
to-ceiling windows and a cylindrical Cleva,
tor shaCt. Here, willi a wIde-screen pcrspec-:
live on mld·Manhnttan, the legendary devel·
opel' held court, offering guests thrcc·courJ:ie
lunches anrl fine wines.

Zcckendorf's own offlce was on the lIoor
below lhls turrcl, In a leak-lined drum 25
feel In <HamNer. One of his r.ranJson~,·
WiJlJam LIe Zeckendor(, recnlls Ihill the
inner sanctum seemed to him liS a child as If
it mllst have been GOCec(w!dc.

lOll's amazing how many people J nlO Into
almost dally who have never forgotten thl'lt
oUlce," the younger Mr. Zcckendort said
last week, "ilut I'm told b)' people who've
been up lhere thnt it's been so altered over



:reserving the Leg~acyof Moderl1ist Buildirlg~]

he foreground is the two-story penthouse office atop J8J Madison Av-.:
e that L M. Pei designed for the real est.lte developer William Zecken­
[.13ehind it is 270 Park Avenue, the former Unio, Carbide BuiJdi:lg.

Two Columbus Circle. bililt as a museum, is no': used fOI-city orfices."


