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LANDMARK KITSCH

A new generation of arcbitecz‘:v tries to save the cii"y’s ugly ducklings.
BY PAUL GOLDBERGER

OHN KRAWCHUK'S view of New York
City was formed by the television
shows that he watched growing

up in California in the early nineteen-

seventies: “The Courtship of Eddie’s
Father,” “Family Affair,” and the PBS
documentary “An American Family,”
in which Lance Loud, the gay son, re-
settles in Manhattan, .
Krawchuk’s idea of ar-
chitecture was shaped
by “The Jetsons” and
“The Brady Bunch.”
So it is not altogether
surprising that his fa-
vorite building is the
old Huntington Hart-
ford Gallery of Mod-
ern Art, on Columbus
Circle—the confection
of white marble de-
signed by Edward
Durell Stone, which
less generous souls
have likened to a Hol-

lywood version of a Modernist chic or schlock? 2 Columbus Circle (Zg‘i) and the g/zm boxes of Park Avenue.

Persian whorehouse.
Krawchuk, a thirty-one-year-old land-
scape architect with a degree in historic
preservation from Columbia, is one of
the leaders of a movement to save the
building. He also likes Stone’s General
Motors Building, on Fifth Avenue—a
white marble skyscraper with forty-eight
stories of bay windows—which is de-
spised by most architects who were
around when it was built, in 1968. Kraw-
chuk was three years old then. He doesn’t
know a New York without the GM
Building—or without the glass boxes of
Sixth Avenue, or the Pan Am Building,
or Lincoln Center, or the white brick
apartment blocks on Second Avenue. To
him, those buildings define the city, just
as the Art Deco skyscrapers epitomized
New York for a previous generation, and
the Beaux-Arts monuments and brown-
stones for earlier generations still.

But is the former Gallery of Modern
Art, now known as 2 Columbus Circle,

the equivalent of the Frick Collection in
the greater scheme of architectural his-
tory? If so, Kennedy Airport belongs on
the list that begins with Grand Central
Terminal, That is precisely what Kraw-
chuk and plenty of other young archi-
tects and historic preservationists are
saying. And they have been increasingly

successful in persuading their elders, the
people who grew up hating the buildings
of the postwar era, to go along with them.

That tastes change, and have always
changed, is the premise on which land-
marks laws are based: they are intended
to protect worthy architecture from the
whims of fashion. In the fifties and six-
ties, there were few things lower on the
scale of aesthetic values than Victorian
and Edwardian architecture, and all
kinds of buildings that would be cher-
ished today were summarily demolished,
often to make room for the very build-
ings that are now the subject of an-
guished debate. That paradox has not
gone unnoticed. “A lot of the buildings
that have to be preserved are the ones
the preservationists came of age attack-
ing, the ones they thought were the hor-
rible buildings of the fifties and sixties,”
says Nina Rappaport, an architectural
historian afhliated with DOCO-MOMO,

an organization formed in the Nether- ¥4
lands in 1988 to preserve modernist §
architecture. . :

Still, even among those who believe §3%
that there is postwar architecture worth §
saving, 2 Columbus Circle has become §
the subject of controversy. “It’s a flashy, §:
vulgar building built by an architect who
wanted to be elegant and original and
failed miserably,” Donald Oresman, the
chairman of the Landmarks Conser- ;
vancy, said the other day. “The thing |
looks like a stork whose legs were cut off |
at the knees.”

“People talk about that building the ;
way they once talked abourt the Jeffer-
son Market Courthouse, in Greenwich
V111age ? Krawchuk says, speaking of |
the once reviled 1887
brick-and-stone castle, {
by Vaux & Withers,
whose rescue was one
of the preservation
movement’s first tri-
umphs, in the nine-
teen-sixties. “They
say it’s gawky and
awkward. Well, so is
the Jefferson Market
Courthouse, and that’s
now an icon.”

“If it weren't where
it is, nobody would
think twice about it,”
QOresman claims. So
far, he has succeeded
in preventing his col-
leagues on the Landmarks Conservancy
board from adding the building to the
list of structures they are recommend-
ing for official designation as landmarks.

The debate over the fate of 2 Colum-
bus Circle began last year, when the city
put the place up for sale. Given to the
city by Gulf & Western seventeen years
ago, it had been used as offices for
the Department of Cultural Affairs and
the Convention and Visitors Bureau.
A private art collection, called the
Dahesh Museum, expressed interest in
buying it recently, but the Giuliani
administration, considering the forth-
coming redevelopment of the Coliseum,
next door, decided that more money &
could be made by selling the buddmg B
to a developer. It would be a preser- ¢
vation scandal—“CITY SELLS OFF MU-
SEUM TO DEVELOPER!"—if the preserva-
tion community weren't so deeply®
ambivalent about Stone’s handiwork.
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Unfortunately for advocates of 2 Co-
.ymbus Circle, no one has yet made a
 ersuasive case that the bmldmg is much
-nore than kitsch. And it’s harder still to
make a case for it as a historic artifact
it was put up in 1965 by a supermarket
heir in a bizarre bid to overthrow the
Viuseum of Modern Art's cultural
power. The paintings in Hartford’s col-
l:ction, long gone, were undistin-
cuished, and the building’s vertically or-
canized galleries, bereft of windows,
youid have doomed it even with better
sictures. About the only thing that this
-erily dumb building has ever done suc-
_esstully is stand as a kind of amiable
nonumental presence at the foot of
entral Park West. Its curved fagade,
cainty pillars, and porthole windows
reate a strangely innocent, fanciful
..uality, and perhaps the only argument
“r giving it landmark status is that it has
becorne familiar, and hence a source of
omiort. It’s less like a building than like

. Claes Oldenburg sculpture.

“I grew up thinking that everything
rnodern was ticky-tacky and all the
same,” Peg Breen, who is the president
of the Landmarks Conservancy, said re-
cently. “Well, to me these buildings are
a lot less huggable than older ones, but
I'm learning that there is architecture
chere, too, and we need to include them
in our definition of landmarks.” To that
end, the conservancy sponsored a lecture
by the architect Robert A. M. Stern last
‘October, in which Stern, best known as
¢ designer of traditional houses for the
rich, listed thirty-five modern buildings
in New York that he deemed worthy of
designation as landmarks, and pro-
claimed that the tme had come to treat
.nodern architecture as reverentially as
he architecture of the distant past, for,
.tter all, modernism now is the past.
i'he Gallery of Modern Art is No. 26
in Stern’s list. “People of a certain age
think I'm out of my mind,” he said. “But
":'; the only building on Columbus Cir-

2 that actuallv honors the idea of a cir-

: it was built to be a monument.”

T 1ore is a real difference between
m-dern buildings that are lovably eccen-
triz, like 2 Columbus Circle, or Morris
I apidus’s curving blue brick Summit
Matel, now Loews New York, on Lex~

ston Avenue (the one that everyone
.u:d was nice but a little far from the
- ach}; those that are dreary and banal,
e the office towers of Park Avenue;
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still only $69%*

*But read this ad for an even better deal!

Mice, rats, roaches, bats, fleas, spiders
and other pests make life miserable
at home or at the plant. Old-fashioned
poisons get rid of them—but only tem-
porarily, and they are a hazard to you
and to your pets. Rodelsonix IX works on
a different principle: It delivers a tremen-
dous blast of ultra-sound—imaudible to
you and to your pets—that disrupts the
nervous system of those pests. They’ll
leave your home within a few weeks—
never to return. There is nothing to
prepare, nothing to set up—no poison
and no mess. Pests just disappear.

Rodelsonix IX is a powerful industrial-type
unit that protects up to 10,000 sq. ft. (70,000
cu. ft.). It has six variable pitch and “loud-

ess” settings. You can even adjust it to keep
larger pests, such as raccoons, pigeons, or

Rid your home or plant of pests and vermin w:tk the e

Rodelsonix IX

*Rodelsonix IX is an industrial-type unit,
the most powerful you can get. It's @ humane, clean, and
effective system to get rid of your pests—once and for all.

rabbits at bay. Since it’s clad in an enamel
steel housing you can even use it outdoors.

Rodelsonix IX has been designed and
engineered to work in restaurants, facto-
ries and food processing plants. It's that
powerful and that effective. We can still
offer this top-of-the-line industrial unit
for just $69.95. But here’s an even better
deal: Buy two for just $139.90, and we’ll
send you a third one, with our compli-
ments—absolutely FREE! Get rid and
stay rid of those nasty pests once and for
all. Get the best—get Rodelsonix IX today!

FOR FASTEST SERVICE, ORDER
TOLL FREE (800) 797-7367
24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

Please give order #1007D188 for Rodelsonix IX(s).
We need daytime phone number for all orders.
Add $4.95 standard shipping/insurance charge for
one; $9.90 for three (plus sales tax for California
delivery). You have 30-day return and one-year
warranty. We do not refund shipping charges.

For Customer Service please call 415-
543-6675. For wholesale orders, call
Chris Simpson at the same number.

since 1967 ]

185 Berry St., San Francisco, CA 94107

Common

shoulder

Crafted in supple full-grain leather or ballistic nylon.
Use as an everyday bag, briefcase, lap-top cr-nputer,

travel or executive bag.
Large: 11" x 15" x
ErgoStrap Also Available Separately.

Call for a free catalog.
1-800-251-2225

BackSaver

53 Jeffrey Avenue / Dept. 03C / Holliston, MA 01746

Its Revolutionary Ergonomic Design
Makes Your Carrying Load Feel One-Third Lighter!

¢ Unique ErgoStrap redistributes the weight
asymmetrically, relieving pressure on your

* Brass bardware.

¢ Inside zipper pocket.
* Brass Key Ring.

&
Added Features To Our E :
Large Bag Include: ,‘7 -
* Large inside compartment o

with a removable padded
laptop computer bag.
* 2 lined exterior pockets.

5”. Medium: 9%4” x 14" x 4”.

Features 1o All Our Bags:

and back.

Made In The U.S.A.
Patent Pending.
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“So, does anyone else feel that their needs aren't being met?”

and those that achieve a more profound
degree of architectural experience, like
the sumptuously elegant Seagram Build-
ing, on Park Avenue, or the Ford Foun-
dation headquarters, built around a
glassed-in garden on East Forty-second
Street. The Landmarks Preservation
Commission 1s as conscious of these dis-
tinctions as anyone. And it has re-
mained, so far, solidly on the side of the
modernist icons, declining even to hold
a hearing on 2 Columbus Circle but en-
thusiastically designating Lever House,
the green glass slab on Park Avenue
that was among the city’s first glass build-
ings, the Seagram Building, and the old
Pepsi-Cola headquarters, at 500 Park
Avenue. This fall, it will consider three
more: the Ford Foundation, the black
granite CBS Building, and the Chase
Manhattan Bank on Fifth Avenue at
Foity-third Street, the glass box buile
in 1954 for the Manufacturers Bank.
These buildings were all acclaimed
when they were new and have never
gone entirely out of fashion. To have a
problem with them, you would have to
believe that architecture stopped with
Stanford White. As for the eccentric
modern buildings and the banal ones—

the architecture that the critics never
liked but that a younger generation
clings to as part of the texture of the city
it has inherited—Jennifer Raab, the
chairman of the commission, says only,
“I'm very open to learning, but I do not
think we have to rush.”

Every generation enjoyé embracing
what the previous one disdained, of
course, but in architecture the tension
may be more acute. If modernism failed
at anything, it was at creating a work-
able, comfortable vernacular—a design
vocabulary out of which appealing ev-
eryday buildings could be made. Or-
dinary modern architecture was about
making things quick and cheap, not
about making civilized cities. Robert
Stern recalls hearing an executive of one
of New York's biggest builders of office
towers in the fifties and sixties say that
the glazs-and-metal boxes his co..pany
erected were intended to last for the life
of their mortgages, and no longer.

So why preserve buildings that even
their creators thought so little of ? You
sometimes hear high-flown talk about
the importance of postwar modernism
to the “narrative” of New York, but the
real reason a lot of these buildings are

'
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going to be saved is that people have got

used to them. Like John Krawchuk, ar-

chitects under forty view them as hav- £

ing always been there. No thirty-year-old &
remembers McKim, Mead & White’s §
Savoy-Plaza, which once stood on the
site of the GM Building, or the vista
that existed on Park Avenue before the [
Pan Am Building blocked it, or the
lower Manhattan skyline before the "

World Trade Center tipped it toward |

New Jersey. You don't regret the loss of j.

what you never had.

As for the rest of us—people like me,

who remember staring down into the |

hole that was to become the Time-Life ¢
Building in 1959, when I was nine—}
well, you get used to anything. Architec- .

ture, because its presence is constant, has

a strangely benign effect over time: even ©
the ugliest buildings become tolerable— ¢

and actually comforting. We expect 10 ¢
see them, and thus in some small way |
we come to value them. It is an odd |

irony thar modernism, an architectural &

style that was anything but sentimenral, ;. .
has come to be the object of consider- i

able sentiment.

Modern architecture was invented to |
obliterate history, not to make it. When ;-

the modern style evolved—in Europe, in |
the early decades of this century—its ¢

goal was to sweep away the clutter of the |

past, including classical columns and |
Gothic arches. Modernists were going;@
to invent the world anew and, through !
the clean simplicity of their buildings,

create a better life for all. It worked for ¢
a few years—the modernist buildings of ¢
the twenties and thirnies almost always ;
seem to wear a halo of utopian ideal- ;
ism—but by the end of the Second
World War the dream had disintegrated ;
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into a kind of corporate dullness. Mod- |

ern architecture meant the new Ameri- |
can corporation, not a new way of liv- :
ing. Treating quick, cheap moderné_
buildings as permanent presences re- |
quires a lot of rethinking on the part of ;
preservationists. “We know what to!
recommend for a limestone building |
with a deteriorating fagade,” Jenriter?
Raab says, “but what do you do with a
glass-curtain wall? We're not ver experts
in how to preserve modern buildings.”

The commussion faced its first such !
situation earlier this year, when the own-
ers of Lever House decided to replace !

the green glass fagade that gives the;

building 1ts character. The glass had de- g
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teriorated badly after more than forty
winters, and had always been prob-
lematic in terms of energy conservation.
Engineers first proposed putting a new

glass skin over the existing one, for --

added insulation. The Landmarks Com-
mission was less than enthusiastic about
the proposal, arguing that it would
change the building’s appearance, and
urged the company to consult with
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, the origi-
nal architects. Gordon Bunshaft, who
designed the building, died in 1990, but
Dawvid Childs, one of the firm’s chief de-
sign partners, and a man who Had made
his reputation designing postmodern
skyscrapers with classical details, came
up with a new glass skin that will look,
he says, exactly like the original. The
glass is scheduled to be replaced later
this year.

Lever House’s face-lift brings up an-
other paradox of modern landmarks: in
the case of older buildings, authenticity
is usually a matter of retaining genuine
and original pieces that bear the patina
of age, but modern buildings can often
be made more authentic by having their

parts replaced. Like the Bionic Man,
they are truest to form when they are
forever new.

Modern buildings need to be pro-
tected by a different set of standards.
Most landmark designations cover only
the exterior of a building, But what if a
building is made of glass, and the exte-
rior is transparent? Change the inside,
and you have changed the outside, too.
The former Manufacturers Bank at the
corner of Fifth Avenue and Forty-third
Street once had a pristine, simple inte-
rior that was entirely visible from the
street. Now Chase has put colored signs
with its logo everywhere on the second
floor, and has rented out part of the
ground floor as a showroom for office

" machines. From the outside, the bank is

a different building altogether, even
though not an inch of its original struc-
ture has been changed.

When there isn't much ornament,
windows and surface mean everything.
In the Look Building, the “wedding
cake-like” pile of alternating horizontal
ribbons of brick and glass at 488 Madi-
son Avenue, the rhythm of stripes wrap-
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ping around curved corners makes a
definite architectural statement—enough,
at least, so that the building is on most
modern preservationists’ priority lists.
All those setbacks and curves do confer
a certain presence—a somewhar en-
dearing combination of the flamboyant
and the boring, sort of like a 1955 DeSoto.
I know that I once thought nothing
of this building, and now I like it, and
could even begin to make a case for
it as a serious work of architecture. But
do I like it because I am used to seeing
it at the corner of Fifty-first Street—
because it has become the architecrural
equivalent of comfort food? Isn't that
the kind of criterion John Krawchuk
would use? -
Not a chance. He is actually quite
tough. “I don't like everything,” he said.
“Sure, I like old things like the Pan Am
Building and Lincoln Center. But some
of this new architecrure—I don’t know
abourt it. Take the Millennium, that
apartment building on the West Side
that just went up. I look at it, and I
wonder how it could ever be a land-
mark. T just see a lot of glass and brick.” ¢
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An Elderhostel program can take you just about
anywhere - to the top of a mountain, onto a
sailboat or, even inside a classroom. While
youre there, you'll experience our unique blend
of education and travel. With Elderhostel, you
not only listen to lectures - you actually get

[.ook through the latest Elderhostel catalog
and see for yourself. Its packed with more than
10,000 learning adventures for people 55 and
older. Discover Elderhostel today. You'l find
wherever you want to go, theres something

Send for your free catalog today. Write to:
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75 Federal St., Dept. NZ
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