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On the site of a former parking
garage, Annabelle Selldorf creates
a gallery building that exudes
restrained drama and quiet rigor.

BY JOANN GONCHAR, AIA
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JASON SCHMIDT

“IT IS SPECIAL and ordinary at the same time,” says architect
Annabelle Selldorf while standing on West 20th Street in
Manhattan’s Chelsea neighborhood. She’s gazing at the board-
formed-concrete facade of the new gallery her firm has
designed for art dealer David Zwirner. The exterior has the
texture and warmth of Le Corbusier’s béton brut and the preci-
sion of Tadao Ando’s poured-in-place structures. With rows of
teak-framed windows set just a few inches in, the elevation
reads as both a skin, stretched taut, and a hefty, weight-bearing
mass. It acknowledges two seemingly incongruous aspects of
the surroundings, making a nod to the area’s not-so-distant
gritty past while seeming perfectly at home in a district now
dominated by art galleries and the High Line.

Zwirner has two other galleries, both designed by Selldorf
and both in existing structures—one occupying three build-
ings a block away, the other in a London townhouse—but the
20th Street location presented an opportunity to build from
the ground up. Although Selldorf studied the possibility of
adapting, rather than replacing, the parking garage that
stood on the site, she found that the three-story structure’s
configuration, height, and circulation were poorly suited to
the gallery’s program.

With this clean slate, Selldorf’s team has created a 30,000-
square-foot building primarily of reinforced concrete. It houses
an ensemble of spaces conceived for secondary-market sales
(the category includes older pieces by Zwirner’s artists or pieces
from the estates he represents), especially large-scale installa-
tions like the building’s inaugural exhibition featuring the
work of Dan Flavin and Donald Judd, presented earlier this year.
The main display space—a 65-by-68-foot, and roughly 18-foot-
tall, column-free room topped by four north-facing light
monitors—occupies most of the ground level. An L-shaped,
five-story volume containing more intimate exhibition spaces,
private viewing rooms, offices, and support areas wraps the
main gallery. The configuration allows almost all of the build-
ing to be illuminated by daylight, despite its midblock location
with structures directly to the east and west.

The materials and color palette are restrained: white walls,
and floors of concrete, oak plank, or, in a few places, traver-
tine, keep the focus on the artists’ work. But the building’s
interior has one dramatic architectural statement—a skylit
stair connecting all five floors and defined by the same exqui-
sitely crafted board-formed concrete found on the exterior.

Constructing the formwork for the stairway’s walls was a
process akin to cabinetmaking, according to Julie Hausch-Fen,
Selldorf Architects’ project manager. For example, the grade
of pine for the 8-inch-wide tongue-and-groove boards was
selected to produce just the right amount of wood-grain tex-
ture, including knots, on the concrete’s surface; the length of
each board was carefully considered so that the vertical joints
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OPTICAL ILLUSION
Teak-framed windows
set in just a few inches
from the surface of
the board-formed-
concrete facade
(opposite) make

the front elevation
appear to be both a
stretched skin and a
weight-bearing mass.
The windows help
illuminate a variety of
spaces, including an
intimate second-floor
gallery, shown at
right with pieces by
(clockwise from back
wall) Richard Serra,

Fred Sandback, and
Donald Judd. The

4,400-square-foot
main gallery (above)
captures daylight with
four north-facing light
monitors. For the
building's inaugural
exhibition, the space
was subdivided into
two and featured
work by Judd (shown)
and Dan Flavin,




SKINNY AND SLEEK
The walls surrounding
the building's grand
stair (opposite and
left) are made of the
same board-formed
concrete of the
facade, However, the
concrete steps that
cantilever from these
were constructed with
smooth forms and are
extremely thin: the
depth of each run’s
throat is only 3 inches.
A more typical depth
is 6 inches.
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would not align; and corners were sealed with gaskets to ensure crisp edges.

The steps that cantilever from these walls were made with smooth forms, but
their details are no less exacting than those for the surrounding walls. They are
incredibly thin—the depth of each run’s throat (the narrowest point where the
tread meets the riser) is only 3 inches. A halfinch reveal between the steps and
the wall reduces this dimension even further, and it creates the impression that
the stair is almost floating. Of course there is plenty of steel inside the concrete
to ensure its structural integrity, but the amount of rebar and the slenderness of
the stair’s components made for challenging pours, says Hausch-Fen.

The meticulously designed stair and countless other details conspire to create
a museum-quality environment. This characterization extends to invisible
features, such as climate controls that maintain temperature and humidity with-
in the tight range that museums demand of other institutions wanting to borrow
pieces from their collections. In addition, the mechanical equipment is highly
efficient: along with elements such as planted roofs, a thermally robust building
envelope with triple-glazed windows, and low-consumption plumbing fixtures,
the climate controls have put the project on track for LEED Gold.

Although certification is an impressive goal (the project is expected be the first
commercial gallery to achieve a LEED rating), other elements more directly affect
the experience of the architecture, though in subtle ways. The most significant is
the daylight entering through windows and skylights, which gently pulls visitors
from space to space. There are also a few sleights of hand, including the loading
dock ingeniously incorporated into the facade composition and concealed behind
an oversized, frosted-glass sliding door. Such devices become apparent only gradu-
ally. The approach is “the architectural equivalent of slow food,” says Selldorf.
“Not everything reveals itself at first glance.” m
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Selldorf started her practice 25 years ago after work-
ing for Richard Gluckman Architects and Fox & Fowle
Architects. Her first solo project was a “tiny little”
kitchen renovation, followed by the renovation of a
kitchen and two baths, and then an apartment. Since
that time, the scale and variety of her work has
grown. The 50-person firm has designed both public
and private spaces, including museums, libraries, and
an almost-complete 125,000-square-foot recycling
facility in Brooklyn. With the help of her three part-
ners—Sara Lopergolo, Lisa Green, and Bill Bigelow—
Selldorf is able to maintain involvement in all of the
office’s work and collaborate with the entire staff. “It
is an interesting reality that one person has to take a
leadership role,” she says. “But leadership isn't about
pulling rank. It is about shaping a direction.”
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