‘ Merging Culture and Commerce in Architecture

Two Recent Unveilings Blur
The Distinction Elegantly;
Mr. Koolhaas Does Prada

| By Apa Louisg HUXTABLE
LOVE IT OR HATE IT, consumer-

ism is us. From mall to museum,

the same impulses and gratifica-
tions govern commerce and culture; it all
depends on what you're shopping for. But
even more important is the process it-
self—the commercial or cultural experi-
ence as entertainment, as social ritual,
the sense they provide of being part of a
scene. Consumerism is the last shared
public activity.

With the emphasis on new buildings
of drop-dead drama, cultural institutions
have become destination points, and des-
tination is a large part of what consumer-
ism is about. From the art point of view,
this blurring of boundaries between com-
merce and culture is close to original sin.
From the design point of view, it's not all
bad. It is seen as a reality, a fact of
modern life, a process of creative hybrid-
ization transforming the art of design.
Architects embrace this with a sophisti-
cated mix of irony and pragmatism—a
kind of existential cool—that allows them
a respectable ambivalence while raising
the ordinary and inescapable to new lev-
els of experience, expediency and art.

Both the commercial and the cultural
have hit a high note in New York recently
with two conspicuous openings. The first
was the December unveiling of the new
Prada shop in SoHo, a super-hyped super-
boutique by the internationally cele-
brated Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas
and his Office for Metropolitan Architec-
ture. The second was the inauguration in
midtown last month of the Austrian Cul-
tural Forum, a government center for cul-
tural exchange designed by an Austrian
architect, Raimund Abraham, who has
lived and taught in New York for many
years.

‘Architecture as destination is well un-
derstood by both Mr. Koolhaas and Mr.

Abraham; beyond that, there are signifi-

‘eant differences. The
m celebrates a
al high-end
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L vard. It won't help anyone locate the per-

57th Street by Christian de Portzampare,
and Williams and Tsien's American Folk
Art Museum on West 53rd Street.

Operating without the publicity appa-
ratus that seems to be a prime requisite
of today's architectural profession, Mr.
Abraham has delivered something right
up there at the top with the high-decibel
crowd. He does not lack bravura, and it
is no mean feat to carry it off on so small
a scale, His building is just 25 feet wide
and barely 80 feet deep, but it rises 24
stories, a height permitted on a side
street only in commercial midtown, or
within 100 feet of a major avenue. It be-
comes a conjurer's trick to fit meeting
and reception rooms, galleries, a small
concert hall, library, “loft” spaces for stu-
dio or seminar use, offices and a direc-
tor's apartment into a needle-thin struc-
ture requiring special engineering to
brace its slender height.

This has all been miraculously in-
serted info a series of interlocking levels
with free-floating stairs and open sight
lines that suggest a spatial generosity
beyond the building's actual size, en-
hanced by a magical infusion of daylight
from a rear skylight and the front glass
wall. The limited square footage has
been freed by the intelligent device of a
scissor stair placed at the rear to meet
the emergency exit requirements of the
building code

'I'hecmlmd facade, with alternate slop-
ing and setback planes, literally follows
the zoning's slanted “sky plane” require-
ment meant to preserve daylight at
street level. The dramatic steel cross-
bracing over the glass wall is a second-
ary supporting structure that doubles
symbolically as an image for Austrian
modernity. (For nostalgia and schlag,
you go uptown to the Neue Galerie.) The
projecting box partway up steals a bit
more space and affords spectacular side
views to the river. Interior finishes are a
cool white and gray, warmed by pale nat-
ural wood and accented with sleek
brushed aluminum and stainless-steel de-
tails.

Mr. Koolhaas favors flair and attitude
over understatement; he is the prosely-
tizer, interpreter and most imaginative
proponent of contemporary consumer-
ism. His intriguingly offbeat and in-
tensely perceptive observations, coupled

have propelled him to guru status among

. theorists and practitioners. The bible of *
. commercial consumerism is a Koolhaas
. product: the recently published “Har- K
. vard Design School Guide to Shopping,”

an 800-page compendium of history and
ideas, produced with his students at Har-

fect pair of jeans or anything else, but it
is full of provocative apercus about the
merchzmd]sing psychology of product

The Prada shop is a §40 million paean

.~ to publicity and an experimental theater

of ideas that is a stun-
ning demonstration
of Mr. Koolhaas's the-
ories of shopping, ex-
tended and apotheo-
sized. The design is
awesomely  clever
and dramatically ef-
fective, with all the
notable tricks of
which its perversely
brilliant architect is
capable. How much
will actually be sold
there remains to be
seen; probably most
of the profits will be
made in Prada's ex-
clusive upper Madi-
son  Avenue venue.
But this is where the
action is, and it is
drawing a large,
mixed crowd, from
design connoisseurs
to shopping groupies
pouring out of the
SoHo subway stops
like visitors from
outer space. It leaves
its tired, minimalist
competitors in the ar-
chitectural dust.

Everything about
the Austrian Cultural
Forum is calculat-
edly low-key. Com-
pared to the Prada
hoopla, it has arrived
almost unheralded.
Well, not quite. This
intricate and elegant
building has been 10
years in the making.
Mr. Abraham’s de-
sign won an interna-
tional competition in
1982, but construc-
tion was held up

The new Austrian Cultural Forum,
with its fagade of canted planes meant
to preserve daylight at street level,

dard that shows how
it should be done.

Merchandise is
strategically accessi-
ble—expensive delica-
cies for anyone to ex-
amine, from tiny,
petal-like gowns in
the four figures to
scattered flights of
gorgeous shoes. Some
things are displayed
0N mannequins in sus-
pended, go-go metal
mesh cages. (Bada
Bing!) Glass-walled
dressing rooms be-
come opaque with the
press of a floor but-
ton, when it works."
(Techno-chic!) The
ground floor and base-
ment have been
opened and joined by
a large, undulating
wooden platform
known as the Wave,
with facing steps. Cul-
ture and commerce
meet where a section
of the Wave flips open
to form a stage for
special events. (Cul-
tural cross-dress-
ing?)

At present, the
steps are occupied by
shoes and shoppers
who require nothing
more than to be part
of the fashionable
scene. Young sales as-
sistants scurry up
and down flanking
stairs. Most of the
goods are on the
lower level, in-an enfi-
lade of businesslike

Tobiss Kl

while Austrian politi-
cians debated whether it was too radical,
or whether redundant rococo should be
retired for more contemporary cultural
exports. Modernity won, and the Fo-
rum'’s director, Christoph Thun-Hohen-
stein, has undertaken an ambitious pro-
gram of ' contemporary exhibitions and
performances that has started with visit-
inz Am musicians and ma! attend-

,wlth buildings of striking originality, =

space at Prime and Broadw: (urmer]y

small rooms. V.LP.
quarters exist for the real buyers, but I
never made it, There are places to sit
everywhere—on stools and platforms
shared with displays; in a round glass
elevator ringed with seats surrounding a
pricey pile of luggage. Some visitors are
clearly on for the ride.

Both Prada and the Austrian Cultural
Forum are llagship, promotional de-
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