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This column is part of a series for the Design
special report of The New York Times. Read-
ers are invited to send questions to designad-
vice@nytimes.com.

My parents are downsizing and trying to
push furniture on me and my siblings. I’m
not talking about stodgy old brown furni-
ture, but some sizable and boldly colored
postmodern pieces they collected and love
but no longer have room for. One is a mas-
sive bookcase and another a giant sofa. I
don’t want to scuttle these objects, but I’m
scared to insert them into our minimally
furnished white loft. Is there hope of inte-
grating them?
The good news is that after a long period of
disdain, your parents’ postmodern furni-
ture has finally increased in value. As to
melding it with your personal aesthetic,
statement pieces that command the room
like works of art can look great in a reduc-

tive environment — and even better than in
a house full of the stuff (no offense to Mom
and Dad).

We moved into our house 12 years ago,
when bold-colored walls combined with
David Hicks-inspired geometric patterns felt
fresh and special. At the time, we were in
revolt against the early-90s neutrals fad,
but now want to dial back to that. The prob-
lem is, the catalogs are brimming with the
same return-of-neutrals story, too, and we
worry it will soon be exhausted. Where do
we go from here?
The problem with adopting a particular
“look” is that of course it will become dated.
There are exceptions, like actual David
Hicks interiors or masterworks by the Bel-
gian minimalist Axel Vervoordt. But for
most mortals, filling a house, all at once,
with similarly styled objects gets tired fast.

It is better to add and subtract elements
in different yet compatible colors and pat-
terns over time, allowing a more personal
feeling to evolve naturally. Ideally you will
think of such redos as an opportunity to cull

the things you don’t care for anymore and
layer in new things you earnestly hope are
contenders for eternal use. (Limit trendy el-
ements to small objects like pillows.)

I admire how decorators as great as Al-
bert Hadley have furnished their own interi-
ors by dragging the same pieces from house
to house, changing backgrounds but not
contents. We should all aspire to that level of
personal curation.

I’ve been saving our kitchen scraps in a
covered trash bin and taking them to the
farmer’s market weekly for composting, but I
find the odors and fruit flies an affront. With
Thanksgiving — and an abundance of food
scraps from meal preparation — around the
corner, what are my options for a nice-look-
ing composting container with no smells or
little friends?
One of the most popular solutions is the all-
stainless Epica ($23), which looks like a min-
iature trash can. What makes it lovable is the
airtight lid and charcoal filter, as well as the
basin formed from a single piece of metal
that will not leak. It holds more than a gallon
of material and can go in the dishwasher.

Somewhat cuter is the Oxo Good Grips
Compost Bin ($20), a squarish plastic affair
that bears the company’s ergo-mod aes-
thetic and is offered in white or black. It has
most of the Epica’s features, but three-

fourths of the capacity. The smaller size
might be an asset, though, if your counter
space is tight.

Bamboozle’s Stationary Composter (at the
currently reduced price of $39) looks similar
to the Oxo — and also comes in black or white
— but is made of processed bamboo, with a
natural bamboo handle, and holds a whop-
ping 2.5 gallons.

Whichever bin you choose, be sure it has a
carbon filter or airtight lid — criteria that
sadly eliminate a lot of attractive wood and
ceramic options.

I’ve killed pretty much every plant I have ever
been given, and my second-floor apartment
isn’t exactly bathed in sunlight. But I really
like the look of houseplants and would love to
pepper my shady cave with some life. How do
I pick plants other than mushrooms that will
thrive in a dark environment?

In general, the options for darker spaces
have broad leaves (better to absorb sun-
light) that are waxy (which helps them re-
tain moisture). Sansevieria, or mother-in-
law’s tongue, is a classic un-killable, with a
spiky upright form good for tight spaces.
Aspidistra — otherwise known as cast iron
plants because of their resilience — also
have vertical leaves, but in a less compact
shape.

These plants are available in several vari-
eties, with striped or speckled leaves that
range in color from green to chocolate. All
are happy to sit in the dark waiting for the
occasional drink.

A bushier option is the Zamioculcas, or ZZ
plant, which will respond to dimness and
neglect with long, arched fronds of thick,
shiny leaves.

If you are looking for something taller,
Dracaena fragrans, commonly referred to
as the cane or corn plant, is a good bet. A
mainstay of waiting rooms, it will tolerate a
windowless location. Should you ignore it to
the point of wilting, it will spring back to life
with just a little attention.

By STEVEN SCLAROFF

Q. & A.

Answers to Decorating Questions
What to do with Mom’s sofa, and
the best plants for a dark apartment.

For most
mortals, filling
a house, all at
once, with
similarly styled
objects gets
tired fast.
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STEVEN SCLAROFF is a New York-based
interior designer.

Walter Hood, the founder
and creative director of

Hood Design Studio in Oakland,
Calif., is known for projects that
blend landscape, urbanism and
public art in equal measure. And
this fall, he received two presti-

gious awards: a MacArthur
Fellowship, and the Dorothy and
Lillian Gish Prize. Mr. Hood,
whose work is community-
focused, said he was happy that
they were “not architecture-
centric; they’re more focused on

social issues.” He is applying a
similar focus to the corporate
landscape, with a three-acre
park now under construction at
the headquarters of the tech
company Nvidia, in the Silicon
Valley city of Santa Clara. Con-
necting two large buildings
designed by the architecture
firm Gensler, the park is in-
tended, Mr. Hood said, “to bring
the inside to the outside, and
vice versa.” Under a steel shade
structure with photovoltaic
panels (a collaboration with
Gensler), a lush landscape con-
tains places for employees to
work or meet at sculpted wood
“rocks” rather than conventional
outdoor furniture, as well as an
amphitheater and two circular
“treehouse” structures. The
concept of working al fresco was
promoted by Jen-Hsun Huang,
Nvidia’s chief executive, and the
result, Mr. Hood said, “is not the
usual office-park greensward.”
Indeed, it gives a new meaning
to the notion of blue-sky think-
ing. PILAR VILADAS

Office Park
Working Inside and Out

One of two “treehouse” structures for the three-acre park Walter Hood

designed for the headquarters of the tech company Nvidia in Silicon Valley.

HOOD STUDIO DESIGN

“She’s doubting. She real-
izes love can be heavy,” said

Pierre Yovanovitch. The French
designer was at R & Company
gallery in TriBeCa, talking about

Miss Oops, the fictional heroine
of the romance story he
dreamed up for his new exhibi-
tion there. For his lovelorn char-
acter, Mr. Yovanovitch con-

structed an apartment inside the
gallery (parlor, dining room,
boudoir and bedroom) and deco-
rated the interiors as a way to
debut his new furniture col-
lection. The 20 or so pieces
include embroidered pillows; a
large solid oak dining table with
dark blue patinated steel legs;
mirrors and a fireplace made of
nubby ceramic; and a pair of oak
side chairs with gorgeous
custom upholstery by Lesage,
the legendary French embroi-
dery house (prices range from
$2,500 to $4,500 for pillows to
$60,000 for the dining table). Mr.
Yovanovitch’s designs, for his
imaginary friends, his clients
and himself, are marked by
impeccable simplicity, with
flourishes of whimsy (his “Papa
Bear” and “Mama Bear” arm-
chairs have fabric ears) and
biomorphic shapes that can
appear Flinstonian. “I like when
it’s not perfect,” he said. Through
Jan. 4, 2020, 64 White Street.
Information: r-and-company.com
STEVEN KURUTZ

Furniture Story
Misery Loves Upholstery

TONY CENICOLA/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Pierre Yovanovitch at his R & Company gallery exhibition.
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A crumbling gingerbread
castle, built in Hamburg,

N.J., in the 1920s as an amuse-
ment park, may have finally
landed its Prince Charming.

The Gingerbread Castle was
originally commissioned from the
architect and set designer Joseph
Urban by the baked-goods mag-
nate Frederick H. Bennett. The
castle adjoined Bennett’s factory,
Wheatsworth Mills, famed for
producing Milk-Bone dog bis-
cuits. Urban decorated the tur-
rets and domed interiors with

simulated frosting, gumdrops,
peppermint sticks, animal crack-
ers, gingerbread men and other
sweets. Among the sculptures
and murals on-site were Miss
Muffet’s spider with glittering
eyes, the Man in the Moon and
Jack dangling from a beanstalk.

The attraction, which drew
hundreds of thousands of people
annually in its mid-20th-century
heyday, was shuttered about 20
years ago. By 2012 it had made it
onto Preservation New Jersey’s
list of most endangered historic
sites.

Since 2017 Don Oriolo, a home
builder in New Jersey, has been
restoring the vandalized prop-
erty. “It’s been sitting stagnant
for so many years,” he said. He
plans to hold public events there
in a year or so.

A documentary about the
castle, “Once Upon a Time in
New Jersey,” has been com-
pleted by the filmmakers Paul
Bruker and Jeff Shelly. The
project was in progress for 17
years. “I captured the castle
every two or three years,” Mr.
Bruker said. The long gestation
was fortunate, he added, since
he had long told people, “I don’t
want this documentary to have a
sad ending. EVE M. KAHN

A Castle
No Longer
Grimm

The Gingerbread Castle was

decorated with simulated sweets.

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES

Panorama
D E S I G N W O R L D E V E N T S , P R O D U C T S A N D P E O P L E

Mitchell “Micky” Wolfson,
Jr., has amassed more than

200,000 socially potent col-
lectibles, including a Braille
copy of “Mein Kampf” and a
1938 railroad car designed by
Fiat for the fascist government
of Italy.

An author and philanthropist,

who is particularly interested in
how art and design are used for
propaganda, Mr. Wolfson founded
and filled two museums with his
discoveries: The Wolfsonian (now
a division of Florida International
University), in his hometown,
Miami Beach, Fla., and the Wolf-
soniana in Genoa, Italy.

“Collecting is my autobiogra-
phy,” he recently said, on the
cusp of a museum exhibition
celebrating his 80th birthday,
which took place on Sept. 30. “A
Universe of Things: Micky
Wolfson Collects” opened Nov. 15
at the Wolfsonian-FIU with more
than 100 of his handpicked treas-
ures. These include the 1930
Geneva Window in which the
stained glass artist Harry Clarke
represented 15 contemporary
Irish writers; a Hotzi Notzi
novelty Adolf Hitler pincushion;

and an assortment of the racy
comic books known as Tijuana
bibles that were popular in the
Great Depression.

“It’s everything that has to do
with living,” Mr. Wolfson said of
the assemblage. “Blasphemy, sex
— they’re all part of our lives.”

Thirty-seven of the show’s
items are also featured in “Wolf-
sonian-FIU: Founder’s Choice,” a
companion book from Scala Arts
Publishers (80 pp., $14.95). Infor-
mation: wolfsonian.org ARLENE

HIRST

Collecting History
Objects That Pack a Punch

The exhibition of items

collected by Mitchell

“Micky” Wolfson, Jr.,

left, includes a

sideboard designed by

Edward William

Godwin, circa 1876, far

left, and a comic book

“Dizzy Desires,” circa

1935, above.
THE WOLFSONIAN–FIU LOUIS JAY

THE WOLFSONIAN–FIU
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In Nashville, a surging economy has led to a
recent construction boom, with cranes dot-
ting the skyline. And the city’s built envi-
ronment has always been subject to such
churn.

“We’ve never had that deep stock of old
buildings that other cities enjoy,” said David
Bailey, a partner in Hastings Architecture,
one of the city’s best-known firms.

But Mr. Bailey and his colleagues have
done their part to retain some of Nashville’s
history, in an adaptive reuse project that
makes preservation seem forward-thinking
indeed.

Hastings took a 1966 modernist structure
that was once the Nashville Public Li-
brary’s main branch and turned it into a
striking headquarters for its firm of 75 em-
ployees, which specializes in commercial
and institutional architecture. The project
was finished in June.

The two-story building, designed by the
architect Bruce Crabtree, is clad in white
Cherokee marble and defined by long colon-
nades of arched windows, evoking other
landmarks of its era, like Lincoln Center in
New York and the Dorothy Chandler Pavil-
ion in Los Angeles. Its downtown site is cen-
tral, close to the Tennessee State Capitol.

When Hastings bought the structure in
2017, it had sat empty since 2001, when the
library moved two blocks away to a struc-
ture designed by Robert A.M. Stern.

“This whole project was in keeping with
who we are as a business,” said Dave Pow-
ell, another partner in the firm. “It’s all
about community.”

He added, “This building was meaningful
to anyone in the city because of its history
and its place in the urban fabric.”

The firm’s previous projects include a
renovation and expansion of the Ryman Au-
ditorium and the designs of the Thompson
Nashville hotel and the Metropolitan Nash-
ville Police Department headquarters.

Originally, another of the firm’s partners,
William Hastings, was talking with a non-
profit about taking over the old library, but
the plan fell through.

“He said, ‘This would be a pretty cool
space for us,’” Mr. Powell recalled. “But we
thought, that’s a long shot, a pipe dream.”

In particular, the 16-foot-tall windows —
part of curtain walls that were among
Nashville’s earliest examples of that mod-
ern form — drew them in.

“It’s on a high point in the city topographi-
cally, so it gives amazing views,” Mr. Powell
said.

Hastings purchased the building for $4
million and took a practical approach to
divvying up the space. The southern side of
the building became a double-height, open
plan for the firm’s studio.

Hastings didn’t claim all 42,000 square
feet for themselves. Their offices occupy
24,000 square feet, with the remainder di-
vided between two tenants on the north side
of the building.

And in keeping with the theme of commu-
nity, the firm also carved out a 1,500-square-
foot room called the Athenaeum, for local
nonprofits and other groups to use, free of
charge. It seats 100 people.

As with many older buildings, there were
challenges that could only be found over
time.

“Shortly after we bought the building, it
flooded,” Mr. Bailey said. “It had six feet of
water — and all the electrical equipment
was down there.”

Some 200 of the building’s exterior mar-
ble panels, about two-thirds of the total, had
to be replaced, but the firm was able to go
back to the original Georgia quarry for
more.

“We were so excited about buying the
building that we didn’t see all these issues,”
Mr. Bailey added, chuckling.

During the renovation, everything was
done so that “the original structure was the
star of the show,” Mr. Powell said.

Most of the arched windows were re-
placed with modern, high-performance
glass.

Inside, walls, columns and floors were
stripped down to the concrete, and all the
new materials hewed to a strict palette of
gray, black and white.

“The one exception was new walnut trim,
since some of the original interior had wal-
nut,” Mr. Powell said. “Where we could, we
left it, but we added some too.” Some of the
original walnut doors were turned into ta-
bletops and countertops. And the cafe chal-
lenged the severe design orthodoxy with

black globe-shaped lights by the London de-
signer Tom Dixon.

“The driver of what we do is telling a
story with architecture,” Mr. Powell said.
“We wanted to tell the story of the library,
without being too ‘on the nose.’”

A subtle touch involved the pendant
lights over the main studio area, hung from
ceilings that are 21 feet tall. Though placed
diagonally in relation to the rows of desks
below, their orientation honors the location

of the library’s original book stacks.
The whole project took the better part of

two years and cost $15 million, including the
purchase. “We knew it was a big invest-
ment, but we had to do it the right way,” Mr.
Bailey said.

Part of the payoff from the renovation is
its effect on current and prospective clients.

“There’s a multilayered wow factor here,”
Mr. Powell said. “People are blown away by
the sheer volume.”

By TED LOOS

Counterclockwise from above, pendant lights by

Tom Dixon hang in the Hastings Architecture

cafe; about two-thirds of the structure’s exterior

marble panels had to be replaced; the main studio

area, with 21-foot ceilings; the building has a room

local groups can use; Hastings partners, from left,

Dave Powell, David Bailey and William Hastings.

BY THE BOOK

Once a Library, by Design
In Nashville, an architecture studio renews
a structure that brought Modernism to town.

‘This building
was meaningful
to anyone in the
city because of
its history.’

KYLE DEAN REINFORD FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

ERIC LAIGNEL KYLE DEAN REINFORD FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

ERIC LAIGNEL

ERIC LAIGNEL



F6 NY THE NEW YORK TIMES, THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 21, 2019

C M Y K NYxx,2019-11-21,F,006,Bs-4C,E1

GREENWICH, CONN. — Inspiration some-
times comes to the poet John Barr while he
gazes at boulders beneath his new canti-
levered writing studio here. Or as he strolls
along its entry passageway lined in oak
shelves, with 1,500 volumes of other peo-
ple’s poetry organized alphabetically from
Brontë to Yeats.

During struggles to find the right words,
Mr. Barr explained during a recent tour, “I’ll
start reading another voice, and it basically
dissolves the logjam.” The studio’s architec-
ture, he added, “unfolds itself a line at a
time, like a poem, and then the lines begin to
comment on each other.”

His cube of stone and glass, designed by
the Manhattan-based architect Eric J.
Smith and constructed by Nordic Custom
Builders, is officially called “The Studio in
the Woods: A Place for Poetry.”

It has also been called “Heron’s Haunt,”
which is the title of one of Mr. Barr’s most
recent poems, based on a real-life heron
that visits ponds on his property “when the
light is right.” The poem describes the bird
forming its neck into “a question mark” to
feed on fish between its motionless legs
“that rise like reeds to a distant body
above.” The poem concludes, “Perfect
hunger. Perfect hunter. Perfect prey./I wait
for the heron to come.”

Mr. Barr, 76, a former investment banker
who long headed the Poetry Foundation in
Chicago, has waited years to realize his
dream Connecticut workplace. He and his
wife, Penny, acquired forested acres in
Greenwich in the 1990s.

Mr. Smith’s and Nordic’s teams have re-
stored the site’s masonry main house,
which was built in the 1920s — its previous
longtime owner was the fashion designer
Adele Simpson. The restoration work at-
tracted some media attention after the
Barrs spent more than $100,000 on fireplace
stone carvings alone. (The couple, who
married in 1968, have three grown children
and one grandchild, and they also have
homes in Chicago and on Mackinac Island
in Michigan.)

Mr. Barr said he had hoped to build him-
self an isolated writing studio akin to Thore-
au’s cabin ever since he was a teenage aspi-
ring poet, growing up in a Chicago suburb.
Thoreau paid about $28 to construct his re-
treat. The Greenwich studio “cost more
than that,” Mr. Barr said, deadpan. He de-
clined to disclose further details about his
investment in an austere place of solitude.

The studio, perched on a knoll a few hun-
dred yards from the main house, is meant to
resemble a ruined outbuilding — a spring-
house or root cellar, perhaps — that has
been rediscovered and repurposed.

The largest windowpane, which weighs

2,400 pounds and stretches 16 feet long, has
views of a narrow streambed and a huge
square-edged boulder that Mr. Smith de-
scribed as “the writer’s rock, as opposed to
writer’s block.”

The seemingly pristine terrain is popu-
lated with hawks, deer, coyotes, wild tur-
keys, fox, at least one bobcat and “chip-
munks beyond number,” Mr. Barr said. But
during construction, the site teemed with
dozens of workers. Machinery and supplies
arrived via a temporary roadway made
from wooden planks, and the steel frame is
engineered to withstand blows from trees
felled in hurricanes.

No mortar is visible between stones, in-
side and out, as if they were simply stacked.
Interior woodwork has no moldings and
does not brush up against the stone. “Each
material is able to be honest to itself,” Mr.
Smith said.

He compared the design’s rhythmic
grooves and recesses to punctuation marks
and stanza breaks in poetry, where readers
and writers can take breaths: “It’s that abil-
ity to stop and pause.”

Mr. Barr’s minimal furnishings include
vintage pieces made by the California
woodworker Sam Maloof and new works
built in homage to Mr. Maloof’s signature
soft curves.

A trundle bed is tucked into a wooden
drawer below a shelf that holds Mr. Barr’s

own published works, including The Adven-
tures of Ibn Opcit (2013) and Dante in China
(2018). He rolled out the bed and joked, “I
did not want this to be lockable from the out-
side — my wife might leave me there for a
day or two.”

The interior’s restrained palette and lack
of adornment draws attention to the varied
colors and fonts on the spines of 67 linear
feet of poetry. They were a gift from friends,
the poetry aficionados Warren and Angela
Douglas, who “wanted somebody to look af-
ter the collection,” Mr. Barr said. He added
that the library “gives the place a beating
heart when I walk in.”

Some titles resonate with the studio’s de-
sign and locale. Stanley Burnshaw’s “In the
Terrified Radiance,” for instance, suits the
quantity of sun pouring in through the win-
dow expanses, and Noelle Vial’s “Promiscu-
ous Winds” seems to foreshadow winter’s
imminent grip on the Greenwich woods.

During snowstorms, Mr. Barr said, the
studio makes him feel “suspended in the
weather.” He stretched his arms wide and
added, “You become part of what you’re
looking at.”

He has not yet written poems about the
building, and he said he cannot predict
when any architectural phrases will form.

“I look forward to it showing up in my
art,” he said. “You never know when a line is
going to float into your head.”

By EVE M. KAHN

WOODLAND SANCTUARY

A Place to Write Poetry
A former banker’s cube of stone
and glass, filled with books.

It was inspired
by Henry David
Thoreau’s $28
cabin, but it
‘cost more than
that.’

John Barr’s poetry studio in

Greenwich, Conn., left, is meant

to resemble a ruined

outbuilding that has been

rediscovered and repurposed.

Mr. Barr, top, at the studio’s

front door, and the interior,

which houses some 1,500

volumes of poetry.
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WOOD STONE TILE
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It’s been 20 years since the release of “Of-
fice Space,” the Mike Judge movie that
lampooned the drudgery of the corporate
workplace. In many ways, office culture
remains the same. But these days, the soul-
sucking software company that employs the
film’s protagonist would have very different
digs.

The energy-guzzling fluorescent lights are
looking antiquated, as are the sea of gray
cubicles and the immobile steel desks cov-
ered in stacks of memos. More than ever,
workplaces are being used as tools for re-
cruiting and retaining employees, and com-
panies are taking a health-focused and agile
approach to design.

Referring to the “uncertainty” of the
modern workplace — which expands and
contracts like a jellyfish to accommodate
fluctuating opportunities and personnel —
Nora Fehlbaum, the chief executive of the
Swiss furniture manufacturer Vitra,
stressed corporate demands for “flexibility
of cost, personnel, space and ultimately,
furniture.” But businesses still trade in
archetypes, Ms. Felhbaum said, and a tradi-
tional boardroom transmits a different mes-
sage than a super flexible space.

Here are several new products that char-
acterize the contemporary office landscape.

TWERK SURFACE
Vitra’s Dancing Wall, designed by Stephan Hürlemann, is
a whiteboard, mobile garden, room divider, powered TV
stand and more. From $2,890; vitra.com

NO PARTICLEBOARD HERE
Post Office shelving by Pinch has solid
oak and ash box construction and
pronounced joinery. Price available on
request; pinchdesign.com

TENDRIL IS THE SIGHT
Plants make ideal office companions:
They dampen acoustics, boost air quality
and soften visually sterile design. (They
also don’t abuse “reply all” on email
chains.) The two-sided Duet living wall
puts a garden on wheels, giving users the
added benefit of a flexible partition. From
$10,000; sagegreenlife.com

PUTTING METAL
TO THE PETAL
Muuto’s dimmable
Leaf LED lamp nods
at nature and won’t
fall at your feet in
autumn (unless you
give it a shove). It is
cast aluminum and
steel and comes in
floor ($535) and
tabletop ($385)
versions;
muuto.com

CASE CLOSED — OR OPEN
Egg Collective’s asymmetrical Landry bookcase
comes in a variety of woods, with or without
backing. From $16,200; eggcollective.com

By LILA ALLEN

PRODUCTS

Desk Appeal
Out with the gray cubicles, in with plant
partitions and laptop-friendly sofas.
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SERIOUS COMFORT
The rise of working from home means that the sofa is the
new office chair. Soft Work, a modular system by Barber
Osgerby for Vitra, supports lengthy laptop sessions and
has options for integrated tables, power outlets and
charging stations. From $1,535 per module; vitra.com

SWEET SPOT
A cake stand inspired the commanding profile of
HBF’s ash-topped Torre (Italian for “tower”)
conference table by Artis Studio, which integrates
power through its base. From $6,020; hbf.com

CIRCULAR ECONOMY
Heartwork’s perforated monitor stand adds a
punch of color and texture to a desk and is made
of recyclable steel. $70 (a solid version is also
available, for $45); heartwork.com

LINE DANCE
OiKo Design Office’s graphic
Asana floor lamp for Estiluz
features a movable arm that
can pivot to direct light, and a
little table to hold plants or
other knickknacks. From about
$2,400; estiluz.com

ST. MIX-A-LOT
The St. Charles desk by
Brooklyn-based VOLK
incorporates bleached ash,
marble, steel, and a leather
blotter. Other woods and
finishes are available, as is
custom sizing. From $5,800;
volkfurniture.comEDUARDO PEREZ/VITRA

HANNAH WHITAKER

SCHNEPP RENOU/VITRA

JAMES CHOROROS

PRODUCTS



The biggest news in the world of co-working
has been the turmoil at WeWork. But a qui-
eter development has been happening be-
hind the scenes for some time, and it has to
do with design.

While co-working companies have long
sought space in historic, architecturally sig-
nificant buildings — believing that a
marquee address will help attract occu-
pants — they are now paying more atten-
tion to their interiors as well.

Bean bags, your days are numbered.
Small operators, in particular, are dou-

bling down on design to differentiate them-
selves from both the bro-y, beer-on-tap,
tech-centric atmosphere of the early days of
co-working and the corporate, plain-vanilla
settings of recent years.

Take Pittsburgh-based Beauty Shoppe
(from $125 per month), which opened in
2011 in a century-old red-brick building and
borrowed its name from the sign left by a
previous tenant.

Beauty Shoppe, which has eight locations
and next year will expand into a former au-
tomotive parts plant in Pittsburgh and a
cold-storage facility in Detroit, is inspired
by the buildings it occupies. In Cleveland,
its co-working space in a former tavern has
an almost residential feel, with peach-col-
ored curtains, brushed-brass lighting and
even a black-painted Windsor chair under
the pressed-tin ceiling. And in a Brutalist
bunker of a 1970s concrete building that
once served the Pittsburgh police depart-
ment, vintage steel tanker desks that the
detectives left behind were refurbished and
used anew.

In Detroit, an old iron spiral staircase in
the former industrial building will be repur-
posed. “This is not a blank canvas,” said
Morgan Stewart, an interior designer who
leads the company’s in-house design team.
“There is already a story, so why not re-
member it?”

Canopy (from $275 per month) sprang on
the co-working scene armed with impres-
sive design credentials: One of the compa-
ny’s three founders is Yves Béhar, the inno-
vative Swiss-born chief executive of the de-
sign studio Fuseproject.

Mr. Béhar has designed workstations and
chairs for Herman Miller for more than a
decade and has been thinking about office
design for longer than that. In 2016, he
teamed up with Amir Mortazavi, a develop-
er, and Steve Mohebi, an entrepreneur, to
open a co-working office in the Pacific
Heights neighborhood of San Francisco.

A space in the Jackson Square neighbor-
hood came next. The most recent Canopy is
in the Financial District, and a fourth is in
the works.

The interiors are chosen for their abun-
dance of natural light, and materials run to
marble and solid wood.

There is a surprising amount of color, too:
The Jackson Square office, for instance, is
done up in pinks and greens, which, Mr.
Béhar admitted, “initially sounds like a
challenging idea.” It was inspired by the
verdigris tones of a historic building across
the street and the pale blush of another local
landmark.

As for furnishings, ergonomics rule. Mr.
Béhar’s own Public Office Landscape desks
and Sayl chairs make an appearance. Firm
modular sofas by Don Chadwick — support-
ive and not too deep — are found in common
areas, so it is easy to take notes while meet-
ing with colleagues, Mr. Béhar explained.

An organic look prevails at Second Home
(from $400 per month), a London-based
company with five co-working locations in
Europe and a sixth that just opened in East
Hollywood. Its design comes courtesy of
SelgasCano, husband-and-wife architects
in Madrid known for integrating nature and
employing a breadth of materials.

In East Hollywood, they have trans-
formed a once-barren parking lot into a hot-
house landscape of more than 6,000 plants,
including 30-foot palm trees. Sixty oval-
shaped clear-acrylic work pods under yel-
low lilypad-like roofs are scattered about.

At the center of it all is a restored 1963
building designed by the architect Paul
Williams. It houses more workspaces, an
auditorium, a bookstore and a restaurant —
the last opening this month.

In the early days of the company, all the
chairs were midcentury modern or the
work of Bauhaus school designers, said Ro-

han Silva, the co-founder and co-chief exec-
utive. “But people complained about their
backs.”

Now, there is comfortable seating from
Howe in the pods. Vintage pieces — hand-
picked by the architects at furniture fairs in
Belgium — fill the common areas.

Some co-working operators appeal to
specific subcultures, slicing and dicing the
flex-space market into ever narrower seg-
ments.

These days, cannabis entrepreneurs
have their own workplace. A flex space that
caters to indie game developers is open

around the clock. And there’s a shared office
environment for dog owners who can’t bear
to leave their pooches at home.

The Wing (from $185 per month) was
founded in 2016 as a co-working and net-
working company for women. It has three
locations in New York and five elsewhere in
the United States, and a just-opened off-
shoot in London. At one time, the company
was reported to have a waiting list of 300
applicants.

The design is handled in-house, and
much has been made of the millennial pink
on the walls and the color-coded arrange-
ment of books — all written by women or
about women — on shelves billed as lending
libraries.

On the main level of the SoHo flagship in
New York, an enfilade of Roman arches — a
signature design element — stretches from
the entry area through a spacious, skylit,
bamboo-paneled cafe to a vast common
area with a sea of seats.

There, a pink-upholstered tub chair from
the Spanish company Munna, with long
boudoir-ish silk fringe, catches the eye, as
does a vintage semicircular sofa by Adrian
Pearsall. Other furniture is custom.

The interior doubles as an art gallery,
with the paintings on the walls done by
women and all for sale.

At the Lower Manhattan location of the
Assemblage (from $495 per month), where
the co-working floors are topped by hotel
rooms and short-stay apartments, the
vestibule sets a nature- and spirituality-in-
flected tone: Walls and ceiling are lined in
preserved moss. A brass gong gleams.

On the open-plan main floor, designed by
Meyer Davis, the piped-in background mu-
sic was of chimes on a recent Friday morn-
ing. Textile wall hangings and low-slung
modular seating are decidedly un-office-
like. Meetings can be held in a tearoom,
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OFFICE SPACE

Hot Desks
Many co-working offices have stylish
interiors with decidedly un-beige
color schemes.

THE ASSEMBLAGE

NEUEHOUSE

THE WING CANOPY

Small
operators, in
particular, are
doubling down
on design.

By JANE MARGOLIES

EMILY ANDREWS

BEN KISTTORY WILLIAMS



where floor cushions provide seating.
There is a yoga room for stretching and an
elixir bar for infusions said to aid in diges-
tion and mood.

David Rockwell, whose firm has
produced glitzy restaurants, Broadway
stage sets and even the Academy Awards
auditorium, got the design ball rolling with
the Manhattan and Hollywood locations of
NeueHouse (from $650 per month). The To-

ronto-based DesignAgency, perhaps best
known for Momofuku restaurants, has tak-
en charge of the third, scheduled to open in
January in the historic Bradbury Building
in Los Angeles.

On the ground level of the Manhattan lo-
cation, old-fashioned banker’s chairs are
pulled up to communal tables. Individual
metal task lamps glow. Nearby, leather-up-
holstered sofas embellished with nailhead

trim form seating areas. Everywhere is a li-
brarylike hush.

At least some of the inspiration goes back
to WeWork, of course — which emerged as
the front-runner in co-working space. The
company’s look began evolving in 2017,
when the men's wear designer Adam Kim-
mel was appointed chief creative officer.

Under Mr. Kimmel, common spaces be-
gan to take on the feel of high-end interiors,

furnished with pieces by 20th-century mas-
ters.

Mr. Kimmel resigned from the company
last month, one of several high-level execu-
tives to depart after its recent financial tur-
moil.

In the absence of Mr. Kimmel, and amid
the general belt-tightening at WeWork, de-
sign watchers will have to wait and see if the
sophisticated new look survives.
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Lee Bey stood under the rotunda at the
James R. Thompson Center, 13 stories of
mirror-glass balconies rising around him in
tiers, and shiny elevators (now off-limits
without official business) zipping up and
down.

The idea of the center, which opened in
1985 at the corner of Clark and Randolph
streets, was to make a new indoor civic
space downtown, with state government of-
fices supported by the retail outlets and a
food court. You can get a marriage license
here. You can also eat at Taco Bell. “It em-
bodies the idea of transparent democracy,”
he said. “You can see all the elements at
work.”

Even the so-bad-they-are-good 1980s col-
ors in the atrium have meaning: “It takes
the elements of a traditional government
building” — the dome, the flag — “and plays
with them. The red, white and blue becomes
a salmon and a teal.”

Mr. Bey, 54, a former Chicago Sun-Times
architecture critic, photographer and au-
thor of a new book, “Southern Exposure:
The Overlooked Architecture of Chicago’s
South Side,” had planned an all-day tour of
Chicago work spaces, some serving their
original functions, others adapted to 21st-
century uses. Where better to begin than in
a building designed to put government dol-
lars on display?

Several Illinois governors have wanted to
sell the building, designed by Helmut Jahn
and long plagued by maintenance and heat-
ing and cooling problems. But Mr. Bey
thought that was the wrong move: “I would
keep it and restore it,” he said. “It was built
here for a reason,” with an L connection and
adjacency to City Hall, a free interior public
space as well as the plaza with its eye-catch-
ing Jean Dubuffet sculpture out front. “It is
a metaphor for democracy; it wants you to
walk around it and check it out.”

After the Thompson Center, Mr. Bey took
a blocklong shortcut through City Hall and
turned left, walking to the Reliance Building
at Washington and State streets, one of the
Loop’s original skyscrapers, designed by
Burnham and Root with slim, delicate-look-
ing white terra-cotta cladding. “When this
building was designed in the 1890s, electric
light was a rare thing,” Mr. Bey said. The
windows were made “really big to let natu-
ral light in.” The 14-story building’s original
tenants, doctors, dentists and watchmak-

ers, took full advantage.
“As typical with Chicago architecture,

there’s a function at the base of everything.
So the modernists from Europe come over,
they are pushing for more glass, less wall,”
but, Mr. Bey said, they realize “these guys
have done it already.”

And the modernists did come, and
stayed. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe emigrat-
ed to Chicago in 1937, where he was given a
number of important commissions, includ-
ing the Chicago Federal Center, completed
in 1974, a few blocks south of the Reliance
Building on Dearborn. The Dirksen U.S.
Courthouse occupies one coffee-colored
Mies building in the center, federal offices a
second and the third, a one-story glass-and-
steel pavilion, is the Loop branch of the
United States Postal Service.

There’s no better place to admire the pre-
cision of Mies’s grids than from within the
post office, with its Eames Tandem Sling
seating, custom stainless mail tables and
bookmatched black walnut paneling. “One
of the most everyday and ordinary things
you can do is buy stamps, mail a letter, drop
a package off,” Mr. Bey said. “This puts no-
bility behind the act.”

Across from the rear of the post office on
Clark Street, Mr. Bey stopped in at the Cen-
tral Standard Building at 231 South LaSalle,
a 1924 building by Graham, Anderson,
Probst & White that is now the headquar-
ters of Wintrust Bank. Up an escalator, a
vast neoclassical banking hall stretches the
length of the block, wrapped by a mural de-
picting ancient civilizations and quotations
about financial probity. “This is our Wall
Street,” Mr. Bey said of the building and its
twin, the Federal Reserve Bank across La-
Salle. “The architecture connotes stability,
permanence, beauty.”

Mr. Bey next headed south, by taxi, to the
edge of Grant Park. There he encountered a
different type of grandeur — the groovy
kind — at the 1972 Ebony/Jet building on
South Michigan Avenue, once the head-
quarters for Johnson Publishing and the
first downtown high-rise designed by an Af-
rican-American architect, John Moutous-
samy.

The 11-story building is “buttoned-down,”
said Mr. Bey, with tan granite-faced bal-
conies overlooking the park. Inside, howev-
er, was a different story: “distinctly black
spaces with a fearless mixture of colors and
textures” designed by Arthur Elrod and
William Raiser. The radical interiors are
mostly gone now, like the lime, orange and
swirling laminate Ebony Test Kitchen,
which was claimed by the Museum of Food

and Drink. But other striking elements re-
main. Mr. Bey called the brass front door
hardware, which twists like a Möbius strip,
“the Wakanda door handle,” after “Black
Panther’s” stunning Afro-futurist sets.

But Chicago wasn’t built on office work
alone. The last two stops on our tour are on
the far South Side where, as Mr. Bey said,
“we are closer to Indiana than we are to
Downtown Chicago.” A 230-foot-tall wind
turbine marks the 2015 Method soap fac-
tory, a LEED-platinum plant by the sustain-
able design pioneers William McDonough +
Partners. An open wetland with green and
purple prairie plants sets off the boxy con-
crete building, striped with rainbow ban-
ners and topped with a 75,000-square-foot
greenhouse operated by Gotham Greens.

“This was a former brownfield, the site of

the Ryerson Steel factory,” Mr. Bey said.
“This land is returning to its industrial
roots.” There are once again blue-collar
jobs, in a largely blue-collar area, he said,
“part of a first wave of industry coming
back.” 

Our final destination is the long-closed
Pullman Clock Tower and Administration
Building, which looms over its low-lying
neighborhood.

Historic Pullman was founded in 1880 as
a model workers’ village by George Pull-
man, founder of the Pullman Palace Car
Company, which manufactured luxury rail-
road cars.

The district was declared a National
Monument in 2015, recognizing its historic
design by the architect Solon Spencer Be-
man and the landscape architect Nathan F.

Barrett and its place in labor history.
In the administration building, exten-

sively damaged by arson in 1998 and re-
built, we see the factory’s iron bell, crum-
pled like tinfoil by the heat of the flames.
Tracks running crosswise through the
building would have carried half-built cars
inside where they could be completed.

Generous brick houses once set aside for
the bosses front the factory grounds on
111th Street, with shady rows of smaller
workers’ housing stretching away for
blocks. “Congrats on the book, Mr. Bey!”
shouts a woman, waving from across the
street, while a man in a pickup pulls over to
chat. Mr. Bey has lived in one of those row-
houses for 10 years and, on a sidewalk out-
side the clock tower, it is clear that he is, af-
ter a long day touring, home.

By ALEXANDRA LANGE

Clockwise from top left, the

Pullman Clock Tower and

Administration Building, part of

the Pullman Historic District;

the James R. Thompson

Center; a detail of the Central

Standard Building; the Method

soap factory; the post office

that is part of the Chicago

Federal Center by Ludwig Mies

van der Rohe; the new

residential lobby of what used

to be the headquarters of

Johnson Publishing; and the

Reliance Building by Burnham

and Root.
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Chicago Works
A tour reveals how form and function
have evolved where people earn a living.
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Michael Green has seen the future of the
building industry, and that future is wood.
Lots of wood. The Vancouver-based archi-
tect is among the most ardent proponents of
what is known as mass timber, prefabricat-
ed structural wood components that can be
used to construct buildings — even large-
scale buildings — faster, with less waste and
eventually with less money.

Most crucially, Mr. Green and others say,
building with mass timber can ameliorate
climate change because it produces less in
greenhouse gas emissions than construc-
tion with concrete and steel. And wood has
the benefit of storing the carbon dioxide
trees absorb during their growth, keeping it
out of the atmosphere indefinitely.

“Roughly 11 percent of the global carbon
footprint is related to what buildings are
made out of,” said Mr. Green, whose mass-
timber projects include the T3 office build-
ing in Minneapolis (the name stands for
timber, technology and transportation) and
a pair of buildings for Oregon State Univer-
sity’s College of Forestry, including a re-
search and development facility for the
school’s TallWood Design Institute.

Over the next 40 years, he added, it is esti-
mated that nearly 2.5 trillion square feet of
new construction will be needed to support
growth in the world’s increasingly dense ur-
ban areas, according to the 2017 Global Sta-
tus Report issued by the United Nations En-
vironment Program. “If we continue to
build the way we are,” Mr. Green said, “we
are absolutely not going to meet any kind of
climate objective, and we’re going to
change our children’s future forever in a
pretty bad way.”

While cutting down trees to make build-
ings may not sound environmentally sensi-
tive, mass timber supporters argue that
wood could be harvested from sustainably
managed forests.

Increasing numbers of architects, devel-
opers, governments, educational institu-
tions and corporations are embracing
wood. In Biel, Switzerland, Swatch Group
just completed three buildings said to be
among the largest timber construction
projects in the world. Designed by Shigeru
Ban, an architect admired for his innovative
use of wood, the complex includes a serpen-
tine company headquarters wrapped in a
spectacular latticed timber facade.

Notably, big players in the tech world are
adopting wood. Microsoft is using mass tim-
ber throughout its new Silicon Valley cam-
pus, while Sidewalk Labs, Google’s sister
company, has plans for a new waterfront
district in Toronto consisting of wood build-
ings, some as tall as 30 stories.

“We’re past the tipping point in the ac-
ceptance of wood,” said Thomas Robinson,
founder of the Portland, Ore., firm Lever Ar-
chitecture, which recently completed the
Nature Conservancy’s local offices and
community center using Forest Steward-
ship Council-certified wood and is working
on an expanded mass-timber headquarters
for Adidas. “The people who are the innova-
tors, looking for the next thing, a richer ex-
perience for their employees or how they
live, they’re turning to mass timber.”

The benefits are aesthetic and envi-
ronmentally responsible, he added. “People
just connect to wood in a way that is viscer-
al.”

Mr. Green, who is consulting with Side-
walk Labs on its proposal for Toronto, said
mass timber should be embraced for build-
ings much larger than residential and low-
rise structures, which now account for most

wood construction. When the seven-story
T3 Minneapolis (designed with DLR
Group) was completed in late 2016, it was
the tallest wood building in the United
States. An eight-story residential building
in Portland, Ore., called Carbon 12, has since
been built.

A second T3-branded property is planned
for Atlanta, and other projects are in the
works for Nashville; Denver; Austin,
Texas; and two are planned for Toronto.

At the end of last year, the International
Building Code was changed to allow wood
buildings of up to 270 feet tall, or the equiva-
lent of about 18 stories, from 85 feet. The
United States code won’t adopt the revised
standards until 2021, but some states will al-
low projects based on the new criteria to be
submitted before then.

In Europe, where mass timber began
gaining traction nearly 20 years ago, en-
couraged by aggressive climate policies,
wood buildings are rising to new heights.
Last spring the 18-story Mjostarnet office
and residential tower by Voll Arkitekter in
Brumunddal, Norway, became the world’s
tallest mass-timber building at 280 feet (in-
cluding an openwork wood structure on its
top).

Just a few months later, the HoHo Vienna,
a mixed-use building designed by Rüdiger
Lainer + Partner, was nearly the same
height but had six more floors.

Enthusiasm for timber, however, is not
universal. Some environmental groups
have raised concerns about the effects of

scaling up wood construction, especially
without universal commitments to sustain-
able forestry. Skeptics also note that there is
limited data on mass timber’s long-term im-
pact on atmospheric carbon levels — the
full benefit of which is possible only if the
wood components used are recycled and
not allowed to decay at the end of a build-
ing’s life.

There are also deeply ingrained fears
around wood and fire safety, and both the
International Association of Fire Chiefs and
the National Association of State Fire Mar-
shals opposed the recent updates to the In-
ternational Building Code, arguing, among
other things, that additional fire testing is
needed before mass timber can be safely
used in tall buildings.

Those who favor timber, however, say far
taller wood buildings are possible. Promi-
nent architecture firms like Skidmore Ow-
ings & Merrill, PLP Architecture and
Perkins & Will have done studies for wood-
framed skyscrapers between 40 and 80
stories. The Japanese timber company
Sumitomo Forestry has proposed an 1,100-
foot, 90-percent wood tower for Tokyo that
would be the country’s tallest building of
any type.

“We’re already designing at 35 stories,”
he said, citing a tower he conceived for a de-
velopment proposed for the Porte Maillot
area of Paris.

To be clear, timber advocates are not
pushing for a return to old ways of building,
before devastating fires prompted large cit-

ies like New York and Chicago to ban most
new wood construction in the 19th century.
Mass timber refers to a variety of different
types of engineered wood components, the
most common being cross-laminated tim-
ber (known as CLT) and nail-laminated tim-
ber (or NLT), in which multiple layers of
wood planks, stacked at 90 degrees, are
glued or nailed together under pressure to
form structural panels. So-called glulams,
which are made in a similar fashion and
have been around for more than a century,
are typically used for long elements like
beams and columns.

Mass-timber components have a resist-
ance to burning that is relative to their
thickness, as extensive tests conducted by
the United States Forest Service and the
American Wood Council at the Bureau of Al-
cohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives
Fire Research Laboratory and elsewhere
have demonstrated. When mass timber is
exposed to fire, the outer layer chars, slow-
ing the burn and creating a protective barri-
er around the core. In multiple fire tests,
mass timber’s performance has consis-
tently exceeded building code require-
ments.

Wind becomes more of an issue as build-
ings get taller, one reason that most mass-
timber buildings higher than several stories
are hybrid structures, incorporating some
concrete, steel or both to provide rigidity
and weight.

For now, a lot of mass-timber projects are
about recapturing the spirit of old industrial
wood buildings, albeit updated with 21st-
century comforts and technology. In Toron-
to’s Distillery District, the New York firm
SHoP Architects plans to use mass timber
for a sprawling five-story retail and office
complex inspired by the area’s historic
buildings. It will be SHoP’s first mass-tim-
ber project, after plans for a much-antici-
pated 10-story residential tower in Manhat-
tan fizzled a couple of years ago when ap-
provals stalled.

“People want to live and work in these
kinds of buildings — they have a sense of
connection to the material,” said Chris
Sharples, one of SHoP’s founding partners.
“And what we’ve seen from fabricators and
builders is that there’s a 35 percent drop in
construction time for mass-timber build-
ings, which means the carrying costs are
less.”

And, he said, the work sites are quieter
and cleaner, generating less waste. “When
you live near a job site, it’s noisy, with all of
the trucks — it’s a horrible quality of life,”
Mr. Sharples said. “You see these wood
buildings go up and it’s like a barn-raising in
the middle of your block.”

Ultimately, economic and quality-of-life
factors are driving mass timber as much as
global climate considerations. “People don’t
do this for the environmental reasons,” Mr.
Green said. “I may, but my clients want to
know it’s cheaper.” And it is getting cheaper,
as the industry expands and supply chains
are developed. Mr. Green’s firm was ac-
quired by the building technology company
Katerra, whose enterprises include one of
the world’s largest CLT plants in Spokane,
Wash.

While he imagines explosive creative
possibilities for architects inspired by fu-
ture technologies like 3-D-printed wood,
Mr. Green said climate considerations were
paramount. “We need to change the conver-
sation around what to celebrate in architec-
ture,” he said. “This movement is about
switching out the concept of what good de-
sign is. There has to be a new framework of
what we see as beautiful.”

By STEPHEN WALLIS

NEW GROWTH

From Trees to Towers
Engineered wood takes on a greater role
in construction, rising to new heights.

Top, a timber

construction building,

one of three at Swatch in

Switzerland; center left,

a rendering of a retail

and office complex

planned for the Distillery

District in Toronto; and,

center right and above,

the T3 office building in

Minneapolis, once the

tallest wood building in

the United States.
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