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Instant Gratification

To the Editor:

About two years ago, as construc-
tion on One Union Square South be-
gan, a man was passing out leaflets
that implored the community to stop
the “‘ugly building" [*The Ominous
Message of a Box on Union Square,”
Jan. 2]. At the time I didn’t pay much
attention, since it is hard for a lay-
man to project how a proposed build-
ing will fit into the neighborhood. As
Mr. Muschamp correctly points out,
this is why there are organizations
itke the Municipal Art Society. In-
stead, we should have listened to that
pamphleteer.

I couldn’t agree more with Mr.
Muschamp as to the blight that this
monstrosity has put onto Union
Square. Thanks to “‘Metronome,’’ the
so-called public artwork by Kristin
Jones and Andrew Ginzel, it is not
something we can even ignore.

| disagree, though, with Mr. Mus-
champ on one point. While ‘“Metro-
nome’" is used to cover up an unin-
spired building, it conceptually fits

very well with the building’s “‘pro-
gram.” The concentric circles with
the gaping hole strongly resemble a
stereo speaker. The commercial
space below is occupied by a Virgin
Megastore. The digital panel gives
the time down to milliseconds, the
gauge by which we judge the efficacy
of computers. The space-below is
occupied by Circuit City.

What we have here, and will live
with for much of the next century, is
an architectural rendering of the
American culture of the 1990’s.
Union Square is bombarded with in-
stant gratification through the alu-
minum and plastic flash of throw-
away consumerism. The violation of
our space that this “‘public art” has
committed is to take “‘the shopping
mall” and turn it inside out. Do the
artists think we need to be reminded
that we don’t live in Paramus, N.J.?

JOHN FAWCETT
New York

Ruminations on Time

To the Editor: _

While there is much of merit in Mr.
Muschamp's review of One Union
Square South, and of the general
anemia affecting architecture and
public art in New York, I wonder if it
was his intent to be so dismissive of
the work “Metronome.”

e rafers to a portion of the work

as “an immense, illuminated digital
panel” that *‘incoherently tracks
some chronological measurement
not worth thinking about.” Had he
thought about it he might have found
that it is, in fact, a large and very
elegant digital hourglass, based on a
24-hour clock; time *“‘pours” from

the numbers on the right (which-

show the time remaining in the day)
to the left (which shows the time
elapsed in the day). While these sec-
onds are flying by in a digital blur on
one part of the work, a simulated
boulder reminds viewers of the lazy
passage of glacial time, which, over
eons, formed the bedrock of Manhat-
tan. The other elements are likewise
very thoughtful and sophisticated ru-
minations on time, its passage and
the ways in which we mark it.
JEFFERY RUDELL
New York

Make It Beautiful

To the Editor:

While on the subject, I encourage
Mr. Muschamp to look at some of the
urban-design atrocities being com-
mitted by the city itself. Take the
intersection of Park Avenue and
East 33rd Street. Can the huge signs
that say ‘“Pedestrians Prohibited”
and the barrier fences be justified in
the center of the most pedestrian-
oriented city in America? How about
the expressway-style signs at Grand
Army Plaza in Brooklyn? Is the pla-
za in Long Island City at the foot of
the Queensboro Bridge anything
more than a colossal piece of as-
phalt?

The fact that these important
pieces of our urban puzzle are being
designed and built without any input
from New York’s deep pool of artis-
tic talent is absurd. Let’s see if the
Municipal Art Society and others can
be true to their “City Beautiful”
roots and make the city beautiful.

MICHAEL KING
New York

A Respect for Context

To the Editor:

Mr. Muschamp correctly assesses
One Union Square South as a colossal
failure on several counts. He aptly
notes that “despite the efforts to
break down its bulk, this building
bears no appreciable spatial rela-
tionship to Union Square or to the
Civil War and City Beautiful-era
structures that surround it.”

Quite true! It is mere common
sense that what succeeds in Union
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Square and throughout lower Man-
hattan is a respect for context. But it
is important to recognize that histor-
ic preservation is a cornerstone of
such sensitivity in planning. So why
does Mr. Muschamp refer to historic
preservation as a “‘sacred cow’ in no
need of support? The loss in recent
years of several historic structures
in lower Manhattan is proof enough
that this is not so.

The construction of One Union
Square South required the demoli-
tion of the previous structure, 58
East 14th Street, which still con-
tained significant portions of the leg-
endary Union Square Theater. East
of the square a series of banal New
York University dormitories and
other developments have been built
or are under construction on the
ruins of Luchow’s, the Palladium and
the Jefferson Theater, thus solidify-
ing the destruction of all traces of
this once-great theater district.

This autumn a final urgent call to
save the historic Coogan Building in
North Chelsea went unheeded, so
that a series of incredibly mediocre
towers could proceed unhindered on
the newly up-zoned portion of Sixth
Avenue between 23rd and 30th
Streets.

I think it is unfair to lay all the
blame for such mistakes as One
Union Square South on the Municipal
Art Society and the Public Art Fund.
Such nonprofit groups do not hold all

|
|

Fred R. Conrad/The New York Times
“Metronome,” on the facade of
One Union Square South.

the aces in the game of real estate.

They at best mitigate the worst ex-
cesses thereof.

LAURENCE FROMMER

New York
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Art Society’s Role

To the Editor:

The Municipal Art Society agrees
with Mr. Muschamp's call for better
commercial architecture. However,
we would like to clarify some points
regarding One Union Square South.

The Union Square Community Co-
alition first sounded the alarm about
the building originally proposed for
this very visible site. At their re-
quest, the society approached the
developer (not the other way
around), urging that this site de-
served more than a standard devel-
opment solution.

The society did not design the
building. That isn’t our role. What we
did, instead, was encourage the de-
veloper to consider different design
options. We asked two dozen archi-
tects to make recommendations
from among their peers; the devel-
oper then commissioned three well-
respected architects from that list to
prepare proposals for the site. From
those proposals, he chose the design
firm of Davis Brody Bond.

The architect, not the society or
the Public Art Fund, proposed incor-
porating a complementary sculptur-
al design. Mr. Muschamp may or
may not like the resulting work of
art, but it was very much a design
response to the building’s site. The
building closes the Park Avenue vis-
ta on the south just as Grand Central
Terminal caps it to.the north: The
sculpture corresponds to the large
sculptural group on Grand Central’s
south facade.

Finally, the architects who serve
on our board no doubt were surprised
to hear that the society promotes
commissions for its own board mem-
bers since, as often as not, the society
opposes projects designed by its own
members. Rather than proposing ar-
chitects for specific commissions, we
often sponsor design competitions
for such important projects as Times
Square, the West Side waterfront and
Columbus Circle. On occasion, we
hire "architects to explore creative
alternatives for large projects.

Commercial development in New
York unquestionably needs to be bet-
ter. Debate is crucial to that process,
but so is a balanced accounting of the
facts. KENT BARWICK

New York

The writer is the president of the
Municipal Art Society of New York.

Architect’s Response

To the Editor:

As the architects for One Union
Square South, we obviously disagree
with Mr. Muschamp’s criticism of
the building and ‘“Metronome.”

The original list of architects se-
lected to submit designs for the
project included such firms as Rob-
ert A. M. Stern and Hardy Holzman
Pfeiffer, hardly the *'lowest common
denominator” of design firms. We
won that competition largely be-
cause we proposed tha! a large pub-
lic artwork be created for the facade
of the buildling. Davis Brody Bond
was not selected simply by a poll, nor
because our firm was a safe choice,
as Mr. Muschamp implied.

He also does not mention that a
second competition was held for the
public artwork. Of the several artists
asked to submit drawings and ma-
quettes by the Public Art Fund, the
team of Andrew Ginzel and Kristin
Jones was selected.

It is one thing for Mr. Muschamp
not to like the building or the
artwork. It is quite another to attack
our reputation and use our work to
build an argument based on incom-
plete facts and specious associations
between events, Davis Brody Bond
has continued to expand upon our
founding legacy of innovative and
responsible design. To suggest other-
wise is to indicate a lack of familiar-
ity with our work.

STEVEN M. Davis, F.A.LA.
New York

The writer is a partner in the New
York design firm of Davis Brody
Bond.

Public Art

To the Editor:

One Union Square South and “Met-
ronome”’ provide Mr. Muschamp
with the ammunition he has been
seeking for some time to attack New
York City’s architectural failings.
However, to lay the blame for unin-
spired buildings at the feet of public
art in general and artists in particu-
lar is disingenuous. Starting with the
singular example of ‘“Metronome,”
Mr. Muschamp goes on to claim that
public art has “helped generate a
hostile climate for architecture.”
The spectrum of contemporary art

practices brought under the umbrel-
la of public art is so much wider than
Mr. Muschamp's “supplement’ to
architecture. (Think Keith Haring on
Park Avenue, Rachel Whiteread’s
“Water Tower” in SoHo or Barbara
Kruger’'s billboards throughout the
city.) It is an open dialogue that
enriches our public spaces and pub-
lic lives.
SusaN K. FREEDMAN
Tom ECCLES
New Yerk

The writers are the president and
director, respectively, of the Public
Art Fund.

Union Square’s Name

To the Editor:

As a senior at Franklin and Mar-
shall College in Lancaster, Pa., I
recently completed an architectural
and historical study of Union Square.
In his excellent article, Mr. Mus-
champ states that the square was
given its name because of the “reuni-
fication of the United States achieved
by the Civil War.” My research indi-
cates that the area that was to be-
come Union Square was acquired in
1832, well before the Civil War, by the
New York State Legislature to serve
as an intersection of two streets. The

square was named for the ‘“‘union” of
Albany Post Road (Broadway) and
Boston Road (Fourth Avenue). It
was the center of a fashionable dis-
trict by the 1850’s. Incidentally, in
1861 the square served as a gather-
ing place for supporters of the Union
cause. AMELIA G. BAKER

Scotch Plains, N.J.





