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By Beth Broome

arsons 'The New School for Design,

housed since the 19705 in a cluster of

four carly-20th-century buildings on

the corner of Fifth Avenve and 13th
Street in Manhattan, had long been sullering
{romm a kind of cognitive dissonance.

‘The physical space occupied by the
school  which offers 22 programs, ranging from
architecture to fashion design—did not align
with the ideals embodied in the institution’s
teaching. The best thing (hal could be said about
Parsons's street-level publicand circulation areas
(that serve the classroom tloors above) was that
they “had character” A cramped warren of segre-
mated spaces connected by back alleys and service
areas, the school was, mildly put, dificuli (o nav-
igate, And with its compressed lobby areas, students often could be seen
Ining up for class out on the sidewalk. The school *did not display ur
speake to the worl that was going on inside,” says Lia Gartner, New
School vice president for design, construction, and facilities nianage-
ment. Nar was it effectively connecting with the city, a rich resource that
Parsons values as an extension of the dassroom.

Prompred in part by funding from Sheila C. Johnson (& phi
lanthropist, chair of the Parsons board of governors, and {rusiee of the
New School}, in 2003 e school invited a select group of architecrs to
reimagine the ground level joining the mid-rise buildings. The goal
was to improve circulation, create & nexus for bringing logether stu-
dents and facully from different disciplines, and connect the schoal
with the city while demonstrating the importance of design and com-
municating the school’s identity.

“The idea of reconnecting to the city drove the project,” says
Lyn Rice, ATA, principal of New York—based Lyn Rice Architects (LRA),

who collaborated with his associale Astrid Lipka, ATA, on the 32,800-
squere-foot job. But before any of the loftier goals could be achisved,
the messy deed of uniting the various buildings had (o be taciled. “It
was like a veterinarlon operaling on four distinetly different animals
simullancously— without anesthesia,” says Rice. referring to the com

plicarions of uniting the four structures: the mishmash of building
moditications made over the years, the preponderance of nonaligning
levels from flaor to floor and nonaligning structures from building to
building, and the accumulation of partitions and layers of finishes.

To introduce a geographic center and crossrnad of circula-
tion, the architects carved an “urban quad” out of the complex’s core.
Ta do this they removed a one slory mainlenance shop in the middle
of the site, excavaled down to install a new chiller plant, and topres
the new comman space with a 1,600-square-foot glazed canopy thal
filters light in and provides views of archetypal “back-ol~houss” New
York City: chitnneys, (ire escapes, and water towers. Utilities (some of
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which had previously lined or occupied interior walls) now wrap the
quad’s service elevator, and an aluminum ramp cocked on an angle
creates & focal point and leads to passenger elevalors, gallery spaces, the
archive, and the auditorium.

Rather than defining the school’s identity for them, the archi
tects (who, through OpenOffice Arls + Archilecture Collaborative,
worked together on Dia:Beacon) helped the students create it themselves
by putting their work on public display. Along the Sheile C. Jehnson
Design Center’s perimeler, the archilects lowered the sills, inserting
deep-set, aluminum-encased, steel-framed windows canted outward to
apen up the facede and expand views both out to the sidewalk and in to
the student work displayed in an exhibition arca (among other pleces)
that doubles as a classrnom for pin-ups and critiques,

After umifying the complex’s discrete spaces by exposing the
buildings’ concrete- and masonry-encased steel structures, Rice and
Lipka added new architectural components as clear insertions, injecting
color and texture into the raw shell. Though many of the program
clements were preexisting, LRA reinvented each—complerely gutting
existing spaces and invigorating them with their own distinct material
palette. For example, the architects lined the walls of the cenler’s archive
with gray felt to modulare 2coustics and, o lighten the moad, installed a
vibrantly colored central desk and lockers. In the auditorium, a bamboo
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The back wall of the
Kellen Auditorium,
made of CNC-milled
medium-density

o .'f.herhoanl, tuncﬁons:_' e

 asa soundaahsorpﬁve\
suriaqe. The l(e!len =

ox inserted into an expc b.l structure, the

sound-projecting fror e (the back wall absc

doubles as a chalkboard. Near thc new 13th Street entrance, an Ll\_‘\'ﬂttd

meeting pod, surfaced in chartreuse powder-coated aluminum, can-

tilevers out over the quad, and an orientation room boasts an exterior

wall clad in yellow poplar bark. “It was as if we were working on several

projects at once, Lipka, “unfortunately, all with the same deadline.”
Parsons’s radical makeover brings the life of the school down

to street level and will ne >t hav ffects on what hap

on the school’s upper floors. And w 111 e the mmpln\dlrca(l}-‘ provides a

SOURCES
1rer, Ney Cit) Custom millwork: Le
Architect: Lyn Ric -hitects Flooring:
Lyn Rice, AIA, principal; Astric ;-'Hum.-ﬂ-'l or
ciate
Engineer: Buro Happold

ONLINE: To rate this project, go to architecturalrecord.com/projecis/.




