
Founded in 1972 to promote emerging and 
potentially marginalized art practices, Artists 
Space became a stalwart of the alternative New 
York art scene. The institution played host to 
many iconic exhibitions, such as 1977's Pictures, 
curated by Douglas Crimp, which canonically 
announced artists like Sherrie Levine and 
Robert Longo to a wider audience—and helped 
influence a whole generation of artists concerned 
with what is now called the "postmodern 
image." As a touchstone of such programming, 
Artists Space has been the epicenter for land
mark, if not iconoclastic, displays covering 
themes such as identity politics and the culture 
wars, the AIDS crisis, and the institutional 
recuperation of the avant-garde. In recent 
years, however, the program has faltered a bit 
in presenting field-defining exhibitions. 

In an attempt to redefine its image and 
position, Artists Space recently brought in a new 
director, Stefan Kalmar, who, in turn, signaled 
the establishment of a "new era" by redesigning 
not only the program, but the actual physical space 
of the gallery, its offices, and its website, as well 
as Artists Space's print media and style guide. To 
achieve this monumental task, Kalmar brought in a 
mix of provocative designers—ultimately, Common 
Room, ifau + Jesko Fezer, and Manuel Raeder— 



to think about how this branding could function 
symbolically as well as on a day-to-day basis. 

Wherever these ideas led, the realities of 
use and budget became a filter dictating the 
final product, not to mention the delicate 
negotiations that take place when drawing together 
multiple partners. The resultant package has 
been universally lauded in the press; The New 
York Times art critic Roberta Smith went so far 
as to equate this bottom-up restructuring 
with the revolutionary setup that Alfred H. Barr, 
Jr., used to found the Museum of Modern Art. 

To get to the heart of this possibly 
historic process, I spoke with various players to 
uncover how their ideas were made manifest. 
What follows is an impressionistic collage of these 
multiple voices, which together trace a tale of how 
all of these sometimes contradictory thoughts 
were distilled into a functional framework. 



Around May we were all asked to 
meet together and to have a completed project 

by a fixed end date, the opening of the first 
show, September 10,2010. Also, the budget 
was very small, only about $100,000 usd. 

There are no rules in design. 
The photographer, of course, knows more 

about a given picture than I would even 
dare to imagine. So, often we remove 

ourselves so that the expert can determine 
the reception or use of something. 

We had worked with Jesko previously 
on the Wyoming Building in New York, but 
we did not know everyone that was brought 

together for this "think tank" meeting. 

Stefan knew us from a project we did 
with him in Munich for the Kunstverein. There, 

we put a large table in the center of 
the space that could be used as a bar or cafe. 

This communal table was a natural outgrowth 
of the large tables you have at beer halls in 

Munich. However, the large table could also be 
reconfigured and used as a stage, for example. 

There wasn't much said of display 
during the first meeting; most of the desire 

was to create the space as a kind of generator 
with an open or common area at the core. 
On top of that, there was a desire to bring 

the office area into view so that the visitors 
and the staff would see each other. 

I drew a kind of diagram of overlapping 
circles, with one representing a library, another 

the office area, and another the exhibition 
space, and so on, so as to create zones of contact 

between these usually discreet aspects. 

I didn't really understand the teams. 
There was a lot of interest for collaboration, but 

there was little discussion of how this would 
result. So we just went off from that meeting 

and thought about the project independently. 

Before the renovation, the space was 
a bit moribund, which paralleled the state 

of the institution: 30 percent of the floor space 
was used for storage, and another 

30 percent was taken over by administration, 
in particular, a large corner office for 

the director. Basically the space began to 
mimic a kind of corporate institution. 



Just gut the place, and be through with it. 
Then you get a kind of 1970s SoHo artists loft, 

much like what was around at the time 
the institution originally opened. 

Well, the demo idea might have been 
a more a strategic move than a design move— 
a kind of let's-do-it-and-see, but also more as 
afait accompli requiring new architecture. 

At this point we thought that the loft idea is 
sort of untrue, I mean, as architects you're not 

really doing anything with this situation. 

At the second meeting we came 
back with a proposal. Okay, build in nine 
spaces with 20 doors between them, as 

a counter-proposal to the wide-open space 
idea. This way you preinstall a setting that 
is rigid, one that is very rich as you move 

around in a nomadic way over time. 

We weren't sure what to expect from 
the second meeting, so we just came back 

with a programmatic diagram superimposed 
on the gutted space. This grew out of the 
use diagram given in the first meeting. 

It is more dramatic to show change 
from within. Before their removal, the existing 

walls had congealed to define the cramped 
context of the exhibition space, which 

was something to move away from. So, the idea 
to take out walls just to put in new walls... 



The idea of the nine rooms was rejected. 

At some point, a member of the board, 
who was an architect, came in to see 

if we could actually complete something, 
and on time. I think there was some 

nervousness about what we were doing. 

Some members from the original "think tank" 
team had already dropped out by now, probably 

because there wasn't enough structure. 

The point of design is to take seriously 
the daily use, and not to just leave gestures. You 

could put in an open office in the space, but 
what if a screening room was needed? Further, 

what happens in the future when a new director 
comes in? There needed to be some base 

structure from which the space could logically 
adapt instead of falling back on the ad hoc. 

We decided to pare down the room idea 
to match it with the open-room idea in 

a way that could serve as a backdrop for all 
of the mixed events in the future program: 
exhibitions, performances, talks, films, etc. 

The walls were taken out, but we wanted 
to keep the doors from the first proposal, 
as a door is more expensive to build than 

a wall, if either should be needed. 

This large door/gate idea was a kind of weird 
addition; what does it say about "transparency" 

to have a large door looming in the space? 

As a compromise, posts were put in 
to establish a coordinate grid that matched 
the outline of the rejected rooms. This way, 

there would be some anchors that could define 
the space, but also so that some coordinates 

could be set up to build off in the future. 

These coordinates would be slightly 
askew from the column grid so that they 

would read as something different. 

Going back to the diagram, an office 
was needed, but one that could allow the 

staff and the visitors to see one another. So 
a series of screens grew off our anchors that 

could frame the space but keep it open. 



With their exposed studs, without dry wall, 
the screens have the actual qualities of a 

wall but also allow for shelving to store the 
library and archive around the office. 

There was a lot of interest in having a 
kitchen, although there wasn't enough money 

for that. Instead, the coordinates mapped 
out a space that a kitchen could go in, so we 

also factored in the plumbing and gas to make 
that option more feasible at a later date. 

The screens themselves are based just 
on the module of the wood, which set up the 

clear story of the office. Likewise, 
the distance between them is dictated by the 

function of the shelves and circulation. 

There was then a long discussion on whether 
to paint these screens, as painting could 

create some form of hierarchy. In the end, 
it was decided to leave them blank. 

The floor was left unfinished, just sanded 
down. This was pragmatic, as there was 
little money, yet it is also risky as you 

think of maintenance long term. 

All in all, the idea is to have something that is 
not finished, to have something that has the 

quality of a wall, of a shelf, that could be added 
to in the future. Also, this allowed a relationship 

to be established where we would be working 
on the project over a longer time, together. 

New York is unique because it has three 
generations of artists living and working side 

by side. So there was also an idea to 
get these people talking, but how could design 

be used as a tool to open up new questions? 

The calendar and announcements 
needed to be clear and consistent. So the 
mailers are designed on a serial leporello 

format that allows for variation, but 
could also be collected to form a book. That is, 

they create their own archive. Also, when 
they are unfolded, they become a poster, which 
fits evenly on the screens in the office area. This 

way, there is an extension of the 2-d into the 
architecture as the posters fill out the library. 



In the Wyoming project we decided to put 
in a facsimile of Aldo Van Eyck's "ring" in the 

central exhibition space. This ring, which 
Van Eyck developed from looking at the 

form of the circle in various anthropological 
studies, serves not only as a platform or 
meeting place for communal exchanges, 

but also as a support that could be used in 
various ways. For example, a plank could 

be placed across it to form a table. 

There was an idea that various barriers 
could work as a kind of hindrance so that 
contingency can set up a starting point 
for interaction. In other words, make 

something that someone has to deal with, 
as well as a base from which some form 
of context could be established. These 

coordinates play into that, however, we felt 
there should be a greater intervention. 

The idea for interpretation was 
carried on in a design for a bench. This 

bench, much like the bar in Munich, 
could be used for people to meet. 

At first the bench was to be placed in 
the corner where the old director's office 
was removed to show the transformation 

from a private closed space that 
approximated a corporate model to 

a now open and generous one. 



It's funny: The identity for the space began 
as a kind of joke. In the past, Artists Space 

had a circle for their brand, then there 
was later a square, so why not a triangle? 

Then you get something that approximates 
the letter A, but also get something that 

looks like a strong corporate logo. 

Sometimes if you play with history 
it becomes too heavy. 

It was decided to unfix the bench so that it 
could be used for other functions as need be, 
and not serve as a souvenir of a past memory. 

Although the triangle brand has a 
clear form, the color often changes. It will 

stay like that for now to establish 
the identity, but in the future it will probably 

get played with, and it should mutate. 

The bench has moved around over the 
last few months. For a while it was in front 
of the office, however it wasn't used much. 

We hear through the grapevine that 
things have been changed or that new 

furniture has been built, but we seldom 
get that information first-hand. 

Well, the design was kind of reused again in 
another project, and I feel a bit cheated by this. 

We are happy that it is unfinished, but 
would be unhappy if it stayed this way. 
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