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Seeing

thewhole

picture

In a former London fashion showroom, Stuart Shave's
new gallery by David Kohn Architects demonstrates
close attention to detail, says Ellis Woodman

Pletures by lnsnna Marinescu

or the past decade, the
unlikely focus of Lon-
don’s primary art mar-
ket has hesm Vimer
Street, a shabby parade
of former industrial buildings in
Bethnal Green, There arg cur-
rently eight galleries mnged along
its bemgth, and another half dogzen
in the immediate area, Most days,
there is litths to indicate to passers-
by that they might find anything
out of the ordinary behind the
roller shutters and secarity gates.
However, come to one of the late
openings on the first Thorsday of
each month and you will find the
sret jummied with visitors boned
by a slarte of new exhibitions and a
copious supply of free booes,
Five years ago, Stuart Shave was
ome: of the first gall ery coamers to
set wp hers when be converted a
garage into Stoart ShaveModemn
Art, Today, the gallery has 25
artists on its books, & number of
whom have estahlished interna-
tional repatations over the time
Shawe has represented them and
have seen their markest valoe
incresse signiticanthy. In responise
to these improved foranes, two
years agn Shave began koking for
lnnger premises in A maore central
location. He soom identified
Fitzrovia, the area narth of Crrdiord
Street asan ideal hase. This part of
toen has been reduced fo some-
thing of » backwater in recent
Years as A consequence of B well
intentiomed  but  increasingly
anachronistic planning policy
designed to protect its long held
role & the centre of Lomdon’s gar-
ment indusry. With the advent of
ghobaliration, the need for fashion
retailers to maintain city centre
showrooms and production facil-
ithes hees reiheced, lesding to many
maving out of the capital.
Westminster City Council has
onky responided to this chamged cli-
mate very recenthy, Shave's new
space ocoupics & S4sq m former
fashion showroom on Easteastle
Strees, and it took two applications
befiore: the planners were ready to
ocpuntenance its conversion. Now

Brick piers align with those of the elevation above.
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that the policy has been revised, the
art world has moved in en masss,
Alison Jacogues, Alexandrs Pollaz-
zon, Matthew Bown, the App-
raach, and Mommery & Schnelle
have alll establishedd premises in the
anca over the 12 months, with
a number of them, like Shere,
transferring from the East End.
Soon toamive is Filar Corrias, who
has commissiened Bem Koolhaas
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to design & tewn-Soney Epace oppo-
site Shave's premises,

Shave’s gallery has been des-
igned by David Enhn, and is the
first hailt work the architect has
completed wnder his own name,
However, Enhn has a particularhy
stromgg pexligres in this sector, b
ing been the project architect on
the epically scaled space that
Caruso 5t John designed for Larry
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View towards Stuart Shave's office, The vertical alr extract vent extends wp the [amb of the door,

Cragnsian in King's Cross, Whileit
was in the natare of Shave's brief”
that much about the space is
generie, KBohn obyvioushy umder-
gtandls the type intimately and has
imtraduced a very high level of
refinement. Talking to him and his
client, it s clear there is not & sin-
e detnil thit the too haven't dis-
cussed at length — & comversation
no dowhs facilitated by the many
mnarithes it tond to get planmdng per-
In choosing a property on which
to take n lesse, Shave was keen to
find p space that would allow
Eohn to establish a suite of well
propartioned roome, This was a
judgment not onby ahout the avail-
ahle square footage: bot also about
the floar-tn-ceiling height. Archi-
tect and client ars agreed that too
tall a space can be ps problematic
as ome that is too ke, potentialky
pushing the viewer and the ant-
work into an overly confronta-
tinnal relationship. Shave was also
keen to avoid columns in the
gallery, the presence of which is
considered particubarty limiting in
A space ussd to display sculpture,
O the many properties Shave
and Kohn considered, the East-
castle Street building met these
reqquiremnents most readily, Kohn
hins duly confipored a plan of foor

ooms, in part governed by the
desire to conceal the existing
columns within the partition
walls, Accordingly, the walks are a
fantastically thick 740mm, wide
e 40 TEEss A COmpuater maon-
itor of to hide sdditional stroctural
supports if' s work of art requines
it, Cver the past decade, thinking
abaonut the ideal build-up for gallery
walls has shifted repeatedly in
response toa series of failres, The
walls of Tate Modern and the New
Art Gallery at Whalsall arein MDF,
hant this strategy prodoced hairline
cracking betwesn pansls that has
requinsd frequent overskimming
and repainting. At the Gagosian, o
ply backing wms employed with a
top snriaes of plasterboard, bt the
difficulty of sourcing stracturalby

Kohn had hoped
to reduce the
glass on the
street but the
local authority
was keen to
maintain a fully

glazed shopfront

stable shects of phywood initially

resulted in a significant degres of
warping. Kohn has tried a new,

and hopefully more stable, solo-

tion — a backing sheet of oriented

strand board, sgain topped with a

layer of plasterboard, Fingers

crossei

Twa lines of eolommns nanning
perpendicular to the eade divids
the space into three structoral
brys, Thie colbaman-to-codumn dis-
tance of the central bay is 7.3m,
alllorwimgg, for the: creation of & pair
of galleries of an equivalent andd
decent dimension, Two offics
spaces — ane for Shave and one for
hiz staff’ — have been sited within
the much narmower hiys to either
gidle, While that dingram sugpests
a strong hierarchical distinction
between galberies and administra-
tive: spaces, the distinetive quality
of Kohn's scheme derives from his
resisting the tempeation to makes
an emphatic distinction betwesn
fromt and back of house, Tnstead,
all four rooms are drawmn into a
common treatment throogh the
use of some finely pauged plan-
ning decisions and & consistent
material treatment.

Eohn's new street facade takes
its cue from that of the existing
buibding, respecting its tripartite
struscture with the introdwction of
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picTs in & light grey engineering
brick, sited in line with those
which extend up the height of the
elevation. Originally Kohn had
hoped to reduce the amount of
glnss on the strest bot the local
authority was keen to maintain &
ingly the two right hand hays,
which comesponsd with the widih
of the first gallery, are entirely
closed with glase. A low iron con-
tent has been specified toavoid the
usunl green huse,
T‘hcbljrmﬂl:hﬂumpmdhf
full-height glass entrance doors,
set back from the street and ele-
vatedd by & couple of steps. Enter-
ing, we discover the namow first
room extends for 13m — the fill
depth of the plot. Its far end is
gecupied by a long refectory table,
the largest element of & suite of
metal elements Kohn has designesd
fior the space, which inchedes cop-
banard door handbes and catalogoe
display stands. The design of
these elements was prompiesd by
Shave'’s desire to install Dister
Bams" Vitsoe shelving along ong
wall of the office, In the clements
he contributed, Kohn has slyly
channelled the spirit of Bams,
emulating the radivused edges of
his shelves, Through this strategy
a space that risked looking like o

Shave's office with original Jeanneret furniture from Chandigarh.

furniture showroom has been cal-
tivated inte something far more
cohsssive,

The rmeoms are Amanged
enfilade but the placement of the
opEnings sets wp A very particular
means of progressing betwesn
them. We advance rather in the
manner of 8 knight jumping
around & chesshoard, making a
90-degree turn at each threshold.
‘Thie first opening places s on axis
with the middle of the long wall in
such a quantity of glazing to the
strest may mot be ideal, the
arrangement configured hese is
rather happier than that of, say, the
ground floor gallery of David
Aafjaye’s Iniva building, There, vis-
itors are brongght in at the back of’
the space so that the huge, framed
wview of the strest is presented with
such force that any exhibition
strsgEles to compete for attention.
With Shave’s gallery, the means of
approaching the space, its reduced
height, and the presence of one of
witdth of the plaing all help to mit-
igate the potentially pictorial
natuare of the view out,

Conventionally, the options
available to a gallery designer in
kocating the air vents are to site
them either in the foor or ceiling,

It's clear there's
not a detail that
architect and
client haven't
discussed at
length

or in horizontal strips at the foot
or head of o wall, Shave stipalated
that he didm’ want any vents visi-
bic at all. Kohn has come up with
avery ingenigus solution that all
et meeeets thiis impossibile brief: he
has sited them vertically, The
intake vent is located hard agninss
thie windowr frame of the street
glazing, where it can draw in air
through a grille mownted exter-
nailly within the entranee recess,
The outtake rons up the side of the
door that allows Shave's office to
b closed off from the second
glery.

This is the only threshold thag
cam he closed off, bat the door isa
full-height glass slider — mini-
mally present in its closed position
and effectively invisible when
apen, Asense of spatial contimeity
is further enforced by continuing
the gnlleries’ composite oak floor

into the office; indeed the room
has heen conceived as offering the
potential to provide overflow dis-
play space, A desk, chairs and set-
tec are all gathered ot the far end
— original Pierre Jeanmenet pisces,
designed for Chandigarh, which
are drawm from Shave's collection
of 20th certury French furninire.
Meeting him im this exofic sefting
teels rather like an encounter with
a foreign armbassador ina Grabinm
Greene novel, And yet this tablesu
iz not alfogether incongruons —
the splayed legs of the long office
table Kohn designed in the first
raom affer & strong premonition
of the stylistic coneerns of the
picces gathered here,

Eaohn and Shave are now plot-
ting the transformation of the
large hasemment into fiarther gallery
space, This is likely to inhve: the
renmientation of the stair that oceu-
pics the back of the first room so
thint visitors will be ahle to access
it from the rear gallery. As client
and architect are well aware, the
challenge is to find & way of
exteniding the spatial sensibility of
the ground floor without the
sequence taking on a labyrinthine

. Given the sensitivity with

which they have carried out the
work to date, | don't doubt they
wiill fined & sy
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