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blazer, Daughteres By
Obedient Sons; long
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abstract print,
vintage Helmut Lang;
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13. During her studies
at Pratt, Selldort
spent two inspiring
semesters in Florence,
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sn't always have to be antagonistic. It's
not all about urban antagonism.

17. Selldorf fashions
a historically
sensitive approach to
architecture.
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and Philip Johnson Alan
Ritchie Architects.
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For the past 20 years, German-born Annabelle Selldorf has
established herself as the go-to architect for the upscale New York
art set, having worked with the likes of David Zwirner and Jeff
Koons. Her uncompromisingly classic and tastefully understated
designs, including furniture, appeal to artists, gallerists and
collectors alike. High-profile commissions such as the infamous
Abercombie & Fitch flagship on Fifth Avenue have rounded
out her portfolio. Now, as her office has grown to over 40 employ-
ees, Selldorf is working on a number of luxury condominiums
in Manhattan, completing her impressive evolution from high-end
niche architect to full-on power player on the New York architec-
ture and real estate scene.

PIN-UP paired the usually no-nonsense Selldorf, who has
a reputation for Teutonic rigor, with former cab driver, artist,
interior designer, and general downtown demi-mondain Ricky
Clifton, with whom she worked on the Hauser & Wirth residence
on the Upper East Side. The two sat down for an informal
chitchat in Selldorf’s offices in Union Square, former house to
Andy Warhol’s Factory.

Ricky Clifton: Your father, Herbert Selldorf, who is an architect in
Cologne, was he a big influence on you?

Annabelle Selldorf: Yes absolutely, but not in the Frank
Lioyd Wright kind of way, stomping through the house in his
black cape. Actually, both my parents were a big influence—their
way of living, their way of looking at the world.

RC: What did your mother do?

AS: My mother was just supportive of my father, and
worked with him a lot. My parents did something that | think
is very wonderful: they had a whole life concept. Life and work
was almost the same for them...

RC: | have a friend who is a banker and he told me once:
you never work. And | said: what do you mean? | always work!

AS: Exactly.

RC: So your father started with interiors first, he didn’t go
to architecture school?

AS: No, he didn’t go to architecture school. It was a
company called Vica, that was part of the family, my grandmother
started it and then her children joined her after the war.

RC: How old is that company?

AS: It's been around for a long time. Now it is no longer
called Vica, it's part of another company now. In large part it
was something that was a response to post-war Germany: how do
you start your life over again? My father was working with his
siblings, and they had a company and they provided interiors—
they would do room design: have furniture made, upholstery, and
curtains. Very sort of haute bourgeois with a modernist slant. At
first | didn’t think that that’s at all what | wanted to do. But by the
time | finally signed on to the idea of being an architect, | wasn’t
eligible for architecture school in Germany because | was never a
very good high school student. But somehow | was accepted at
Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. | went there thinking | would perhaps
go there for a year or so, and next thing you know, 30 years later
I'm still here.

RS: And then you stayed in New York all the time?

AS: Yes. | didn’t know where else to go [laughs]. How long
have you been here?

RS: | moved here in 1975, and a couple months after |
moved here | came to do a movie as a conceptual artist, and | did
costumes for my best friend Jean-Paul Goude. Back then he
was the art director of Esquire. He lived over here, Andy Warhol
had his Factory upstairs [from Annabelle Selldorf’s office on
Union Square], and | had this idea for Esquire to costume celebri-
ties’ pets as other celebrities. So the first of the series was
Andy’s two dachshunds Amos and Archie as Jacques Cousteau
and The Pope.
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AS: You're kidding?

RS: And it’s on page three of the Warhol diary.

AS: That’s hilarious. So this building where my office is
really means something to you?

RS: Yes, but let’s get back to you! So did you go to Pratt
for architecture?

AS: Yes, because by then | really knew that that's what |
wanted to do.

RS: What did you do before that?

AS: | apprenticed in a number of different architecture
offices in Cologne, and then | started working in Richard Gluck-
man’s office. And | worked there until the early '80s, approxi-
mately. Then | went to Italy for a year, in Florence...

RS: Aha, | think | notice the influence! What'’s the Italian
word for fascist architecture? It starts with an “r"...

AS: You mean Architettura Razionalista—rationalist
architecture?

RS: Yes! That's my favorite! All that early 1930s early
fascist stuff. To me that’s just great. And | can see elements of that
in your project for Hauser & Wirth—the doorway, for example.

AS: Yes, absolutely. Of course, that’s where a lot of
influences came from, too. Florence was such a great experience,
because maybe more than anything else, it made me want to be
an architect, because | spent all of my time going around looking
at architecture. It was the first and only time that | really had the
time to just be dedicated to studying. When | was in New York,
| always worked at the same time as | was going to school, so that
was always very stressful. But in Italy, | didn’t work, | just went
from place to place, and | had some really wonderful professors.
So when | came back to New York, | realized that | didn't like
working for other people that much. And in my youthful enthusi-
asm, | thought | could work at night, and hang around during
the day, going to museums, looking at art... Of course that doesn’t
at all happen that way. | realized you can’t really control how much
work you do or don’t have—if you don’t have enough work you
worry that you might not have money to eat, and if you have too
much work you have to put out.

RS: So, what was your first job that you did as an archi-
tect by yourself?

AS: My first job was a kitchen renovation. It took forever,
and it took up a lot of my time because | was involved in it until the
very last detail. After that was done, someone else came around
who had another kitchen and bathroom to do. So all of a sudden,
| had done one job and | was already in business. One thing sort
of led to another...

RS: What was your first architectural project?

AS: One of my first real jobs that | did was a gallery space
for Michael Werner, on 67th street; that was a job that | really loved.

RS: Were the people from the early projects, were those
art people as well? Because that's something | realized, that you're
doing all these projects for people in the art world.

AS: You know, | think it’s an affinity to the same esthetic.
And in the case of the Michael Werner space, that was sort of
the first of many others, where you realize that people look at the
same things. Some of it is a simple as having the same tastes,
but as an architect of course you also establish an architectural
idea. But that overlap was good. So then | worked with David
Zwirner, which was the first project of many others to follow.
This was his first gallery on Greene Street, where we were both on
our hands and knees doing a lot of things ourselves. Butin a
way it was really great to grow up together in that way, because
then you really appreciate what you accomplish. And that
has always mattered to me, to be around people and to deal with
people who have similar interests. I'm sure it's the same thing
for you, and always will be. . X b

RS: | sort of work with a lot of friends who are artists,
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father, Herbert Selldorf,
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23. In 2001, Selldorf
was the architect for
the renovation of the
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Fifth Avenue, a private
museum for German and
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and then, as you said, one thing leads to another. It's also kind of
a social thing, | don’t know...

AS: Yes, but it also boils down to a shared sensibility.
How would you describe what you do? Is it decorative arts?

It's probably more applied arts, right?

RS: | don’t know how to describe it. | do painting and
sculpture, printing and all that. And | find furniture and objects and
| am producing a lot of different things that all become environ-
mental to me—and | never do the same thing twice. When | get
desperate about explaining this, | often ask if the person knows
who Jorge Pardo is. My gallerist, Lorcan O’Neill, told me not to
say that, but I'm using the name as a figure of speech.

AS: Yeah, and | think that’s actually very good: making
Jorge Pardo a technical term [laughs].

RS: You know, my favorite project you have ever done is
the Neue Galerie on Fifth Avenue. And the café downstairs, which
is named after my favorite cafe by Joseph Hoffmann, Café Fleder-
maus. And | thought it would be great to do some weird tile work
down there. | love that place. Did you find the paneling for the Café
Sabarsky upstairs yourself?

AS: The paneling was there, but so much of the rest was
not there. So now when | go | don’t remember anymore what is old
and what is new, because it overlapped. Maybe that’s in some
ways apt to describe how | work. Because it’s not all about saying
“this is what | did” but to find a sort of pact, where far from being
distinct and soulless, you just decide where you want to articulate
and where you want to have your own separate identity versus
being part of a bigger thing. And | think that’s a pretty interesting
and relevant idea in architecture, where we deal with the urban
condition all the time. You know, the Neue Galerie is a prominent
object on a street corner but it still has to be part of a larger
environment.

RS: But you consider that! Some people don’t. You know,
Rem Koolhaas did a design for the Astor Place Hotel, which was
never realized, and it had these bombed out windows—it looked
like Beirut. It wasn’t a bad idea, but it was completely ignoring
the whole neighborhood. Every building in sight on Astor Place
has arches, so | thought what a great opportunity to pay homage
to the arch, like the Square Colosseum at the E.U.R. area outside
of Rome.

AS: | know what you mean. | think it’s legitimate to ask,
“What is the function to provoke?” | think there is more than
one way of doing that. It doesn’t always have to be antagonistic.
It's not all about urban antagonism.

RS: But you also worked with so many artists:

David Salle, for example.

AS: Yes, I've worked with Eric Fischl, I've worked with
Not Vital, and I’'ve worked with Jeff Koons... And recently | did a
cabin for an artist. Working with an artist is fun, but it's such a
different kind of exchange. It's a visual exchange, rather than a
verbal one. If you admire somebody, then it's a big treat to do
something for him or her.

RS: So tell me about the apartment building you're doing
on Eleventh Avenue, 200 Eleventh. | looked at the interior render-
ings on the website, and it looks like a French artist studio,
with the stairs coming down into the living room, the large win-
dows—almost like the Atelier Ozenfant or something.

AS: | think that’s definitely true. What happened is that we
were asked to do this building, and more than anything | cared
about was to create something that was in some way related to the
neighborhood. And the design is pushing it a little bit, but it's
also a building that comes to the ground solidly, that isn’t all glass.
It has relatively small windows, but | think the way they frame the
views is quite extraordinary.

RS: Is every unit the same?

AS: No. There are about four or five different types.
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But it's quite complex, because they're all duplex apartments,
so they have this yin-yang thing going on, hooking into one
another. But the real reason why everyone is talking about the
building is because it has parking that allows the cars to come
to each individual floor. |

RS: Which is like the Starrett-Lehigh building on 26th
Street and the West Side Highway.

AS: Yes, exactly. And the funny thing is that it grew
out of a necessity, but it became something that was very exciting
because it had never really been done before. But the original
necessity came from the lack of an actual basement, which could
have provided for a garage. '

RS: | guess you could have one, but then you might have
a little water problem.

AS: You got it. So we figured that it was worth the extra effor

RS: Well, | think it's also really sexy.

AS: | don’t know about that [laughs]. But what | really like
about it is how the exterior volume relates to the interior.

RS: How many floors does it have?

AS: There are 18 floors, but they are very, very high-
ceiling floors. So each of the floors has double height spaces.
The construction is up to the thirteenth floor now and you
can really already see what the interiors are going to look like.

RS: Good, because what | always hate is low ceilings.
All the Trump buildings have really low ceilings because they're
trying to fit as many units as possible. The only exception is
the Trump World Tower. It's in that Sidney Lumet movie—Before
The Devil Knows You're Dead—the drug dealer lives there.

You should rent that movie. But all the other Trump residential
buildings feel like office buildings.

AS: Yikes.

RS: | guess another interesting building is your
collaboration with Philip Johnson on the Urban Glass House.
How did that happen?

AS: Well, Philip Johnson died before | really had anythin
to do with the project.

RS: So he did the architecture, and you did the interiors”

AS: Actually who did most of the architecture was his
partner in the firm, Alan Ritchie.

RS: How did it happen that they asked you to do the
interiors?

AS: Well, it was a really strange thing because it was
really my first opportunity to work with a developer. Somebody |
knew who had worked on a variety of projects called me up one
day and said, “We purchased this building with the skin already
designed by Philip Johnson’s office, and we’re going to
develop it.” Then they asked me whether | would like to work on i
Initially | thought | didn’t want to do that, because everything
was already decided for—they already knew how many units, etc

RS: The layouts...

AS: No, we did the layouts. But the positioning of the
units already existed, and we thought maybe there is not that
much to do—because if it was just about selecting the bathroom
tiles, | wasn't really interested. But then we started working on it
and we realized that if we pushed things around here and there
you could actually make some really great apartments. And in the
end I'm really proud of it, because it did end up being a lot of
work, but that really helps, because it gives you stamina. And a
nice effect of that project was also that it made me look very
carefully at Philip Johnson's work—of course liking some things
much more than others. But | really have a lot of respect for
what he did. |

RS: You know I'm from Fort Worth, and Philip Johnson
did all these buildings down there, and when | used to drive a cat
| picked him up a couple of times—him and David Whitney [John:
son’s boyfriend]. You know; in the middle of the night....



AS: Is that true, here in New York? | never realized you
used to drive cabs...you lived dangerously!

RS: Yeah. Back then you could make a lot of money.
And after | stopped driving a cab | was a cater waiter for about thre:
months. Back then the best catering was Glorious Food. And they
called me up one day and told me, at the last minute, to come tc
Lever House. And | got there and it was the dinner to celebrate
the fact that they had saved the Lever House, because they were
going to tear it down. It was hosted by Jacqueline Onassis, for
whom | also used to do floral arrangements. So | was pouring win
at the table behind her and she tapped me on the shoulder and
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X said, “So you changed jobs?” And Philip Johnson was behind me
listening, and | said, “Well, | also drove a cab and | picked him up

it b s 25. The lrban Glass twice.” | told him that | was from Fort Worth, and he said, “Yeah, |
billboard advertising House was Selldorf's r : e ; : .
for the Urban Glass first foray onto remember you. You’re the one who said I'm the Maria Callas of
%”Ef?fﬁlifgifrifgeéf gz:n:m‘k’ B Teal eatate architecture.” So everyone was laughing, but the Glorious Food
heraelf and Bhilip ‘ people were all glaring at me. Needless to say | never worked
Johnson. with them again.

AS: [laughs] Uh-oh! That's hilarious. Listen, | am sorry,
but | really have to go now.

RS: That's OK, I think we’ve talked about everything but
Anna Wintour’s residence, which | saw mentioned on your web-
site—but no pictures.

AS: Oh, just forget about that.

- That's hilarious!

26. Interior designer
Ricky Clifton and
Annabelle Selldorf
worked together on the
Hauser & Wirth resi-
dence on New York's
Upper East Side.

ANNABELLE SELLDORF
o |~



	Issue 4 Summer 08_cover.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p1.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p2.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p3.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p4.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p5.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p6.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p7.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p8.jpg
	Issue 4 Summer 08_p9.jpg

