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introduction

Franz Schulze

WHILE ONE OF the factors that won Mies van der Rohe the com-
mission to design the Seagram Building was his reputation for sin-
gle-mindedness verging on predictability, the solution he came up
with was among the most inventive and original of his entire career.
As little as a glance is required to recognize Seagram as a building by
Mies, yer further study discloses features not only unique to the
Miesian catalog but vital to the exceptional quality of the finished
product. Furthermore, for anyone unable to visit New York, the pho-
tographs of the building by Ezra Stoller provide an unsurpassed visu-
al record of a structure arresting unto itself and in relation to its
setting. Indeed, the shot Stoller made of the building from the
northwest is the one most frequently reproduced, largely because it
is the most fully revealing.

In anticipation of the celebration of its one hundredth anniver-

sary in 1958, the Joseph E. Seagram and Sons Corporation began
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planning as early as 1954 to put up its own building. They selected a
choice piece of property in midtown Manhattan, between s2nd and
s3rd streets on the east side of Park Avenue. Seagram board chairman
Samuel Bronfman began the process by requesting a proposal from
Luckman & Pereira, a well-regarded California firm whose design
later appeared in model form in the international press. There it was
seen by Bronfman’s daughter Phyllis Lambert, who had some well-
informed opinions of her own about the arts at large and architecture
in particular. She made it clear to her father that she was monumen-
tally unimpressed by the Luckman & Pereira design, and in a gesture
as sage as it was paternal, he responded by granting her full authority
over the selection of the final archirect.

When Lambert called upon the Museum of Modern Art for
advice, she was greeted by Philip Johnson, who at the time was about
to leave his position as director of the Department of Architecture in
order to give himself over wholly to his own architectural pracrice.
Knowing that he still lacked the reputation to be a candidate for the
job. Johnson proved generous in the time he gave Lambert, primarily
because he recognized that Seagram’s plan to hire the best possible
architect and treat him to a lavish budget would to some degree off-
set the sorry abundance of second rate building in New York in the
boom of the mid-1950s.

Working together, Lambert and Johnson nominated close to a
dozen renowned designers, including Eero Saarinen, Marcel Breuer,
and I. M. Pei. They narrowed the field to Frank Lloyd Wright,
Le Corbusier, and Mies, then to the latter two, and finally to Mies
himself. Lambert later justified the choice, observing that “the
younger men, the second generation, are talking in terms of Mies,”!

but a measure of the Seagram decision to award him the commission
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derived from the suspicion that both Le Corbusier and Wright would
have proven temperamentally too difficult to work with. Mies, by
contrast, was the least likely to force his ego on the project—in short,
the most trustworthy, the most predictable.

In retrospect, then, his solution could be readily imagined from
the start, and in the most obvious visible respects, it lived up to that
expectation. From the street the Seagram Building appears as a tall,
rectangular prism, perceptibly related to the apartment towers Mies
erected earlier in the 1950s on Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive. Those
buildings had earned him much of the publicity that led finally ro the
Seagram commission. They were studies in a clear, straightforward,
typically Miesian relationship of steel frame and glass infill. The
structure and the skin occupied the same plane, and, by applying
[-beams to all exposed vertical members, Mies achieved a ncarly
regular a-6-6-6-a thythm of column and mullion. The I-beams also
added a lean burt persuasive decorative element to the facade.

The Seagram Building, executed when central air conditioning
was more readily available, called for a vent situated berween the
structural columns and the outer glass skin. As a consequence the
skin was separated from the structure, and the rhythm of the ex-
terior vertical members making up the curtain wall became exactly
regular in its expression.

All of the above, while descriptive of the surfaces of the Chicago
towers and their later derivation at Seagram’s, leaves untouched a sub-
stantial amount of what lies at the heart of Mies’s achievement in
both places. While critics have often accused him of indifference to
the surroundings of his buildings, in both the Chicago and New York
instances, that criticism has little merit. The relationship of the two

apartment buildings to cach other and to the Lake Michigan
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