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John Portman, by Paul Goldberger
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John Portman is somewhat of a phenomenon in con-
temporary American architecture. He has designed great
space, something generally thought to be near-impossible
given the cost of materials, land and labor today, and
moreover he has made this space both enormously popular
and enormously successful financially.

The popular acclaim for Portman’s work cannot be
separated from an aesthetic evaluation of it, for the desire
to win popular approval is a major factor in the design
process for Portman. He wants at once to please both the
architecturally unsophisticated and the cognescenti, and
what is remarkable is how close he has come to achieving
these almost contradictory goals. Although Portman’s work
is theatrical, it is so on a vastly different plane from that

of other so-called “popular” architects such as Morris -

Lapidus; unlike the work of architects of the Lapidus
genre, Portman’s buildings do not merely cause observers
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to exclaim at what they consider to be “beauty,” but actu-
ally to begin to ponder more serious architectural concepts
of form and space. Portman uses not decoration but de-
vices—primarily great space, bold geometric forms and
movement —which, while not subtle, are sophisticated
enough to create a feeling of interest and excitement,
and the sense that the building is an unusual experience,
even an enobling one. Portman’s buildings have the re-
markable ability to cause people to examine their own
notions of what architecture is.

All of this success is achieved, of course, at a certain
cost, the Portman buildings are not always as refined as
they might be, although the later buildings show a marked
improvement in detailing. There is a sense in all of the
Portman hotels that a formula has been used with great
seriousness, conscientiousness and imagination. And as
architectural space, the buildings are truly exhilarating.
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It is space which is both the central concept of Port-
man’s designs and the major factor in their popular
success. The space in the atrium of the Atlanta Hyatt
Regency hotel is three million cubic feet, a volume half
as big as the main room of Grand Central Terminal in
New York, but at 22 stories considerably higher. For
many of the visitors to the hotels, the atrium is the
largest interior space they have ever seen. But it is not
merely their size which attracts visitors: the atriums are
full of light, sound and movement. The most important
moving objects to Portman’s overall plan are the tear-
shaped glass elevators, lighted with rows of tiny bulbs
to recall Portman’s beloved Tivoli, which provide a pattern
of movement against one wall when they are watched
from the floor—not to mention an extraordinary ex-
perience from within. There are also cafes, cocktail
lounges, fountains and sculpture: In short, all the elements
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of a town square within the room.

The sense of the atrium as both a civic space and an
interior room creates a kind of tension which is probably
not unnoticed by the hotel’s visitors; in fact, it is that
ambiguousness—that sense of being at once both inside
and outside—that gives the atrium much of its value as
an architectural experience.

The Atlanta hotel was opened in 1967, and has been
the testing ground both for Portman’s architectural con-
cepts and his financial ones. It is part of Peachtree
Center, an ongoing multi-building complex that has been
a major factor in the revival of downtown Atlanta. Port-
man designed the Regency in 1964 as an alternative to
the standardized, motel-type design which by then had
become extremely common in American cities. Some
years before he had expanded the traditional scope of the
architect’s role by undertaking development himself (he
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not only designed Peachtree Center but, with partners,
owns it) and thus he began to build the Atlanta hotel
under his own auspices. Before its completion it was sold
to the Hyatt Corporation, which alone among major
American hotel chains saw the atrium not as waste space,
but as a feature that would provide the hotel with a kind
of monumentality which, because of its uniqueness, could
prove profitable. It was profitable beyond Hyatt’s expecta-
tions, and three months after the hotel’s opening the hotel
corporation set Portman to work on a 200-room addition,
a round glass tower. (The main building, around the
atrium, contains 800 rooms.) Later, the Hyatt Corporation
used the Portman scheme as the basis for the design of
several other hotels by other architects.

The central mass of the building is a large concrete
box, decorated with balconies but otherwise not particu-
larly unusual. It is topped, however, by a revolving
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cocktail lounge, a round object with a blue glass dome
that is perched, like a flying saucer, atop the elevator
column. The cocktail lounge is typical of Portman’s
forms: a fairly simple geometric shape used flamboyantly
to achieve a dramatic effect. The cocktail lounge is es-
pecially successful in relating the building to the skyline:
it immediately identifies the hotel among the many slabs
of downtown Atlanta, even from a great distance. A
similar use of a simple geometric shape is the addition;
the 20-story silo of dark reflective glass plays off against
the boxy concrete of the main building.

The great space of the atrium is entered, at first, a
bit awkwardly: the front attempts to serve both as motor
and pedestrian entrance and lacks enough clarity to do
either really well. But once one passes through the
building’s doors the experience is superb: first a low, plain
vestibule, then another set of doors, then fifteen feet more
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under a low ceiling before the space leaps up to its full
22-story height. Portman understood well the lessons of
Wright’s Guggenheim Museum here.

Once inside the space, the elevators become the focal
point; the movement of the brightly-lighted cabs them-
selves, as well as the mass of the huge column up and
down which they run, demand attention. The lobby func-
tions are arranged somewhat loosely around this dominant
element, with the exception of the “sidewalk” cafe and a
raised cocktail lounge under a suspended, parasol-shaped
canopy, itself a piece of sculpture; both of these facilities
are placed to permit viewing of the elevators.

With so many functions crowded into it, the space is
somewhat busy at ground level, and the vast crowds the
hotel attracts add to the activity. But the even pattern
of the trellis-like balustrades along the balcony-corridors,
many of which are hung with plantings, provides a serene
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contrast.

Portman’s gift for the creation of experiences of move-
ment through space, as well as space itself, as shown in
the sequence of low vestibule leading into high atrium,
is further demonstrated in the process of access to the
revolving cocktail lounge. The visitor first experiences
the ascension through the atrium, viewed from within
the glass elevator cab, that all occupants of the hotel do.
But above the top floor the elevator enters a narrow, more
traditional shaft, blocking the view momentarily as the
car moves up through the roof. Then it suddenly shoots
out again, and the entire city is visible through the glass
walls of the elevator for a brief moment before it reaches
the enclosure of the cocktail lounge.

The Hyatt Regency San Francisco, completed in 1973,
is based on the Atlanta Regency, and includes similar
features such as the glass elevators. But it goes beyond
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the Atlanta model to become the most refined space
Portman has yet built. At San Francisco Portman took
the central space, essentially static at Atlanta, and made
it move in both plan and section. In plan, the room con-
verges to a near point at one end; in section, the bal-
conies on one side are staggered inward, so that the space
narrows toward the top. At Atlanta the sheer size of
the space provides an initial level of excitement which is
then heightened by the activity within; at San Francisco
the unusual shape of the space adds a whole new level
to the experience by itself.

- The San Francisco hotel is part of Embarcadero Center,
an urban renewal complex not unlike Peachtree Center in
Atlanta; it is also, in part, Portman-owned as well as
Portman-designed, and the standard office towers use a
skin similar to the one Portman developed for Peachtree
Center. The massing of the hotel building is strikingly
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different from the Atlanta model, though—although there
is a similar revolving cocktail lounge, and concrete is once
again the main material, the converging shape of the atrium
space generates a setback form for the facade.

The Chicago hotel, the Hyatt Regency O’Hare, completed
in 1969, departs somewhat more radically from the Atlanta
model. Instead of one atrium, there are in effect four—
catwalk-like corridors emanating from a central elevator
column divide the square central space into quadrants.
Here, the sense of sheer space at Atlanta and San Francisco
is sacrificed for a greater sense of structure —and an
extraordinary Piranesian effect created by the corridors
spanning the space. As in the other hotels, the space here
is filled with sculpture (hangings of Japanese kites in this
case, which provide an exciting infusion of color) and
eating and drinking areas. The Regency Hyatt O'Hare
has also shared in the popular success the other Portman
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hotels have achieved, despite its location at Chicago’s
airport rather than downtown; in fact, it may well be the
first non-center-city hotel to attract downtowners out to
it in large numbers, rather than the other way around.

The form of the Chicago building can be loosely con-
sidered a combination of the original and annex sections
of the Atlanta Regency. The central section is a concrete
mass not unlike the main building at Atlanta; the even
pattern of the balconies is relieved only by the articula-
tion of a duplex suite at one point on each of the four
sides. The central mass is surrounded by a glass cylinder
at each corner, recalling the Atlanta annex wing. The
combination of two such different forms was intended as
a means of injecting variety into a building which was
required, by Federal airport regulations, to be no more
than eight stories high and thus would have been ex-
tremely long and monotonous had it been a single mass.
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The interiors of the San Francisco and Chicago hotels,
like their central spaces, are more sophisticated variations
on the Atlanta model, and in the restaurants especially
they demonstrate Portman’s ability to use lush, sensual
materials and bright color with skill. The public spaces
also show an ease in the handling of small spaces—there
are frequent alcoves, tube-like passageways and changes
in floor level which, like Portman’s great spaces, increase
consciousness of space and movement and, thus, of archi-
tecture itself. The visitor understands that he is being
entertained, as with any flamboyant architecture, but his
experience in a Portman hotel goes beyond this, and gives
him a glimpse of the potential of architecture to inspire.
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