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Legend has it that around the turn of the 20th century, all real painters
lived in tiny garrets under the eaves of the Paris skyline, either paying
minuscule rents or trying to avoid creditors. This, it is sometimes said,
led to their paintings being on the small side, and if we look at the
works of painters such as Paul Klee, Van Gogh, or Juan Gris, the idea
might seem to stand up to analysis. At the same time, one look at a
painting by Pollock, Motherwell, or Schnabel is enough to tell us that
such a painting has probably not been created in a garret—either in
Paris or elsewhere.
Although much has been written about the influence wrought on the
history of art by chemical changes, the composition of paints, or even
the use of one type of bristle or another, the repercussions that an artist’s studio could have on his or her
work have not often been considered.
The main transformation in painting during the second half of the 20th century has been the change of
scale, and much of this transformation may indeed have been due to the artists’ shift in residence from
attics and other small studios to spaces formerly used as factories or warehouses. To paint a 150-square-
foot canvas, a large studio is unavoidably necessary.
Mentioning artists in a book about lofts is appropriate, since artists were the first to see the advantages of
taking old industrial premises and converting them into studios and dwellings. Perhaps Andy Warhol, with
his notorious “factory,” is the most famous example, but many urban-based artists of our time have also
chosen this type of space in which to live and work. Even today, after the loft has ceased to be the
exclusive prerogative of the artist and has become an acceptable, alternative form of housing, a large
percentage of those living in these spaces are painters, photographers, architects, publicists, and other
sorts of creative, or design and media-oriented professionals.

A driving force behind the loft phenomenon is the gradual abandonment of old industrial buildings by




companies looking for newer and better equipped premises. The result is that lofts are not to be found in
all districts of a city, but only in those with an industrial past, such as Clerkenwell, Poblenou, or Soho. As
competitive pressures drive industries to abandon their original homes, new activities for which the
spaces are more than adequate are quickly replacing them.

The loft represents both the unconventional life of the artist who integrates home and work in one space -
and also an industrial tradition evident in the nature of the buildings themselves. The person who decides
to live and work in a loft does so perhaps to some degree out of sympathy for the notions and feelings
that the genre conjures up. Therefore, any conversion that is necessary should not substantially modify the
space but instead equip it for new activities without changing its original look.

A simple definition of a loft might be as follows: a large space, almost always converted from
nonresidential use, and usually having the structure and installations left exposed.

Although lofts are found in obsolete buildings that might seem less than ideal for a modern living space,
precisely _the opposite is true. Traditional houses are not always well suited to the changes brought about
by communications technologies that allow more people to work out of their home. The distribution of

space and functions, and the size of rooms, are based on fixed notions of bedroom, kitchen, living room,
dining room, and so on. Adding work activities to this traditional blueprint requires a radical departure—
not only more space is needed but more flexibility, as well.

Another factor is that the large nuclear family is rapidly becoming all but extinct. In large cities, such as
New York or London, where the idea of the loft has been most thoroughly developed, one or two-person

families are much more common than traditional families of four or more members. Smaller family units do
not usually need the sort of privacy and partitioning found in a traditional home.

Lofts are large, flexible spaces that can evolve according to the needs of the people occupying them. This
capacity to evolve will surely make lofts more prized in the future. A final point regarding the future of the
loft is worthy of note: loft architecture is, in a sense, a significant form of recycling and reuse—critical
concepts for the new century.
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 Changing Edges
K-Loft in New York City
e GéOrge Ranalli T i

} This'project is for the renovation of a 2,1 00-square-foot loft in the
Chelsea section of New York City for two artists and their son. The
building was constructed almost 90 years ago during the turn-of-the-
century building boom in lower Manhattan. The interior has windows

~ only in the front and rear. Because the loft is located on a lower floor
of the building natural light is scarce. Therefore, the interior space
had to be organized to take full advantage of any natural light and
ventilation in the rooms as well as to fulfill the programmatic desires

of the owners.

LocATion: Chelsea section of New York City.
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CLIENT: Jacque Metheny & Robert Kirschbaum.

AReA: 2,100 sq. ft. (195 sq. m)

COMPLETION DATE: 1996.

DesiGN TEAM: George Ranalli (principal & designer), John Butterworth
(project architect), Stephania Rinaldi Kuischer,

= Nathaniel Worden (assistants).

CONSULfANTsf Robert Silman & Assoc. (structural), ACM Engineering

| (mechanical), Stephen Falk, Falk Assoc.
o : (spGCEfiéatiqns), Joseph DiBernardo (lighting).
GENERAL CONTRACTOR: Lauda Construction.

" PHoTOGRAPHY: Paul Warchol.
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