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The full-fl oor, glass-walled $12 million dream bach-
elor apartment that Esquire magazine installed at 
the new Astor Place condominium is a showcase 

of the fi nest designers working today. One of the most in-
teresting rooms is the “playroom”—the “Ultimate Bachelor 
Bar”—designed by the Rockwell Group. Light sprays from 
a seven-foot chandelier made of 12-inch acrylic tubes and 
Swarovski crystals, dances off beveled-mirror wall tiles, and 
refl ects off shards of glass embedded in the sides of the long 
bar. Thick red wax drips over the top of the bar, alluding to 
a top-shelf Maker’s Mark bottle.

“One of the things I’m happiest about that installation,” 
recalls architect David Rockwell, “is the process of making 
it. It was an event that brought together all the people who 
were working on the apartment, all screaming as we were 
pouring this bar, having it drip over the edge. The making 
of it was a kind of celebration.”

It was, of course, perfectly appropriate to put Rockwell 
in charge of the area of the apartment devoted to entertain-
ing, famous as he is for bringing elements of theatricality to 
areas where people congregate. Of the installation, he says, 

“Doing it was really linked to the DNA, the specifi c story, 
of who we were doing it for. I think that sense of specifi c-
ity, of being about something—that sense of celebration—is 
integral to all of our work.”

The Group
The Rockwell Group—whose Union Square studio 

employs 150 designers “who also happen to be artists, sculp-
tors, chefs, opera singers, architects, playwrights, and set de-
signers,” says Rockwell—is most famous for its hospitality 
work. In New York City alone it has designed at least 30 
restaurants, most notably Nobu, Vong, Town, Ruby Foo’s, 
Café Gray, and Rosa Mexicano, as well as several hotels, in-
cluding W New York, W Union Square, and Chambers.

The Group’s signature is on an ever-expanding vari-
ety of New York City institutions. They’ve designed sets for 
shows, Broadway and Off, including Dirty Rotten Scoundrels, 
Hairspray, and The Rocky Horror Show, and produced such 
retail emporiums as Best Cellars on the Upper East Side, 
the CBS retail store, and the new version of the children’s 
paradise, FAO Schwarz.

Architect Profi le

by Steve Cutler
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Working in a very different venue, Rockwell turned 
the Children’s Hospital of Montefi ore in the Bronx into a 
family-friendly healing center that engages the child’s senses 
of curiosity and wonder, fi lling the place with captivating 
learning-center art installations and giant Carl Sagan-in-
spired murals of the galaxy.

Where People Come Together
Rockwell’s contribution to large-scale residential proj-

ects in New York City has been mostly to their interiors, most 
famously the lobbies for buildings such as the Sagamore, the 
Lyric, TriBeCa Tower, and the new 455 Central Park West.

“The lobby is the place where people come together,” 
notes Rockwell. “For us to look at the most social part of a 
project is the thing that interests us, and that’s what a lobby 
is.” (“Of course,” he adds wryly, speaking of his own three-
story loft in TriBeCa, “I live in a building with absolutely 
no lobby.”)

Rockwell designed all the interiors at One Carnegie 
Hill, a Related Companies tower about to open on East 96th 
Street, including the lobby and 18,000-square-foot amenity 
fl oor. “The building combines rentals and condos,” says 
Rockwell, “so it was an intriguing place to create a kind of 
destination public space. We use some very luxurious mate-
rials in the lobby: a marble fi replace and a copper-leaf ceil-
ing that is penny-fi nished and dotted with Swarovski crystal 
fi xtures. It’s very warm and a fantasy of what a residential 
place might be.”

The Tate, a luxury rental that opened in 2003, was de-
signed by the Rockwell Group inside and out. “It was a great 
opportunity for us,” recalls Rockwell, “a chance to do a ground-
up building. It’s right in the heart of the West Chelsea gallery 
district and has entrances on 23rd Street and 24th Street. One 
of the challenges we had there was connecting two elevator 
cores with a series of public spaces that feel very gallery-like.”

The connection to the lobby spaces was made with a 
path of white river-stone mosaics bordering a fl amed gran-

ite fl oor. The lobby, which is entered from the street through 
a door with a tree branch-shaped pull, is layered in natural 
textures, including red-birch branches backlit by a 20-foot 
glowing niche and framed by maple panels, sunlit bamboo 
trees, Jerusalem limestone fl oors, and a Tibetan wool rug.

Embrace the Moment
Raised on the New Jersey shore, Rockwell moved with 

his family to Guadalajara when he was 11. “That was clearly 
one of the defi ning experiences in terms of my design sen-
sibility,” he says. “There’s something about transition that 
makes you embrace the moment—see that life isn’t perma-
nent and that things change.”

Rockwell recalls another defi ning experience from that 
time: “Right before I moved to Guadalajara, my brothers 
and I came to New York and had a day that was probably 
the most signifi cant in establishing my love affair with New 
York. First, we went to Schraffts for lunch. Dining with my 
brothers up to then had been a competitive art form, and I 
was blown away by the social experience—the communal 
nature of dining in this restaurant.

“Then we went to Fiddler on the Roof, my fi rst Broad-Fiddler on the Roof, my fi rst Broad-Fiddler on the Roof
way show, which was 1,800 people together embracing this 
show I knew nothing about. But I found the visual storytell-
ing, both at the restaurant and then the theater amazing at 
bringing together people, creating this momentary strong 
community. I’ve always looked at New York from the inside 
out based on that fi rst experience—the way it embraces so 
many different experiences.”

Rockwell did not settle in the city until after he obtained a 
degree in architecture from Syracuse University some 21 years 
ago, but, he recalls, “I knew from age 11 that New York was 
the place I wanted to live. I felt there was an electricity to it.”

He’s particularly inspired by the contrasts that abound 
in the city, “by the energy it creates when dissimilar things 
rub up against each other—for instance, Central Park South, 
where the city meets the park.”

Above left: The Tate.   Above right: The Chambers.  Opposite page:  The Lobby at One Carnegie Hill and portrait of David Rockwell.
All images courtesy of the Rockwell Group.



And the way lives rub up against each other: “You just 
look at buildings and imagine that behind every window is a 
different life. I fi nd that kind of vertical living thrilling, and 
it reinforces my interest in looking for unique and surpris-
ing ways to engage people.”

Design Infl uences
Rockwell has studied Michelangelo, he says, “because 

of his theatrical use of space, particularly the Laurentian 
Library, where the space just spills down those stairs.” He 
is also attracted to the work of Gian Lorenzo Bernini, the 
17th-century Italian sculptor, for his “crossover from sculp-
ture to event and theatrical installation”; Boris Aronson, 
set designer for Fiddler on the Roof; Frank Lloyd Wright, Fiddler on the Roof; Frank Lloyd Wright, Fiddler on the Roof
“whose work was so amazingly original in its time”; land-
scape artist Andy Galsworthy; and South Park creators Matt 
Stone and Trey Parker, for whom he created the set design 
for the fi lm Team America: World Police.

Refl ecting on his affi nity for the theatrical experience, 
Rockwell says, “I think living in a world that is so mediated, 
where every experience can be communicated around the world 
and we live in virtual communities, the physical real space that 
celebrates being together is more and more needed.”

One of Rockwell’s latest works in the city is the transfor-
mation of the giant screen at Astor Plaza at Times Square, 
“a space where I’ve seen many, many movies,” he says, into 
the Nokia Theater, a modern performance space.

“The main focus is on four crystal chandeliers that fi t above 
the concert space. The walls and ceilings are all treated with a 
warm gray and metal quilting, which absorb sound and create 
a very immersive, enveloping environment. And the deep blue 
hand-dyed velvet curtains on the side walls and the stage frame 
the view so that your focus is on the performance.”

Upon entering the theater from the street, he says, “an 
escalator takes you downstairs wrapped in a luminous per-
forated blue metal. When you go from the circulation space 
into the concert hall there are LED lights that surround and 
pulse in time to the music playing inside.”

Collaboration
Another lesson Rockwell takes from the theater is the 

value of collaboration. “New York has an extraordinary 
network of creative people to work with,” he says. Com-
missioned to design an $875 million terminal at JFK for Jet 
Blue, due for completion in 2009, he added choreographer 
Jerry Mitchell to his team.

“I realized that looking at circulation in airports has 
become all about security, but we also wanted to solve the 
notion of what it feels like to arrive in New York and to 
leave New York. We started to talk about the rhythms of 
New York and what the movement pattern would be for 
people leaving the city—who need to de-accelerate as they 
get to the airport-and for people who you could argue need 
to accelerate to get into the rhythms of the city when they 
arrive. We looked at it as a kind of dance that moved people 
through the airport.”
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David Rockwell Bio:
Born in Chicago in 1946, moved to the New Jersey shore and Guadalajara, Mexico.
Studied architecture at Syracuse University, and at the Architectural Association in 
London. Founded The Rockwell Group in 1984.  The Group has a portfolio over 
200 completed projects, including:

Restaurants and Bars: New York
Country, Carlton Hotel, Le Bar Bat, Monkey Bar, Next Door Nobu, Nobu,
Nobu 57, Rosa Mexicano, Ruby Foo’s, Strip House, The Library, Regency Hotel,
Town, Chambers Hotel, Vong

Residential: New York
455 Central Park West, Bridge Tower Place, 401 East 60th Street, 
One Carnegie Hill, 215 East 96th Street, One Union Square South, Sagamore, 
189 West 89th Street, The Lyric, 255 West 94th Street, The Sonoma, 
300 East 39th Street, The Tate, 535 West 23rd Street, The West Port, 
500 West 56th Street, TriBeCa Tower, 105 Duane Street

Hotels: New York
Alex Hotel. Chambers, Loews Regency, The Carlton,  W New York, W Union Square

Theaters and Entertainment:
Kodak Theatre/The Theater of the Academy Awards, Hollywood Loews Theatres 
42nd Street at E-Walk, New York City Loews Theatres Broadway at 84th Street
New York City 

Set Design:
All Shook Up, Dirty Rotten Scoundrels, Hairspray, Omnium Gatherum
Team America: World Police (The Movie), The Rocky Horror Show

Retail: New York
Best Cellars (also in Boston and Seattle), CBS Retail Store
FAO Schwarz, Morgenthal Frederics Opticians, Origins

Art and Culture: New York
Ertegun Jazz Hall of Fame, Time Warner Center, Federal Hall, Film Society at 
Lincoln Center (in progress), Incubator

Other Projects:
Public Viewing Platform at the World Trade Center site, New York City

Rockwell is also at work on a large-scale residential 
project, the Octagon at Roosevelt Island, a renovation of a 
lavish island retreat opened in 1841 and later turned into a 
hospital that ferried patients and staff across the East River 
until 1955. “We’re restoring the landmark,” says Rockwell, 
“but in some ways celebrating the artifact of the existing 
building. The masonry walls are made of schist quarried in 
the 1830s on the Upper East Side. We’re cleaning it and re-
vealing it and contrasting it with a beautiful modern metal 
and wood stair.” The 500-unit rental complex will contain a 
monumental lobby, with soaring stairs and an atrium made 
of stone, wood, and glass.

About working in New York City, Rockwell says, “It’s 
harder to do things here. There are more levels of approval 
needed, a more focused microscope on everything you do. 
You’re really working in a glass bowl. Having said that, I 
fi nd that it’s more thrilling than diffi cult, that the level of 
intensity is exciting and life-giving. It’s a place that’s willing 
to embrace new ideas.

“There seems to be an emphasis on design in the city 
right now that I think is very encouraging. I’d like New 
York to continue to take risks and not get cautious and sed-
entary. New York is not about everything being the same 
and it’s not about walled-off communities. It’s about street 
life and collision, and it gets its vibrancy from different 
points of view.”               n
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