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SHoP Architects burst into prominence about four years 
ago with The Porter House, the design award–winning 
condominium that stands as a stealth black zinc beacon at the 

northern edge of the Meatpacking District at 66 Ninth Avenue. 
“That’s when we started to be referred to as ‘avant cheap,’” 

recalls Christopher Sharples, one of SHoP’s five founding 
partners. The phrase describes an attribute, frugality, that 
developers find appealing, naturally. But cost-cutting, insists 
Sharples, is just one of the modi operandi driving SHoP’s 
creative process, a by-product of their approach, actually, which 
they call holistic.

The firm gets into the guts of a project, taking on tasks 
outside the usual purview of the architect. In construction, 
says Sharples, “means and methods are something that is the 
responsibility of the builder, not the architect. When you show 
up on a job site and you see something wrong you’re supposed 
to go to the contractor and make a note of it, and then if it 
doesn’t change, you write a letter.”

Pity, says Sharples. “The subcontractors know all the 
secrets! If we could sit down with them during the schematic 
design they could tell us very quickly how we could begin 
saving money and improving our chances of achieving the level 
of design we’re looking for.”

Think Zinc
SHoP wanted to clad the four-story addition to the six-

story warehouse at the base of The Porter House in zinc, which 
they had used on Arboretum Place, a million-square-foot 
mixed-use development in Washington, D.C. But the budget 
didn’t allow for zinc detailing of the intricacy they imagined.

“We sat down with one of our roofing contractors,” recalls 
Sharples, “who showed us how to develop a scratch-built rain 
screen,” a zinc façade for the addition that could be assembled 
relatively easily by carpenters. “All we needed was the raw 
zinc,” adds Sharples.

SHoP told VM Zinc, a curtain wall design firm, earnestly, 
says Sharples “‘We can’t afford your detailing for this project.’ 
VM said, ‘We want you to use our product, so we’ll let you 
buy the raw zinc directly from France’. Standard curtain-wall 
construction is around $90 a square foot. We brought that in 
around $45 a square foot. You can immediately take that money 
and put it into Viking ranges and Sub-Zero refrigerators and 
suddenly your price point goes up.”

The zinc sheets strewn on its façade give The Porter 
House a stunningly artful countenance. “When people first saw 
it,” says Sharples, “they assumed an artist designed it. Every 
piece seems so different.” They seem to warm to it, despite its 
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largesse, he says. “The panels are the scale of a human being, 
in a way. You get the sense of a very tactile relationship even 
though you can’t touch it because it’s up in the air.”

The Porter House, says Sharples, “is really tied with its 
location. Right at the confluence of Ninth Avenue and 14th 
Street, it has a lot of energy. It has become an activator or 
nightlight for the neighborhood. And shouldn’t residential 
be that way? It’s where the community, the neighborhood, 
is defined.”

The condominium, along with Annabelle Selldorf’s 
413 West 13th Street, a high-profile retail building nearby, 
anticipated a trend that has taken hold in the city recently to 
clad buildings in black. 

“We thought,” quips Sharples, “at least if the building 
went bad, it would be stealthy.”

SHoP People
The five SHoP principals—Chris Sharples; his identical 

twin brother, William; William’s wife, Coren; Gregg 
Pasquarelli; and Kimberly Holden—met in the early Nineties 
at the graduate architectural program at Columbia University. 
Architecture was a second career for each of them, which 
explains their atypical approach.

At school, and later in the professional world, says 
Pasquarelli, whose previous studies and employment were in 
finance, “we were kind of shocked at what many people thought 
was important about being an architect, which was symbol and 
image and the wrapper of skin and aesthetics. We felt we could 

offer the world more than just saying what buildings looked 
like.”

Indeed, says Sharples, “You don’t really want to design. 
You want to understand what the forces are that inform what 
it is you’re trying to achieve, and once you get all those forces 
brought to the table, there’s only one right answer. All the 
components brought together, the rules, help you define what 
it’s going to be in the end.”

“It’s how you use the limits,” adds Pasquarelli. “The 
developer, the budget, the rules, the builder, the buyer — it’s 
how you use those to be hyper creative, to make a wonderful 
space that people want to be in.”

290 Mulberry Street
The luxury condominium they were commissioned to 

design at 290 Mulberry Street had to have a masonry façade 
according to the requirements of the Little Italy Historic 
District. But, says Pasquarelli, “we’re not going to do a straight 
brick building. Why bother?” Nothing hyper creative about 
that.

SHoP began experimenting with precast brick panels, 
which consist of bricks laid onto a form and set into place with 
poured concrete. The panels form a wall that can be fastened to 
the front of a building to form its façade.

“We wrote software that was able to produce a building 
with the most number of standardized panel pieces,” says 
Pasquarelli, “and then we wrote a script that took every 
possible patterning of brick and figured out a way to move the 
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was mundane and “very opaque — introverted,” says Sharples.
Their task, they figured, was to “crack the ribs,” he recalls. 

“It’s what we call open-heart surgery.”
The glass-front building will be connected to neighboring 

campus structures at the fifth floor. “We created this fifth-floor 
north quad completely light-filled,” says Sharples, “with views 
out to the city. The building was designed as a big, highly 
transparent, exhibition wall that would open it up to the city.”

On the Waterfront
Another important project on SHoP’s drawing board 

is the master plan for the revitalization of 14 million square 
feet of the Downtown East River waterfront. The firm is 
working with the city, in collaboration with the Richard 
Rogers Foundation, to redevelop the neglected, inaccessible 
two-mile stretch along the river that connects Battery Park to 
East River Park.

SHoP’s design is rooted in the history of that bit of 
waterfront, which housed New York City’s first trading port. 
“It’s a gritty industrial area that’s all about trade, commerce, 
and exchange,” says Pasquarelli. “But we’re not moving goods 
anymore, we’re moving people and ideas.”

As such, it’s no great tragedy that the new facility will 
lie below an elevated highway. “We said,” recalls Pasquarelli, 
“instead of being upset that we can’t take down the FDR Drive, 
why don’t we look at it as a giant free roof.”

The roof will protect a series of pavilions containing 
recreational, cultural, and community facilities. While there 
will be a waterfront promenade and extended piers, according 
to Pasquarelli, “this is not a park in a bucolic setting with rolling 
hills and trees.”

bricks in and out of the z plane,” creating a wave pattern on the 
building’s façade.

Customizing the brick patterning added about three or 
four percent to the cost of the façade, but the architects figure 
the building will sell its units for more than those in a plain, flat 
structure. Plus, using computers, says Pasquarelli, “we were 
able to calculate down to the brick what was allowed to be over 
the property line. The entire façade of the building moved nine 
inches out all the way around. The additional interior floor area 
we picked up on the whole perimeter of the building generated 
enough revenue to pay for the custom bricks.”

Of the fancy façade, he says: “It was free. And it’s a 
better building — something nicer for the community, the 
owners, and the city.”

Design by Kitchen Table
When SHoP was formed by the five partners in 1996, 

“we’d work around a kitchen table in this big loft area,” 
recalls Sharples. Now a team of 60 operating out of a duplex 
penthouse studio near City Hall, the firm has maintained its 
kitchen-table approach.

When a commission comes in, says Pasquarelli, “we don’t 
even start drawing what we think it’s going to look like until 
we’ve had debates for days and weeks about what the issues are. 
Then we start diagramming those issues, making arguments 
about what we want the building to be, and how it integrates 
and works. Only after that do we start thinking about what the 
materials are and what the building might look like.”

Commissioned to design a new building for the Fashion 
Institute of Technology on West 27th Street, the architects felt that 
the block-long campus for this world-renowned design school 
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Principal Architects:
William Sharples
Christopher Sharples
Coren Sharples
Gregg Pasquarelli
Kimberly Holden

Selected Projects
(Date given if completed, otherwise in progress)

New York
Residential:
The Porter House, 66 Ninth Avenue, 2003
290 Mulberry Street
127M, 127 Madison Avenue
Brooklyn Bond, 111 Third Street, Brooklyn

Non-Residential:
Fashion Institute of Technology Student Life Hall & Academic 
Center, West 27th Street between 7th and 8th Avenues
Rector Street Bridge, 2002
Virgin Atlantic Clubhouse, JFK International Airport, 2004
East River Waterfront master plan
Columbia University School of Arts Expansion, 2002
Me & Ro Jewelry Boutique, 241 Elizabeth Street, 2001
Mitchell Park, Carousel House, Harborfront Park, Amphitheater, 
Ferry Terminal, Marina & Greenways, Greenport, 2001

Out of Town:  
Arboretum Place, Mixed-Use complex, Washington, D.C.
Garden Street Lofts, Hoboken, N.J.
Neuhoff Project, one-million square-foot mixed-use facility
Old City 205 Condominium, Philadelphia, PA
The Sherwin, Condo/Hotel Mammoth, CA

Hangil Book House – Heyri Art Complex, South Korea, 2004
SanLiTun High-End Boutiques, Beijing, China, 2007

www.shoparc.com

SHoP
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Progressive Design
SHoP set up its shop just in time to catch a wave of progressive 

design that had begun in the early Nineties, with the debut, says 
Pasquarelli, “of a few objects that became wildly successful based 
on design — the iMac and Volkswagen Beetle. People started to 
see the value in radical new design. The dot-com boom was all 
about how new ideas could transform the model.”

In the introspective period after 9/11, a movement toward 
rethinking and reshaping the city began to take hold. The 
ensuing building boom added fuel to that movement and people 
started to return to the city. The Bloomberg administration 
began rezoning areas of New York, mixing residential, 
commercial, and retail to create vibrant new neighborhoods. 

Finally, architects and the building community, says 
Pasquarelli, “began to give New Yorkers what they really 
deserved, which is world-class design for a world-class city.”

The only thing holding us back, he says, “is that so many 
people are trying to preserve things exactly as they are through 
downzoning.” Limiting the height of buildings and the number of 
people allowed to live on a site, he says, pushes the price of existing 
housing through the roof and drives out the middle class.

“I think the only problem with New York is,” says 
Pasquarelli, “it’s not dense enough. We’re going to grow by 
a million people, which is fantastic, but the question is, ‘Why 
only a million?’ Any other world capital is going to grow more 
than that.”

“The only thing that’s going to keep this city moving, 
keep us sustainable and environmentally ahead of the game is 
really smart planning for smart growth, more infrastructure, 
more transportation, more parks and recreation. But that 
can only get paid for and be successful through the addition 
of density.”       n

Downtown East River waterfront


