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Two adventurous New York galleries cement design’s status as the new art
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Take two gallerists. Paul Johnson has dealt in
20th-century American craftsmen — including
Paul Evans, Wendell Castle and Phillip Powell —
at his gallery, Phurniture, for two years. Now he’s
moved on and in a new direction. His Johnson
Trading Gallery has just opened in Tribeca and
is dedicating itself almost entirely to new works
from young and up-and-coming designers,
commissioned and funded by the gallery.

Barry Friedman, meanwhile, has been dealing
in rare, collectable design out of a town house
in New York City’s Upper East Side for 40 years.
He is something of an uptown institution, with
a reputation as NYC's leading design gallerist.

In truth, there hasn't been much competition
(while Antik, Demisch Danant, R 20th Century,
Sebastian + Barquet and the Magen H Gallery are
all fine operations, the New York design gallery
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scene is not as developed as that in, say, Paris)
and his market has been small but committed.
Friedman is on the move, too, having teamed up
with his young director, Marc Benda, 31, to open
the Friedman Benda gallery in Chelsea, around
the corner from Gagosian and Matthew Marks.
It is three storeys and 18,000 sq ft of proof that
the market for rarefied and limited-edition design
is behaving a lot like the art market — and to
hold your own, you have to do as art galleries do.
The idea of design being made, manufactured
sold and exhibited just like art became a subject
of much debate following the launch of Design
Miami in December 2005, during Art Basel Miami
Beach. Friedman, 64, who looks like a jet-set
beatnik sporting his signature linen suits, fez and
a waxed moustache, was part of the group that
had hatched the design-as-art exhibition over »
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Bellinis at the Hotel Monaco & Grand Canal
during the Venice Biennale the summer before.

If Friedman Benda is trying to position itself
as a design Gagosian, Johnson Trading Gallery
is more of a Lower East Side sort of operation,
even if it has actually landed in Tribeca. Just like
the city’s contemporary art galleries, Johnson,
33, is banking on nurturing a new generation
of designers who will set tomorrow’s auction
records. He's after one-off pieces and limited
editions that are soulful and experimental.

‘I wanted to create an outlet for designers
who don’t want to work for a big company or
mass produce,’ said Johnson, who will continue
to exhibit select historical designers. ‘My point
was to find the designers today that will be the
future Wendell Castles or Nakashimas.’

One needed only to stroll through the Satellite
section of the Salone del Mobile in Milan last
spring to feel the sea change. What graduates
would have dubbed whimsical prototypes the
year before were now proudly renamed ‘limited
editions’. For those who wanted to take it, a new
career path had been forged.

‘Now young designers can skip working with
companies like Cappellini and come to one of
us,’ said Johnson. ‘They can come to a gallery
and say, "l really want to make this chair. Can
you fund me for the production?”

Johnson scouted design academies and
architecture programmes and took word of
mouth tips before signing such cross-discipline
emerging talent as architects Benjamin Aranda

and Chris Lasch of Aranda/Lasch, who designed
the new Johnson Trading Gallery; experimental
French architect Philippe Morel; contemporary
artist Joseph Heidecker; Peter Macapia, an
architecture professor at Columbia University;
and Shlomo Harush, a New York-based Israeli
whose hammered aluminium pieces recall
crushed airplane appendages.

Johnson spied Briton Max Lamb, 27, a Royal
College of Art alumnus who had been working
with Tom Dixon, at Art Basel last summer. Lamb
was casting beautifully imperfect pewter stools
in the sand with his mother’s saucepans. He is
now contracted to Johnson and has turned out
a limited series of bronze chairs with a foam
texture and a copper stool for which he made
a mould in his kitchen sink.

Meanwhile, Manhattan-based architects
Aranda and Lasch, both 33, applied advanced
computational methods and algorithmic
codes to their first batch of furniture, limited-
edition polished steel screens for Johnson.

‘| want people who buy these pieces to feel
like, hey, it’s functional, but I'm making an
investment in a young designer and I'm buying
a valuable object,’ explains Johnson. ‘Like, I'm
getting in at the beginning of a career.’

As a contemporary art gallery would, Johnson
covers the cost of the manufacturing process,
which can run to the expensive and esoteric.
Such as with the car bumper manufacturer that
Macapia found in Indianapolis to fabricate a
stoal; it required a hi-tech stereo lithography
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process involving a UV-curable photopolymer
‘resin’ that’s laser-cut and ends up looking like
a piece of coral ceramic one might find on Mars.

‘It does get expensive,’ said Johnson. ‘But it’s
worth it if we can produce something that will
last for 100 years.’

When Johnson signed up earthy architect
Steven Holl to create a limited-edition furniture
line (still in the design phase), the only mandate
was ‘make something you've always dreamed you
could make’. Says Johnson: ‘I give the designers
complete creative freedom. Do what you want.
Just show me the pictures first.’

Friedman Benda now handles blue-chip
designers, such as Ron Arad, Wendell Castle,
Joris Laarman and Ettore Sottsass, in a former
music rehearsal studio. The gallery opened in
September with a show of new work by Sottsass,
who is enjoying a revival. The show boasted 14
gravity-defying shelf-desk-cabinet hybrids that
the 90-year-old had crafted from aluminium,
acrylic and woods including zebra and sycamore.

In a special turkey-talking private room at the
gallery, | try to talk turkey. ‘How much does one
cost? | ask. ‘Um,’ Benda says, ‘we don't really like
to discuss prices. It really should be more about
an appreciation of the work.” When revealing the
cost of merchandise becomes so delicate, you
know that design is really doing the art thing.

Then there’s the space itself. Designed by
go-to Chelsea gallery designer Shea Murdock
(whose portfolio includes Sara Meltzer Gallery
and PaceWildenstein), it exudes refinement, »
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professionalism and, yes, a certain hushed air

of commerce. An LED glass box lights the main
exhibition area and, for large-object deliveries
(one of the reasons Friedman Benda vacated
their town house), a big frosted window has been
engineered to open like a giant garage door.

All of which makes for a grand space to
display Ron Arad's amorphically bent steel rods
for his ‘MT Rocker’ or Wendell Castle’s slick
polychrome fibreglass benches (a trio of which
have been hauled out at Friedman Benda for the
curators of the Brooklyn Museum of Art to
inspect for possible acquisition).

The line between art and design 'has been
stepped over in both directions’, says Benda,
who keeps the gallery’s inventory firmly in this
ambiguous realm. Which explains the clutter in
the back room: a trove of furniture made by
artists and art made by furniture designers. There
are four sculptural, museum-grade Ron Arad
chairs: a 1981 'Rover’ chair, a leather seat taken
from a junked British Rover car; the faux deco
‘Victoria and Albert’ chair made of patinated
steel (2001); the tongue-like polished and
anodised aluminum ‘Bodyguard 3’ (2007); and
the ‘MT Rocker’ (2006), which, as Benda points
out, could easily double as a lawn ornament.

In another corner, partly sheathed in bubble
wrap, is one of Austrian sculptor Franz West's
first experiments in furniture, from 1989, a
primitive-looking thing made of welded steel
rods. ‘I will sell that as a sculpture, since it looks
very uncomfortable to sit in,” acknowledges
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CABINET MEETING

Top, ‘Quasi Cabinet’, a prototype

by Aranda/Lasch in a limited edition
of ten for Johnson Trading Gallery
Above, ‘Cabinet nr 69’, one of 14 by
Ettore Sottsass shown at Friedman
Benda's opening exhibition

Benda. ‘But then, functionality is less important.
It matters to me less and less.’

Forrest Myers' steel wire snarls in the shape
of a chair couldn’t be less utilitarian. Which is the
point of his retrospective, on at the gallery until
20 December. It will show off his early pipe
sculptures and iconic 1980s pop-coloured woven
aluminium and anodised wire confections, as
well as his new body of work, which probes the
beauty of the deconstructed with rubbled heaps
of oxidised steel wire. (Myers also created the
reception area at Friedman’s upstairs gallery.)

Both Johnson Trading Gallery and Friedman
Benda make clear how much the design-art
market has moved in just two years. They both
address not just the design connoisseur but
the contemporary art collector, experienced
or neophyte, with the none-too-complicated
proposition that they can get a lot more blue-
chip and one-off contemporary design for their
money than they can contemporary art. And
designers can make a living, or a good part of
a living, working with these galleries. Designers
and design journalists around the world can
debate the merits and demerits of this shift, the
betrayal or not of modernist principles, but, as
ever, the artist and now design-artist will do what
the market allows him to do. %

Friedman Benda, 515 West 26th Street, New York,
tel: 1.212 239 8700, www.friedmanbenda.com.
Johnson Trading Gallery, 490 Greenwich Street,
New York, tel: 1.212 575 2925,
www.johnsontradinggallery.com
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