
up close and personal
Elkus Manfredi’s office for Boston Art takes the intimidation out of curating
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Art reigns supreme. That is not 
exactly what the consulting firm 
Boston Art’s founder and president, 
John Kirby, told Elkus Manfredi 
Architects’s principal and director 
of interior architecture, Elizabeth 
Lowrey, when she agreed to design 
his new office. But it might as well 
have been. “It was essential for the 
artwork to take center stage,” Lowrey 
says. In order to support Boston Art’s 
mis sion of divining just the right 
artwork, regardless of the corporate, 
health-care, hospitality, or residential 
project under consideration, the inte-
rior details needed to recede from 
view. Kirby adds, “Clients standing in 
our office have to be able to imagine 
the art in their own environment.” 
He’s referring to an inventory of 
3,000 pieces by hundreds of artists 

Previous spread, left: At Boston Art by Elkus 
Manfredi Architects, a Michael Rich oil and wax 

on canvas, Of Song and Blossom II, anchors 
one end of the reception area.

Previous spread, right: Sky Terrain 1 and Sky 
Terrain 6, powder-coated steel sculptures by 

Rebecca Rutstein, stand together in the gallery.

Top: Polished concrete flooring starts in the 
building corridor and flows into reception. 
Bottom: A 60-foot-long counter in plastic 

laminate runs alongside the gallery.

Opposite top: In the lounge, chairs by Jorge 
Pensi Design Studio flank Kerry Armstrong’s 

giclée print Indigo. Opposite bottom: Boombox 
12, a photograph by Lyle Owerko, greets visitors 

on their way to the reception desk.

working in every medium imaginable, 
with new talent absorbed regularly.

It’s easy to see the appeal of Boston 
Art’s location, a warehouse built 
in 1918 by the U.S. Department of 
Defense for the South Boston Army 
Base and now known as the Innova-
tion and Design Building, part of the 
Seaport District. Kirby leased a raw 
shell, 6,800 square feet with two 
rows of mushroom columns support-
ing the 16-foot ceiling—and wrapped 
with industrial-style windows over-
looking Boston Harbor. The trick 
would be to maintain the sense of 
expansiveness while inserting the 
myriad functional elements needed 
to run the business. These included 
a gallery, a display for picture frames, 
a materials resource library, art stor-
age, and a combined intake area and 
photo studio.

Lowrey explains the conundrum: 
“The desire to express the attributes 
of volume, natural light, and views 
conflicted with the programming.” 
Boston Art is in the business of 
putting things on walls, remember. 
How could she support that mission—
without boxing the place in?

Her aha moment came when she 
realized that rather than resembling 
a museumlike gallery, with cordoned-
off desks and shrouded storage areas, 
the space should present itself as a 
lab or a working studio. “Once we 
abandoned the idea of ‘art storage 
room,’ which led us to draw  

“Clients have to be able to imagine the art in their own environment”
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configurations that chopped things 
up, the rest fell into place,” she says. 
Every aspect of the concept facili-
tates collaboration between the art 
consultant and the client.

At the center of the space, a sort 
of open gallery is defined by the col-
umns and, suspended between them 
on airline cable, drywall panels for 
exhibiting art. Right outside the col-
umns on one side, a long layout coun-
ter, set on top of flat files, extends 
parallel to an even longer swath of 
vertical storage slots like those found 
in an artist’s studio. Kirby appreciates 
that the canvas edges are visible 
peeking out from the slots, thereby 
obliterating the line between gallery 
and workroom. “Elizabeth blew apart 
the white-cube experience by bring-
ing the back-of-house front and 
center,” he says.

Project managers, who partner 
with the art consultants to handle 

the nuts and bolts of every endeavor, 
share a four-desk office cluster. The 
consultants themselves, indicating 
the need to accomplish heads-down 
work, requested individual private 
offices. Instead of encasing them in 
drywall, Lowrey suggested a store-
front system with clear glass framed 
in black powder-coated aluminum, 
which echoes the military-industrial 
nature of the building’s windows. 
Kirby admits that he needed convinc-
ing to approve the treatment, given 
its cost, but is thrilled with the effect 
and grateful to her for pushing him. 
After all, her design is ultimately 
about transparency and putting the 
innards on display—beautiful, yes, 
but innards nonetheless.

Museum-quality lighting, with 100-
plus track lights, shows off the art 
and architecture to perfection. Low-
rey and a lighting consultant formu-
lated schemes for each area, with  

Above: Project managers share an office.

Opposite top, from left: Series of Ceramic 
Jacks and Cubes by Kaiser Suidan hangs in a 
corridor. A trio of works by Zin Helena Song 
and Plymouth Satellite by Gints Grinbergs 
are all mixed-media pieces in the lounge. 

Opposite bottom, from left: Donald 
Martiny’s Marisan, in polymer and pigment 
on aluminum, appears behind the reception 

desk. Samantha Sandbrook made Wilde Oscar 
from brass and acrylic industrial parts.
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“Her design is ultimately about transparency and putting the innards on display”

The welded steel Red Maquette, Blue Boy, and 
Red Revision by Peter Bradley Cohen gather near 

the gallery’s bench by Antonio Citterio.
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sleek tubular LED pendant fixtures 
adding sparkle to the reception desk.

Then there are arrays of low-tech 
pendant fixtures that accentuate 
the scale of the space overall, their 
angular shades based on a scribble 
she did and fabricated in powder-
coated, riveted sheet steel. Half 
a dozen white ones hang, slightly 
staggered, above the layout table. 
The skinniest versions, this time 
in pale gray, illuminate the Karim 
Rashid barstools at the café’s high 
table. And an oversize dark gray one 
hovers above the lounge’s Italian-
made contemporary furniture. It 
includes Jorge Pensi Design Studio’s 
Embrace Grand Relax wing chairs, 
which Kirby likens to control seats 
suitable for Star Trek’s Captain Kirk. 

Opposite top: Jeff Perrott’s oil on canvas 
RW75 (The View From Nowhere) dominates 
a gallery wall. Opposite bottom: The café, 
with its Italian marble counter and backsplash, 
has a view of Globemaster, a C-print by Luis 
Gispert.

Top: Karim Rashid designed the café’s stools. 
Bottom: Right outside the café hang a trio 
of Heather Hancock’s glass renditions of 
buildings by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.

“Arrays of low-tech pendant fixtures accentuate the scale of the space overall”

PROJECT TEAM

PAUL BUI; JEFFERSON WILLETS; LAWRENCE KO; 

MARY FERRILL; ULRIKE MANKER: ELKUS MAN

FREDI ARCHITECTS. LAM PARTNERS: LIGHT

ING CONSULTANT. COSENTINI ASSOCIATES:  

MEP. METALCRAFT: METALWORK. WINDSOR 

ARCHITECTURAL WOODWORKING: WOODWORK. 

ELAINE CONSTRUCTION: GENERAL CONTRACTOR.

PRODUCT SOURCES

FROM FRONT ESTEL GROUP: TABLE, DESK 

(RECEPTION), STOOLS (GALLERY), STOOLS, CHAIRS, 

TABLE (LOUNGE), DESKS, FILE CABINETS, CHAIRS 

(OFFICE), STOOLS, TABLE (CAFÉ). T-CONCEPT 

SOLUTIONS: DOOR PULLS (RECEPTION). 

WILSONART: COUNTER SURFACING (GALLERY). 

THROUGH STEVE KING DECORATIVE CARPETS: RUG 

(LOUNGE). VIBIA: PENDANT FIXTURES (RECEPTION). 

INTERFACE: CARPET TILE (OFFICE). B&B ITALIA: 

BENCH (GALLERY). ELKAY MANUFACTURING 

COMPANY: SINK (CAFÉ). DORNBRACHT: SINK 

FITTINGS. STONE DÉCOR GALLERIA: COUNTER, 

BACKSPLASH MATERIAL. THROUGHOUT EATON: 

TRACK LIGHTING. SPACE ARCHITECTURAL 

INTERIORS: STOREFRONT SYSTEM. BENJAMIN 

MOORE & CO.; PPG INDUSTRIES: PAINT.

interiordesign.net/elkusmanfredi17 for 10 Qs With Elizabeth Lowrey
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