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Michael Kostow has spent the last three decades finding creative

solutions for creative environments. He earned a bachelor’s in
architecture from Lehigh University and a master’s in
architecture from Yale University before joining the iconic Kohn
Pedersen Fox. Going out on his own, he quickly joined forces
with Jane Gr d to found Kostow d Architects, a
firm beloved for their thoughtful workplace designs for theater,
performance, and media communities.

Here, in a conversation that has been condensed and edited for
clarity, Kostow Zooms with Interior Design to talk about his
career, the importance of behind-the-scenes spaces in the
theater, and what’s next for his storied career.

Michael Kostow. Photography by Adrian Wilsan.

Interior Design: Let’s start at the beginning. Why did you decide to study architecture?

Michael Kostow: When I started college, I didn't know what I wanted to do, I had no preconception. Freshmen year, I took
architectural history as an elective and really enjoyed it. Not only that, I met a bunch of people that I connected with. They were all
architecture majors, and they said I should take a design course, since I had done technical drawing and wood shop in high schoel.
The next year, I did and I was good with it. I decided architecture would be a good pursuit. When I got out of undergraduate, I
immediately applied for graduate school and went straight into it. I did an internship in New York, then moved there and started
looking for a job.

My first job was at Kohn Pedersen Fox. Bill Pedersen hired me and they were, like, 50 people [at the time]. When I left seven years

later, they were over 300 people. I was there during an explosive time in the '80s. Gene [Kohn] was just a powerhouse, bringing in
work as fast as he could get it. And as fast as he could bring in work, we were doing it. It was a very different time: Postmodernism
was very strong, and the work was influenced by historical styles and moods. I ended up learning a lot about classical architecture.
And then, suddenly, the light switch turned off, and nobody wanted Postmedernism anymore.

ID: Why do you think that was?

MK: It’s easy to look back and kind of make fun of Postmodernism, but there were a lot of good architects practicing in that mode. I
think it just became too stylized and too outrageous. And then everybody started using CAD, and it was easier to just draw straight
lines, you know. (Laughs.)
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In 2013, Kostow completed the renovation of the Art Deca concert hall of the 1930 Cenfennial Memorial Temple in the Salvation Army New York City
headquarters. Photography by Adrian Wilson

ID: When did you go out on your own, and when did Jane join?

MK: In 1987, and we were pretty lucky—out of the box, we got a lot of big projects, and within a few years we’d grown to about 20
people. Mostly, we were doing work with developers. But then there was the recession in 1993, that really hammered us. So we
shifted our focus towards historic preservation and interiors, because there was no new building work. Jane joined shortly after that,
and we kind of powered through. We had a couple of good projects that won Preservation Awards. Without sounding corny, with Jane,
it’s kind of like a marriage: you commit to it, you share values and direction. I don’t think we’ve ever had a dispute over the work or
what we should be doing. We split responsibilities and we each work on projects.

ID: Let’s talk about those projects. What was the first
preservation project you did?

MK: The first landmark one was 109 Prince Street, which is a
beautiful building in SoHo, on the corner of Greene Street.
Typical of the day, it was being used as a warehouse, storing
fabric or something. The family decided to sell it for $3 million,
which was an unheard of amount of money at that time. And we
renovated it for another $3 million, which was also unheard of.
Now, I’m sure it’s probably worth $100 million.

It was cast iron, from around the turn of the century, and it was
just rundown. Pieces were falling off the facade. The windows
were falling out. It needed a sprinkler system. So it was pretty
much gutting the building and rebuilding it. We had to do a
special filing to get through the Landmarks Commission and get
retail approved. It was our real introduction to working with the
Landmarks [Commission,] presenting to them and
understanding their needs. It was a great project for us.

The 1993 resforation and interior re-adaptation of 109 Prince Street,
built in 1883, earned Kostow a Certificate of Merit from the NYC
Landmarks Preservation Commission. Photography by Isaiah Wyner
Photography.

1ID: Was the Longacre Theatre on Broadway in a similar state when you renovated it?

MK: Those theaters were all antiquated or had been badly renovated over the years—like they just painted everything gray, or tore out
the historic elements to put air conditioning in, things like that. So restoring them is about researching what was originally there,
doing forensic architecture and analyzing the layers of paint to see what the original colors were. You can style it to a period of time
and recreate that but also have the modern amenities. In most theaters now the modern amenities need to be toilets. We always
joke: didn’t they go to the bathroom?1n a way, they didn’t—they didn't drink and eat as much in the theater. Also, way back, women
didn’t go to the theater much, only men did. So most theaters had very few women’s rooms. Renovating the Longacre, we found space
to excavate under the house to add more bathrooms. We expanded the lounges, because that's where they sell wine and drinks at
intermission and make money that helps theaters viable and economical. And now we’re finishing a project for the Apollo Theater,
expanding its reach into the building next door. We're doing two new black box theaters, which will allow them to do smaller
productions, longer runs, and partner with community members like the Classical Theatre of Harlem, who will be doing presentations
in the space. That was a project where the developer really just built a concrete shell, a floor and ceiling and walls, and we did all the
interior work.

ID: Does being a jazz musician give you a different understanding of how to design a space for those who perform it?

MK: It helps in designing backstage areas. People come in with road boxes and need wardrobe areas to be big; theater actors often
won’t ask for room, they just say, give me space and I'll figure it out. When you give them something that’s, you know, normal, they’re
so0 happy! An 8-by-10 foot dressing room is unheard of. To get a 2-by-3 foot dressing room, you thank your stars. In music venues,
acoustics are definitely important. Older theaters generally are pretty good acoustically, so if you restore it to what it was, you don’t
need to do much. But in a newer space, you definitely need to focus on that.

The ornate ornamentation in older theaters acted like acoustic diffusers. You want rooms with irregular shapes and surfaces that are
not reflective, to break up the sound waves. When I say newer spaces, I mean when you’re taking a vanilla shell and there’s nothing in
there, and I'm trying to make a theater out of it. There are isolation issues: you don’t want the neighbors to hear it and you don’t want
to hear what the neighbors are doing.

ID: Acoustic isolation was also an issue in designing the Mad River Post workplace in Dallas, right?

MK: Right, because it was a post-production company, big in the early 2000s. We did a bunch of offices for them. They found this
really cool building in the cool part of Dallas, a pre-WWI munitions warehouse. The floors were planks of wood a foot thick. It was an
amazing building but nobody could figure out what to do with it. The client had the courage to take it on. We built edit rooms, like
little small buildings inside of the bigger warehouse, and we used a lot of industrial materials like corrugated aluminum siding, which
at the time was kind of radical. The owner of the company was a collector of Mid-Century Modern furniture, and he hought all the stuff
for the office on eBay. The space was so big that people rode hicycles around inside. They had great parties there. The private offices
were built with latticework and ceilings of sailcloth. Of course, then all the production companies and ad agencies brought post-
production in house. But that was a fun one.

Kostow helped to initiate the shift of art galleries from SoHo to Chelsea with this adaptive reuse of 515 West 2&th Street, housing Matthew Marks
Gallery, Metro Pictures, and Gladstane Gallery. Photography by Chun Lai Photography

ID: How did you come to design Matthew Marks Gallery in Chelsea?

MK: It came through a contractor. They had bought this building on 24th street when the center of the gallery scene was still in SoHo.
They were one of the first to move to Chelsea. They were tired of paying rent in SoHo and bought a building cheap. It was a garage,
and we had to do a lot of work to it. But the real design was the glass garage doors. There were no doors along that side, it was all
bricked up, but they wanted it to be open to the street. They also represented Richard Serra, and so they needed to be able to drive a
truck into the space and bring in like a 200 ton-sculpture. Now, that whole block is a center of the art world, but at the time there
were only one or two galleries over there.

1ID: Sort of like when Brooklyn Tabernacle decided to try to unify multiple buildings into a single campus—it was an act of faith?

MK: One of my partners had been the Tabernacle’s architect for their original building on Flatbush Avenue. They came to us and said:
we're buying this old theater and we want to turn it into a church. It was Thomas Lamb's 1918 Loew’s Metropolitan Theatre. Lamb was
an iconic, prolific theater architect in his period. And I mean, this place was literally falling apart. The roof had leaked for like five
years, and there was mold on everything. Pigeons lived there. But the Tabernacle wanted to save it. They loved the old architecture
and were committed to restoring it. We ended up using the buildings around it to create a whole campus. But in phase one, I asked
the pastor, you know, do you have the money to do this? And he said, Jesus will provide. It ended up being a $40 million project, and
they got a couple small loans, but most of it they came up with on their own fundraising. [ was impressed!

ID: What's next for you?
MK: Well, I'm half Italian. Over the years, I've reconnected with my family in Italy. They own a winery in Tortoreto, in Abruzzo. I was

on a trip there having a tour, and they pointed to an old building and said: oh, we’re going to build a small hotel there, for when
people come to tastings and when buyers come to entertain them. I said: why don’t you let me design it? And they said of course. I

showed them seven schemes and they liked one that was one building and entertainment space. It was slated to start construction in
the spring of 2020 and got stopped by the pandemic. But they will build it next year. The vineyard is on hillside that goes down to the
Adriatic Sea. The view from the rooms is just down a big hill into the ends of the ocean. It’s dreamland for when I'm ready to retire
(laughs).

A new video display and blade sign seamlessly integrate themselves into the five corner windows, each eight feet in height and width, in the historic
facade of the James Earl Jones Theatre Annex in New York City. Photography by Adrizan Wilson

The 2002 Mad River Post workplace, one of six Kostow would design for the client in five cities, incorparates reclaimed biarn wood, corrugated sheet
metfal, and period furnishings. Image courtesy of Kostow Greenwood Architects

The main entrance of Kostow's 2005 office for Smart Design in Chelsea's Starrett-Lehigh building anticipated the 21st Century's preference for open-
plan warkplaces. Photography by Adrian Wilsen

In 2008, Kostow restored and modernized the historic 1913 Longacre Theatre on Broadway, retaining the Beaux-Arts architecture, ornamental
plasterwork, and decorative paintings. Photography by Whitney Cox

With its resin panel tread spiral staircase, the 2018 interiors for The Shop East af VSP Global in Manhattan was crowned by Interior Design as one of
“ Innavative New Offices " Photography by Studio Brocke.

The 199-seat black box theatre in the Apollo’s Victoria Theater, with refractable seating, LED lighting systems, and a floating sprung dance floor, is
anticipated to open in fall 2023. Rendering courfesy of Kostow Greenwood Architects
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The Agrifurismo/Winery hospifality project is anticipated for 2025. Rendering courtesy of Kostow Greenwood Architects.
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