
Residential: 
Prism Tower/400 Park Avenue South 
New York 
Atelier Christian de Portzamparc  
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In Manhattan, the classic way to satisfy setback rules 
intended to maximize daylight on the street is to 
step back the building profile as it rises. At the Prism 
Tower, Christian de Portzamparc's crystalline, 40-story 
building at 400 Park Avenue South, the architect says 
that he instead "fragmented and angled the fa<;ade." 
De Portzamparc, HON. FAIA, de-massed the building 
by breaking it into shards, and simply inclined the 
leading edges of the prisms to open a path for sunlight. 
Averaging the push and pull of the fa<;ade's fragments 
achieves the same degree of slope as terraced setbacks. 

The result is not only light on the street, but a 
breath of fresh air. The crystalline forms establish a 
zone of their own, opening up the street wall of right
angled, brick-faced buildings with an exceptional-and 
exceptionally beautiful-surprise: a tall, sheer rock 
crystal of glass. The entire shaft of the elegant new 
landmark, not just the crown, is iconic. It contributes 
to the skyline and to the body line of buildings, 
Yosemite's West Face transposed to Manhattan. 

For all the eclat on its corner, de Portzamparc 
says the $400 million building grew from the inside 
out. The architect configured an L-shaped building 
to match the shape of the site but kept the ends 
clear of the adjoining buildings, where he extruded 
pavilions with windows oblique to the street. The 
angled windows capture longer views and more light. 
De Portzamparc designed the two legs of the L as 
intersecting volumes, and he joined them and the 
adjacent pavilions with deep reveals whose shadows 
separate, and profile, the adjacent prisms. He detailed 
the tower so that its spandrels and awning windows 
form continuous surfaces whose visual unity supports 
the profile of each shard. The eye looks to the knife-like 
corners and finds that the blades are crisp and sharp. 

In a feedback loop, the irregularity of the 
perimeter rebounded on the floor plans, where the 
multiplicity of privileged corners in the distinct 
volumes created opportunities for unique apartment 
configurations. New York-based Handel Architects, 
architect of record, designed the rental apartments on 
the lower 22 floors; Stephen Alton Architect, also a 
local firm, did the condominiums above. 

The tower was designed in 2003, and after a 
construction delay of a dozen years, de Portzamparc 
says, "I was gratified that the design remained valid 
and dynamic." His interpretation of a complex, angular 
language that started appearing internationally in 
the rg8os remains fresh because of the clarity of an 
idea and a form developed with such conviction. The 
Prism Tower is exceptional within its context, and as 
an uncompromised statement, exceptional within what 
has become a new tradition. 
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Ground-Floor Plan 



1. Condominium lobby
2. Apartment lobby
3. Retail
4. Subway entrance

n

0 5 10

Previous spread: View of tower from 
north, with Kohn Pedersen Fox’s  
metal-clad Baruch College Academic 
Center at rear left

This Page: View of tower looking south 
along Park Avenue South
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View from south on Park Avenue South
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Top: Apartment lobby

Middle: Condominium lobby

Bottom: Typical condominium kitchen

Opposite: 2oth-floor apartment terrace
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Project Credits
Project: Prism Tower/400 Park Avenue South, 
New York
Client: Equity Residential and Toll Brothers 
City Living
Architect: Atelier Christian de Portzamparc, 
Paris . Christian de Portzamparc, hon. faia; 
Frederic Binet, Bruno Durbecq (architect 
assistants)
Executive Architect: Handel Architects,  
New York . Blake Middleton, faia (partner); 
Jessica Wetters, aia, Emil Stojakovic, aia 
(project architects)
Interior Designer: Handel Architects 
(apartments); Stephen Alton Architect,  
New York (condominiums)
Mechanical and Electrical Engineer: 
Cosentini Associates
Structural Engineer: Desimone Consulting 
Engineers
Civil and Geotechnical Engineer: Langan 
Engineering
Construction Manager: Lend Lease
Façades: Gordon H. Smith Corp.
Landscape Architect: W Architecture and 
Landscape Architecture
Lighting Designer: Bliss Fasman
Zoning Consultant: Development Consulting 
Services
Size: 430,556 square feet 
Cost: $400 million
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