
IN THE MID-1970S, ARCHITECT HOWARD ELKUS AND HIS WIFE DESIGNED A

silk dress for her to wear to a cocktail party. Three decades later Elkus,

a partner at Boston’s Elkus-Manfredi Architects, drew on it for his

radical design of the Natick, Massachusetts, Neiman Marcus building,

completed in 2007. 

The building’s 570-foot-long undulating stainless steel façade, in

tones of bronze, champagne and silver, “waves in and out and top

to bottom almost as if someone was wearing a dress and walking,”

said Elkus. 

The stainless steel fabric is made up of several thousand individual

skins that interlock to create the colored pattern. They began as 18

gauge sheets of about 48 by 120 inches, and overlap like the shingles

of a roof to shed water. The sheets are affixed with ¾ inch custom

stainless steel fasteners into extruded aluminum shapes produced by

A. Zahner Co., a Kansas City firm specializing in architectural metals.

Bill Zahner, the firm’s chief executive, said the panels are designed

to take tremendous wind loads—like those on an airplane—and are

“not unlike what we used when we created Chicago’s Millennium Park

bandshell for Frank Gehry.” 

The bronze and champagne colors were created by controlling

waves of light by embossing the stainless steel with abrasive glass

beads and immersing the metal in a bath of chromium acid to

expedite oxidation. The result was modifying the reflectivity by

altering the metal’s thickness.

The largest of the sheets were 8 feet 6 inches wide and 40 feet tall.

All of the work was computer modeled in either Pro/Engineer or

CATIA so those involved could see three dimensionally how the

components fit.

“We virtually built the thing before we began fabrication,” said

Roger A. Reed, who acts as a liaison between Zahner and designers.

“The computer program even has models of tractor trailers so we

knew how we would sit the components on the various types of

trailer beds to ship to the job site.”

The metal was formed using the Zahner Engineered Profile Panel

system, also known as ZEPP, developed by Tony Birchler and Bill

Zahner, which essentially uses a contour model of the building face

to define where the skins attach. Some of the curvature wasn’t very

complicated, said Reed, and the metal had the ability to flex back to

embrace the support structure. Other times, he said, the surface

was “curvalicious” meaning there was excessive curvature that

needed to be induced into the metal in order for it to spring back

into position cleanly. 

Different tools and methods were used to manipulate the metals

depending upon how much curvature it had and how much more was

needed. “All metal has a memory, so often you’re bending it beyond

where you want it to be in order for it to spring back,” said Reed.

It took a year to design, engineer, and fabricate the 67 panels and

another three months to install them, leaving the New England

town with an iconic structure, part of the fourth-largest mall on the

East Coast.

— Susan Chaityn Lebovits
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PRET A PORTER: 
Extruded Aluminum Creates a Dress-Like Façade for Retailer

B
ru

ce
 T

. M
ar

ti
n

12

S
/0

 .
0

8


