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The ins and outs
of authentic
publicity

By Joan Capelin,
Hon. AlA,

Hon. AIA NYS,
Fellow PRS
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ou can't win fame; you

earn it. You don't get all

those honors and awards

by being lucky; that's a myth. They

come after very hard work and
years of building your reputation.

There are dozens of ways

for architects to become well
known, perhaps esteemed,

without having an immediately

publishable project.

If you get famous without
achieving something, you've
probably committed a crime. In
today's “What's

gone wrong?” sells far more

journalism,

papers than "What's working?"
Only the sports pages root for
the home team.

Time was when the work
came to the architect. Without
branding. Without advertising.
Without publicity (well, that
could be argued). Just good
solid family connections and a
modicum of luck.

In the late 1970s, all that
changed. The Feds decreed
that professionals of all stripes
were free to seek work from
people they didn't know, just
like any other business. Once
design firms rushed into the
marketplace, everyone else had
no cheice but to do the same.
Competition heated up.

But not every firm has great
work or even current work, How
can a new firm compete, with no
portfolio to show? For that mat-

ter, how can a long-standing firm
do so, if there’s nothing current
to provide visibility? How does
anyone stand a chance, when
the so-called starchitects have
so skewed the public perception
of the profession that you can't
get choice work unless your last
name is Gehry, Stern, or Vifoly?

Architects are
proud of their projects, into
which they have poured their
heart, talent, and time. They've
been roughed up by the client,
the builder, the program manag-

justifiably

er, and the city agencies, even
by the community. Would it be
too much to ask for a design or
newsstand magazine to publish
the work?

Actually, yes. One reason is
that it has never been the edi-
tor's job to promote your project
for you. More to the point, like
the mega-lotteries, the number
of magazine pages may be ris-
ing as the economy recaovers,
but many deferred, publishable
projects are coming on line, so
the chances for your efforts to
get covered are not improving.
Even the other sections of the
magazine — practice, technolo-
gy, book reviews, and letters to
the editor — are stuffed.

Fame Principle 1: Redefine

“accomplishment,” as in “helping
the design community to prevail.”
This article provides stories
about how fame finds people
who place themselves in its
path. The first anecdote is about
the Zimmer Gunsul Frasca
Partnership, then a client of mine
and still a regional firm in Oregon
with a reputation that was strict-
ly west of the Rockies. ZGF's
reputation-making Justice
Center was occupied, and the
citizens had come to accept
Portland’s

mixed-use tower. Things were

first downtown

picking up speed — until ZGF hit
a dry spell: all its work was in
process, with nothing to show.

the
nation’s design community had
into shock. Insurance
rates had risen sky-high. Pay

At the same time,

gone

the premiums, and any profit
would vanish. Risk going bare
and court dire conseguences.
Robert Packard, Assoc. AlA,
managing partner of ZGF
recalls, “We couldn't talk about
our designs; we had nothing to
show. And | was preoccupied
by this insurance thing's assault
on our stability. You challenged
us to show equal leadership in
firm management by finding
ways that ZGF could help the
entire industry remedy this
destructive situation.”
ZGF joined with

lawyers and accountants to

local

explain to business and civic
leaders the far-reaching eco-
nomic consequences of this
destabilizing insurance situation:
that is, construction would sim-
ply stop and firms would fold.
Packard didn't restrict his
perspective to Oregon; his
advocacy of project insurance
galvanized
brought ZGF attention and
credibility, attracted local and
then national media coverage,

the professions,

and brought about extensive
And, it
enabled the firm to renegotiate

new connections.

its contracts with its clients, an
important bonus.

Fame Principle 2: If you don’t
ask, you don't get.

A few years back, Michael
Avramides ran a flourishing
community housing practice.
When word of an opportunity to
design, pro beono, an 890-
square-foot Ben & Jerry's “part-
nershop” on 125th Street
reached him, Avramides got the






