Toronto-based UW Design Group 1
is proving that interior design can

be pared down and uncluttered

without being austere.

Melissa Davis (principal and senior designer respectively), came
out of the stid corporate design world. "I thought that there
must be more to design than forest green and tassels on sofas,”
says Davis, who sudied design at Sheridan College in Oakville,
Ont., and worked for very traditional residential and corporate
design firms before joining UW in 2000,

For Williams, design is a second career after being involved
in the business side of the fashion industry. While studying inte-
rior and environmental design at UCLA as a maeure student, she
was seduced by the modern archirecture of Los Angeles, and the
work in the 1930s and 1940s of Charles and Ray Eames. After
living in Sweden for a year and then freelancing for a year on res-
idential and retail projects, she decided to improve her rechnical
skills by joining a corporate firm. Bur she was frustrared by the
narrow aesthetic she found.

The urge to go on her own was acted upon when Williams
met Adriana Urtasun, a founding partner of UW, and the two set
up shop. (Urtasun has since made a lifestyle change and has left the
design industry.) Their first commission was to design the set for
UBTV's The Laffers, "It was a major departure from whar 1 had
been doing for the last five or six years,” says Williams. The assign-
ment allowed UW to experiment and express its design voice.

While the designers eschew a firm “style” or brand, instead
claiming that if there is one at all it is in their approach, they are
aware that much of their modern aesthetic may be a wough sell to
clients who are unaccustomed ro thinking about interiors, Often
clients start our with “what they think they should like, because
they warch HGTV, pick up Architectural Digest, or their friends
have it,” says Davis,

This tendency can be tricky for a firm that doesn’t like com-
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what they end up with, they are always ecstlﬁ with the fin-
ished resule,” says Williams.

Encomium Gallery

"As clients, galleries tend o be less challenging than other types
of environments, since they frequently want to be modern,” says
Williams. Nevertheless with this project, located in a basement,
UMW was challenged by preconceived notions of the art gallery as
a large, light-filled warehouse space.

The 1,000-square-foor multi-purpose gallery and event space
that was created in downtown Toronto emphasizes simplicity of
lines and materials, By redeveloping the existing layout and open-
ing up both ends with a deck and windows, UW achieved an
uncluttered, airy venue for exhibition and enteraining,

Lighting is abviously a key issue in a long, below ground
gallery. Simple, large moves, like dropping the ceiling (which
goes against the expected convention of doing anything possi-
ble to increase the illusion of height) and creating freestanding
walls allow the concealment of track lighting, and also help
make the space scem longer, The lighting also creates what
Williams ealls a “washing” impression on the art, as well as
lighting a wall from behind that has the clever effect of mak-
ing it an object unto itself.

Toybox

This 5,500-square- foot space;, home to one of Toronto's premier

film and television post-production houses, exudes the confi-

dence of a company that knows it is ar the top of its game,
"Toybox was definitely the most sophisticared project we've

done from a technical, educational and conceptual level,” says

Above_Exterior of the
Encomium Gallary,
Teronto. Opposita
top_The gallery’s long
space was exaggerated
by dropping the cefling,
which allowed the
designers to conceal
lighting, This simple
gesture emphasizes
the simplicity of lines
and light in the galiery.
Right and far right_The
designars opened up
the gallary with decks
and large ghass doors
at bath ends.
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Williams. “Ir expresses a high level of modern design vocab-
ulary, as well as a high level of rust on the part of the client.”

Wisitors are greeted by an immaculate yer dominant com-
mon lounge, a place o meet clients and make calls, as well as ro
take breaks from the work in the post-production suires,

A series of three custom millwork islands creares a seamless
transition between the entranceway and the further reaches of
the lounge. Cool marenials such as frosted glass, sandstone tile on
the reception floor and black Cappellind low pad leather chairs
are balanced by Sintesi lacquered mbles, warm eak flooring and
natural lighting from clerestory windows. Eight-foor light boxes
suspended from the ceiling on either side of the suites create a
cathedral nave effect, adding drama to space.

The economic engines of Toybox are six post-production
suites, three on each side flanking the lounge. These are sur-
rounded by a “shroud” of glazing, wood-slared walls, and
dropped ceilings, wood transitions on the floors, as well as doors
refaced in marching wood species, creating a threshold effect. and
letting you know you are entering into, as Williams puts ic, “a
place where something really great is going o happen.”

Extensive discussions with executives and employees were
conducted to understand their needs in terms of space and rela-
tionships with furnirure. Since the rooms are used on a 24- hour
basis, they have to be comfortable. Custom consoles, ergonomi-
cally designed in a boomerang shape, allow assistants or elients to
sivan the wings next to the editor.

Special consideration needed to be paid to important tech-
nical requirements for the millions of dollars of electronic
equipment in the office. Since the equipment is sensitive to
moisture and natural light, edit suites tend to be dark. LN
incorporated a sophisticated rope lighting (and staric ground-
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ing wire) system around the perimeter of cach suite, adjustable
from the editor’s console. In addition, a cutting edge fibre
optic lighting system by Eurolite hangs above each console,
and holds the distinction of being only the second lighting
installation of this type in a setting like this in North America.
The other is in Los Angeles.

UW's spaces, which are sophisticated without being flashy,
act as visual business cards for their clients, The simplicity of the
design firm's projects resonates with the clarity of the modernist
theme that runs throughout the firm's philosophy, each complet-
ed assignment building and enhancing UW's reputarion. o

Top left_Cappaliini
Ieather chairs, a Loop
upholstered bench and
Sintesi lacquered table
anchor the lounge,
alang with three mill-
work islands. Tep
right_Six edit suites
flank bath sides of the
lounge, Wood-slated
wells surround doars
refaced in a matching
venger, Bottom_A
glass screan separates
Toyhox's reception desk
and elavatar banks
from the relaxed cam-
man lounge.



