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Mack Scogin and Merrill Elam are prin-
cipals in the firm of Scogin, Flam, and
Brav, Atlanta.

1. Clayton County Library

Mack Scogin
Merrill Elam
Projects for Two Libraries

Clayton County Library, Jonesboro, Georgia,
1985-88

The project is a 33,000-square-foot administrative head-
quarters and main branch facility for a countywide library
system. Set back from the road at the high end of a subur-
ban sloping site, along a strip that runs between the Harts-
field International Airport and Tara, the mythical home of
Scarlet, the library serves a population where, according to
Scogin, “information is sought for practical reasons and
history is personal.”

The building is organized around two major axes that serve
to tie it to the site functionally and visually. The first draws
patrons from the parking lot to the central circulation desk.
Here the orientation shifts ninety degrees to the primary
internal axis of the building. This orientation is toward
views of the woods and the creck to the east of the site.
The public areas of the building occupy a large open room
oriented to these views, with a light monitor dividing the
space, emphasizing the line of travel toward the genealogy
collection. Shed roofs that spring to the cast are also
stepped up from the south to admit northern light and to
vary the scale of the room, allowing the accommeodation of
appropriate functions at different heights. The structure is
steel frame on a concrete foundation with long-span truss
joists of wood and steel. The exterior skin combines metal
siding of disparate textures and patterns.
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2. Site plan

Scogin and Elam

3. Plan view of site model

4, Plan

5. Plan with furnishings
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6. Morth elevation

7-10, Views of north elevation |

11. Sketches of north elevation
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12. East elevation

13, 14. Views of east
elevation
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15. South elevation
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16—19. Views of south
elevation
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21-23, Views of west elevation
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24. Transverse section at gen-

eral reading room, looking |
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29-32. Interior views

T t; 25, Transverse section at refer-
= ence services, looking south

26. Transverse section at
{| = browsing services, looking
T south

= ﬂ 27. Transverse section through
—— light monitor, looking south

T W |
OOE & . --..3. -
i : e i =
o i i e _;,_EI 28. Transverse section at |
RZEEsEsas T DA ] S EIE] ] 1= - R 5 children's services, looking

—--5;-.—-—~—‘Ea - il ) south



assemblage 7 Scogin and Elam

Project Credits
Merrll Elam and Mack Scogn
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Structural, mechanical, and electn-
cal engineer: Gann Pruitt Womack

33. Longitudinal section Davenport & Associates

through public room, looking
sast Sk ( Lighting consultant, Williamson &

Associates
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34. Longitudinal section
through circulation desk area, |
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37-39. Interior views
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35. Longitudinal section
through circulation desk area, [
looking west
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36. Longitudinal section
through public reom, looking
west
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1. View of model, front
elevation, looking east

Scogin and Elam

The Buckhead Branch Library, Atlanta, Georgia,
1986—

The Buckhead Branch Library is a 20,000-squarc-foot
neighborhood facility located in the Buckhead neighbor-
hood of Atlanta, an area that is currently undergoing a
dramatic transition from a predominantly one-story store-
front scale to a scale that is ldrgct and more urban,

The site commands a spectacular view of downtown
Atlanta from the high knoll that crests along its northemn
boundary at Buckhead Avenue. This is a pedestrian-scale
street that contrasts sharply in character with Pharr Road, a
primary artery along the southern boundary of the site.
The new building is situated on the long, narrow portion
of the T-shaped site, oriented along a north-south axis, to
maximize exposure to these two street trontages and to take
full advantage of the view of the city, Buckhead Avenue is
retained as the “front door” for the new branch, with a
system of canopies that extend to pedestrians approaching
from the street as well as to the two parking lots to the east
and west of the building.
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2. Plan study
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3, Site plan

4. Plan view of site model

Scogin and Elam
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5. Conceptual plan sketch

6. Plan

7. Plan with furnishings
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9, Ordering geometry
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10. Plan study

11. Section showing relation-
ship to downtown Atlanta

8. Axonometric
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12. Lightshadow study

13. Longitudinal section,

looking east
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14. Longitudinal section,
looking west
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15. Transverse section at cone
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16. Transverse section at
children's area

Scogin and Elam
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17. Transverse section at
reading room
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18. Morth elevation | 20, West elevation

19. View of model at Buck- 21. View of model, west
head Avenue, front elevation elevation
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Scogin and Elam
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22. South elevation

—

24. Sketches
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23. East elevation

25, View of model, south
elevation
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28. View of model at entry

26. Details of canopy, screen
wall, and porte cochere

29. View of model at entry
canopy, looking west

27. Plan view of model show-
ing entry canopy and porte
cochere

30. View of model at entry
canopy, from parking area
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31. Conceptual sketches

Project Credits
Mack Scogim and Merrill Elam
Project director: Llovd Bray

With Jeff Atwood, Susan Desko,
Ellen Hooker, Patricia Kerlin, John
Lauer, lsabelle Millet, and Ron
Mitchell

Structural engineer: Harrington,
George and Dunn, P.C.

Mechanical and electrical engineer:
Jomes, Mall & Davis, Inc,

Lighting consultant: Ramon Lumi-
nance Design

Expected construction completion:
Summer 1989

assemblage 7

. W. Collum is an associate editor of Art
Papers, where he published an earlier
version of part one of this essay,

J. W. Cullum

On Southern Identities
and Difference: Marginal
Notes for Mack Scogin
and Merrill Elam

Mack Scagin and Merrill Elam’s eollabo-
rative architectural work might be called
less a conventional collaboration than an
ongoing, immensely productive creative
disagreement in which one or the other's
choices predominate at different moments.
In the Scogin, Elam and Bray description
of the two library projects published here,
the Clayton County Library is by “Merrill
Elam with Mack Scogin® while the Buck-
head Library is by “Mack Scogin with
Merrill Elam.” Though Scogin and Elam
passess distinetly different sensibilities,
their respective angles of vision are ulti-
mately convergent. The significant differ-
ences lie in details of personal style and
adjectival subtleties: as in so many other
cuftural situations, complex dynamics of
divergence and harmony spring from small
heginnirgs,

l. To be Southern is to be in many ways
already “decentered.” to grow up with an
acute awarcness of plurality and differ-
ence, to possess-almost by instinet an
ironic consciowsness. None of this is in-
herent to all Southerners, of course; but
the facts of birth and geography do some-
times make for interesting and unex-
pected resonances with habits of mind
bred independently elsewhere. They
make for a sensitivity to “gaps,” to the
unsaid, to what is not apparent. Or for a
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concern with the ways in which surface
environment is anything but superficial;
with how the look of a place is bound up
with what is done there; with subtle social
codes (Wittgenstein's relation between
ethics and aesthetics).

The South — a society full of social and
racial paradoxes, a society lacking both
an cconomic center and a cultural eapi-
tal, st in a region that long htted the
economic model of a Third World coun-
try — hreeds a distinet sort of artist and
ntellectual, whose mind often responds
to rhythms bom of different (albeit di-
minishingly so) cultural circumstances.
In this, the least postmodem of regions,
the facts of Southem biography may yicld
an unexpected intuitive ground for grasp-
ing the many forms of postmodernism
from recuperationist architecture to de-
constructionist paradoxes. Repeatedly,
notions specific to the postmodern era
can be found in the Southem historical
expenience (or “experiences,” the details
differing according to one’s place in the
shifting social order): the notion that
nothing possesses a center or else that
everything possesses a multiplicity of
semi-illusory centers (for example, the
sense in which institutions today function
as webs of power 1in which physical head-
quarters are virtually fictional addresses
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for real vet amorphous entities whose ac-
tions are spread over vast, indeterminate
areas of the planet); or, on a philosophi-
cal level, the notion that cvery effort to
define a single organizing center for any
systemn fails simply because all systems are
complex networks of interrelations, in
which one idea pursued far enough is
likely to yield paradoxical or ironic
results,

The South, or “Souths™ (there have al-
ways been many), is m the midst of diz-
zying change. This is one reason why it
is currently the meeting place of rdical
and reactionary political lendencics. As
well, in some respects (most notably
through politically inclined television
evangelism), the South has become an
improbable media center from which
lines of force radiate to the rest of the
nation. Attentive readers of latter-day so-
ciology might have expected this: in a
world where boundaries have ceased to
matter except to those who happen to live
within them, regional strategies are de-
signed to grapple for influence {in the
se of the 1988 “megaprimaries,” the
ironic outcome of this effort delighted
Southem liberals). Historically an aggre-
gate of (conflicting) communities, the
South is increasingly regarded as an ab-
stract commodity by transnational invest-
ment consortiums. Fragile, impovenished
Afro-Atlantic cultures are threatened by
the potential Miamification of coastal is-
lands; and while the poor have always
been displaced, today's development also
uproots somewhat more affluent commu-
nities, and displaces the power relations
of those communities that remain physi-
cally in place. The South changes in
ways very familiar to the ironic strain of
Southern consciousness: Southerners of
all races have possessed, along with the
stubborn optimism that has appeared, at
times, in their fiction and Nobel Prize

speeches, a skeptical pessimism about hu-
man motivations.

The South, like regions everywhere with
respect to hegemonic cultures, has been
as apologetic about its strengths as about
its weaknesses; it has also often been con-
fused about which is which. “Regional-
i, as Kenneth Frampton and Paul
Ricoeur should have taught us long aga,
need not be only an excuse for some
stylistic failure, Real regional influences
are something other than belligerent pro-
vincialisim: artists or architects are drawn
to certain styles, perhaps, for much the
same reason that intellectuals are drawn
to certain types of thought. Regional ex-
perience affects the way that one absorbs
a larger tradition, which part of it one
finds most useful, not the fact of absorp-
tion or use. Even vernacular craftsmen
quote, however naively, styles whose oni-
gins can be traced to archaic Greece or
Africa. We all live in a web of inheri-
tance to which we react, and that inheri-
tance is never confined within regional
borders,

For all of that, there are clearly regional
impulses (not necessarily styles) in art and
in architecture, Environment is obviously
not destiny; Robert Rauschenberg does
not make tropical art in his south Florida
studio, Physical distance from the center
(or what masquerades as the center) does
not preclude concern with issues of the
center, It does, however, make possible a
regional angle of vision, including what
Frampton has called an architecture of
resistance (to the totalizing imperatives of
a umihed culture),

Mack Scogin has stated cxplicitly that
though he himself is Southern, his is nol
a Southemn architecture; but ways of
judging and deciding can spring frem a
region withoul participating in some ag-
gressive regional identification. All of the
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issues | have raised here, together with
the intuitive vocabulary intrinsic to Sco-
gin and Elam’s architecture, appear to be
at stake in the library projects published
here. They represent physical forms for a
fast-changing mental and physical
landscape.

2. The Clayton County and Buckhead
Branch Libraries are two architectural
types for the postmodern Southem city:
constructions and deconstructions of old
myths and new myths,

Jeneshoro, south of Atlanta near Harts-
held Airport, 15 the least, last transforma-
tion of an older South: its strip is as
random as Robert Venturi’s Vegas, but
intimately, almaost resistantly, regional,
{There are still fewer mass-market malls
than specialized gun shops, tiny grocery
stores, and crummy little bait shacks.)
Jonesboro adores Margaret Mitchell, who
spent her summers there. The shopping
strip 15 called Tara Boulevard, and busi-
nesses from beauty shops to realtors wear
names like Twelve Oaks and Scarett's.
Apart from its small Confederate ceme-
tery, the town bears no physical resem-
blance to anything in Mitchell’s novel,
much less to the grandiose Hollywood vi-
sion of a mythologized Clavton County,

The Clayton County Library project
speaks more to the town's physical and
social reality than to the dreams of Tara.
Set in the midst of rapidly developing,
painfully random surroundings, it pre-
sents symbolic permanence by exploiting
the elemenis of transience: its mottled-
grey metal outer walls resemble stone
from a distance. It exploits the off-the-
shelf building materials of the area to
produce subtle effects of proportion,
light, and shadow, thus sugeesting what
could be achieved by the builders of
cheap apartments and storage sheds if
they looked at their world a little differ-
ently. The librry may well be, as Merrill
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Elam put it, all that Jonesbor can afford
of permanence in an ema of its history not
meant for weighty structures. The build-
ing mirrors Joneshoro’s lightness of being
i very literal ways: its interior braces, far
from being wall decorations, insure struc-
tural integrity for a building characterized
throughout by a strikingly accomplished
economy of means. In this as in other
projects, Scogin and Elam delight in
guoting the culture hack to itsell in ways
meant o stretch its imagimation.

The north Atlanta neighborhood of
Buckhead is, supposedly, the exemplar of
the new and newly multinational South.
Postmodernist buildings displace ald
structures along Peachtree Road, and
their random presence reinforces the felt
absence of any literal or metaphorical
center: unlike the old-money mansions of
nearby Paces Ferry, the new buildings re-
spond not to the surrounding social order
but to the dj_l.pr_'rst,'d centers of economic
power. (Those centers are, in significant
measure, competing with or displacing
the personal networks of social power for
which “Buckhead” was once an implicit
shorthand. )

The Buckhead Branch Library design, by
contrast, tries to offer a creative response
to the changing form of a traditionally
fashionable neighborhood in which old
webs of social relations are being relent-
lessly severed by late capitalism at its
most spectacular. Onented along the
physical line of a ridge, on the site of the
previous library, which had been built for
less frenetic times, the new library forms
a focal point of symbolic order that noth-
ing else in the immediate environment
begins to provide. At the same time, as
Scogin has remarked in an interview, the
building is as present-centered as the
Clayton County Library; both buildings
respond functionally and symbolically to
the way life is lived today in their respee-
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tive sections of metropolitan {or proto-
megalopolitan) Atlanta, This necessarily
includes the factor of change; the reticent
elegance that Scogin has deseribed as
“politeness” seems designed to blend in
with an environment that, by definition,
will be substantially different within a
very short ime. (However, despite Sco-
gin's asscrtion, the stylistic subtlctics of
the Buckhead library finally point less to
present dilermmas than to a hoped-for
future, )

It should go without saying (but perhaps
does not) that there is nothing intrinsi-
cally “Southern” about this ability to pro-
vide svmbolic centers for increasingly
abstracted spaces; these buildings respond
to their environment by quoting a local
vocabulary within an architectural syntax
that is more international than it is re-
gional. It mav be the most appropriate
response to the South’s incipient post-
medern situation. Part of Clavton County
may still dream of a restored Tara (the
county's voters recently rejected a pro-
posal to build one as a tourist attraction),
but the Joneshoro library addresses the
teal condition of the county far better
than the county’s self-chosen literary vi-
sions will ever do. Scogin has remarked
that he and Elam typically begin a proj-
ect by considering the client’s personal
symbaols; it is a tribute to their own vision
and also, perhaps, one of the small,
proper ronies of Southern history that an
architecture so deliberately attentive to
the dimension of dreams should be, as
well, so mmaginatively attuned to the re-
gion's problematic realities.
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