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GA: Can you tell me about how you began
the firm?

Mack Scogin: Scogin Elam and Bray got
started in 1984, We were a young firm but
not young people.

Merrill Elam: We had known each other
and been working together a long time be-
fore that. Mack and | were in school to-
gether, We met when we were students at
Georgia Tech, here in Atlanta in the carly
6is. Lloyd was at Tulane. We met Lloyd at
the time we were all at Heery and Heery
Architects and Engineers. We worked
there together for ten or twelve years be-
fore getting started.

Scogin: Actually, it was much longer than
that. (laughter) Merrill and | worked to-
gether there for almost twenty vears.

Llovd Bray: | was at Heery and Heery for
cight years.

GA: When you finally started on yvour
own, did vou begin with residential de-
sign?

Scogin: No. In those twenty yvears we
worked at Heery and Heery we never did
any houses. Most of our projects were
rather large projects before. We did hospi-
tals, stadiums, office buildings, corporate
tacilities, airports: project of that kind of
scale. When we went on our own, we went
from five hundred people to three. When
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we started our firm we had no residential
design experience whatsoever. We went
small very quickly. | guess it was actually
two or three years into our firm before we
ot our first commission for a house. Ac-
tually it was a renovation and it never got
built because the client was transferred
and had to leave the country. Then we did
the Chmar house, which was built here in
Atlanta in around 1988, It had a modest
budget and modest program but the clients
were wonderful, and we had a lot of fun
designing that house.

GA: It was onc of your first projects we
published.

Scogin: It was a fantastic experience for
us. The clients were a young couple and
the house was one that was very specific
to their particular needs. They were mem-
bers of a Japanese religious scet and the
house was a lot about their beliefs. For in-
stance they had a shin-den room in the
house, like a private chapel. That was
twelve years ago. After that we did a series
of very small houses, second homes and
additions. Some of which were completed
and some of which were not. Then we did
the Martin house, and afier that we started
to do houses outside of the region. We did
a house in Maine, then Boston, and New
York., Now it seems we always have a
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house going in the office,

GA: | noticed that many of vour clients
are associated with the arts. 1s there a cor-
relation between your clients and yvour ar-
chitecture?

Scogin: That's true. It is funny now that
you mention it. That's really strange. Todd
and Linda Chmar were both print maker
and they worked with pottery. Other
clients are artists, the others collect art.
The house we're doing right now in New
York is for prominent art collectors, and
the house we did in Maine is for an artist.
Elam: One client was not artists, but they
had a keen interest in architecture. He was
actually a doctor,

Bray: He specialized in reattaching sev-
ered body parts. 1f someone lost a hand,
for example, he would put it back on.

GA: In other words, he was also an artist,
Bray: Exactly. an artist. You saw my point.
GA: Do you seek those kinds of clients?
Or is it that your spaces attract artists?
Seogin: That’s very difficult to say, In res-
idential projects, the clients always come
to us. S0 | suppose they have chosen us for
certain reasons. | think that artists are less
afraid of ideas. They're as interested in the
question of architecture as they are in the
answer. Maybe that has something to do
with it. | think for someonc to hire us, it
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does take some curiosity 1o see what we
might do. Our work is varied. It can
change dramatically from client to client,
Our work is not as predictable or as safe as
the design of some other architects.

Elam: Mack makes a good point. For ex-
ample, Margaret Nomentana saw the
Chmar house in a journal and liked it very
much. She just liked something about the
way that house had been designed and put
together. But at the same time, she didn™t
want that house. Her house doesn't look
like the Chmar house at all, and she loves
it. She was an ideal client because she
wasn't afraid of exploration.

GA: So this client found you through a
publication. Do vou think the media has
been a critical way for clients to discover
yvou?

Scogin: | don’t think thats how most of

our clients find us. For one thing, [ don™
think our work is very easy to photograph
or to understand through photographs. In
fact, we never get selected when someone
has called us and asked us to send pho-
tographs of our houses. | can’t think of a
single time where that's been the case.
Publicity just doesn’t seem to work very
well for us. Interestingly, most of our
clients haven’t ever really seen any of our
work. I also think that when people select
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architects for houses, 1t’s very personal.
They may look at your work, but it's more
about trust and a personal connection,
What really counts is they think you fully
understand their expectations. If the clients
think that you can get in touch with their
dreams, then they might select you and
that’s when we have a better chance.

Bray: In other words. we really don™t
know why we get selected.

GA: How do you work together? Does
someone always take the lead on a project?
Scogin: It's not something we try to caleu-
late. We all work on the project in some
capacity. 1 guess it’s fair to sav that Merrill
and 1 split up the design lead. It's not a
very formal process. Sometimes it's de-
cided before hand but most of the time 1t

just evolves. It depends on the circum-

stances around the project, Sometimes it's
the client that decides for us. When you
submit for projects in the United States
you have to declare a project team, and
we're forced to make that decision early on
in a formal way. That's one of few times
where we really define roles. Most of the
time 1t just doesn’t matter and it's not
much of an issue.

GA: When | was look at your residential
work, [ see two basic formal categories.

One s very boxy and the other is very or-
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ganic. Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier,
and perhaps Mies, had signature styles, al-
though it may have changed over the
decades, but you seem to have these two
things poing on at the same time. | find it
interesting since many great architects had
different styles during a career but not in
one particular ime. Are these two styles a
reflection of two designers?

Scogin: No, thats not the case at all. The
formal expression of the work has more w0
do with the client. the site, the context, the
program, those sorts of things. It varies
tremendously from project to project. It
also has a lot to do with our interests at
that time. Besides, even if either Merrill or
| take the design lead on the project, the
other may have come up with the central
idea. You have to keep in mind that the
two of us have known each other and
worked together since 1961. Which is a
long time. We really don’t have to discuss
our design ideas. We just do the work.
Elam: Decisions get made in strange
times in the project. Some decisions get
made and remade again. We have a lot of
confidence in the Now and exchange of
ideas. People who are less familiar with
cach other wouldn’t have that confidence
to allow that process to go on. They would
tend to control more because they aren’t




sure of the other’s ability.

GA: Is there something that holds your
work together then?

Scogin: Space is the thing that unifics the
form or geometry. 1 think for us, architec-
ture isn’t about form or shape as much it is
about space, and light and experience. It's
how you experience a place. This house is
all orthogonal, But we could have the same
spatial effects with a completely organic
shape. The shape has more to do with the
context, or simply what we're interested in
at the time. Sometimes we like to invent a
challenge for ourselves. Sometimes we're
just simply interested in some kind of
shape or form. We like to try new things,
GA: Tell me more about your own house
{64 Wakefield.)

Elam: We've lived here for twenty years,
A huge tree squashed the original house
during a hurricane. This new house is built
on the original foundation and it's about
the same size as the original,

Scogin: There are also two buildings in
the back that we built 15 years ago.

The original house was a simple one-story
pitched-roof bungalow. We renovated it
over the years rather unsuccessfully.

Elam: A lot of the details were done very
quickly as we went along, simply because
we didn’t have the time to do everything in
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the proper fashion. We had a lot of pres-
sure from the insurance people about how
much they would give us to rebuild the
house.

GA: Did Lloyd play a big role in the de-
sign of your own house?

Bray: 1 wouldn't touch it, It's their house,
so they should do .

Scogin: Lloyd probably had less to do
with this house then any project we've
done. You should go to Lloyd's house. It's
a terrific house and we didn’t have any-
thing to do with his.

GA: | think this is the best of your boxes.
Scogin: You know what? This house is
pretty good. We don’t get tired of it. Does
it feel light to you? | think that it'’s very
light. It’s very heavy on the outside, but
the inside for me is very light. You've been
sitting under a 50-foot long pool and you
didn’t flinch. That’s what I like about the
house. It’s a paradox. It's at once extremely
heavy and extremely light. In terms of our
interests in architecture those are the
things that interest us because they're re-
ally interesting and challenging. We try 1o
make them experientially rich and multi-
faceted. They're not so easy 1o get. Ac-
complishing something like that is not so
easy, it's very difficult. It's not one or the
other, it’s simultancously both,
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Bray: It's enigmatic,

Elam: It's a very complex issue in archi-
tecture. Think of the great domes in Eu-
rope. They're really physically heavy but
they achieve a certain lightness in experi-
ence. The pantheon for example is so in-
credible in that way.

GA: In the future do you plan to continue
pursuing these various directions?

Scogin: It actually makes our work a lot
more difficult. And it makes hiring us a lot
more difficult. T think you would be hard
pressed to try to categorize our work.
We've been called traditionalists, decon-
structivists, radical modernists, expres-
sionists, soft modernist, modernist, classi-
cist. The house in Boston was called con-
temporary colonial. Yesterday a neighbor
of mine introduced me to another neighbor
by saying, “that’s the guy who lives in that
laboratory with those giant pipes down the
street.”” People can never be sure what they
will get from us. Even people who know
us are very confused by it.

GA: What is your design process then?
Scogin: We have almost no definitive de-
sign process. You have to keep in mind
that we come from twenty years in a firm
that was all about very defined processes.
It was extremely structured, We were used
to a certain kind of business technique, a
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certain kind of design technique. Everyone
had his or her title and position. Everyone
had his or her definitive responsibility. We
sold our services based on a certain kind
of organization that produced a certain
kind of building. It was very predictable,
very dependable, and very explainable. We
left it all behind for better or for worse.
And I think when we left that behind con-
fident in knowing that we didn’t have to
necessarily depend on any of it to do well,
We really wanted to pursue and explore
new things. Now we're probably one of the
most unstructured offices anywhere, And
that’s good news and bad news. It allows
for a lot of innovation but it's difficult to
manage in terms of a business. People who
write about our work have had a hard time
pinning us down. It%s also difficult to de-
fine for clients. Its hard 1o categorize, but
I don’t see much we can do about it.

GA: As a group, many firms have sepa-
rated to form their own firms. ['ve never
seen an office that worked as a team until
the end. Either teams split up or they be-
come larger and larger. Do you envision
that happening or will this work forever?
Bray: | don’t see that happening begause
I'm not really part of the design force of
the office. It’s elearly Mack and Merrill
that are making those decisions. | have no
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aspiration to go my own way. | can think
of a lot of reasons why we might not be to-
gether but that would not be one of them.
Scogin: It's an interesting question. [t may
be one of those things that’s actually
changing in architecture now. We have a
lot of colleagues all over the world, and it's
interesting to see how many of those peo-
ple are in parinerships of some sort. A lot
of designers work closely together with a
group of people. A lot of them are a cou-
ple. 1 think that's just naturally happening
because women have so much more pres-
ence in architecture than they ever had be-
fore. I also think globalization has had a
lot to do with it. We're a small firm in At-
lanta, Georgia who has no work in Atlanta,
Georgia. We travel to California, to Ohio,
to New York, to New Orleans to do our
work now. Last vear we did several compe-
titions in Europe. And all of our peers do
the same thing. We're all constantly on the
move, and you need help in order to suc-
ceed at this. | think that support in today’s
world becomes more and more important
to you, and therefore these associations
and partnerships are much more lasting
than they have been in the past,

GA: 50 you think the era of the master ar-
chitect is over?

Scogin: Well 1 think that’s a big miscon-

Y- bERETHLOR R TV A,

GA —-Zh, ElEOiyitdebh?

AO=F Kuroitiz— Ao AMoFs
FoThENEAEATHhHLEELLIER, K
SEMBAEERGWEYT, BAIZE-TOAL
shat¥EgzrniaIhiz+{—YT+, 8
HEREEFD{ o TWLIEAOHON & 2T
AN, MeoATHEELALIITRES
ChvZEMgrD 4. FOMY R

Liowd Bray

Lodh b Li#ifadid-T, Thidfisoilt
Pt oTHEMIRERLOTT. T2k
EMAN, BB B LLGw, @
KRRt RERERE I LoTEahabLw
HERA, TP -AORMTHHIE, T
—FTHhAHIE, EIMOBGPRLEESS
AP BEEET, PGSRz -

ception to think that architecture with a
capital *A’ has to be done by a single per-
son. To think that it only takes an individ-
ual to do that is really naive. If you really
looked carefully at the big names of archi-
tecture today, you'll see that they’re not re-
ally by themselves at all. They have very
stable organizations around them that are
absolutely critical to their work. I don't
think that’s anything to lament or be sad
about. | think that great architecture is
done by great architects, whether its a sin-
gle name or a group of people? What dif-
ference does i1t make? In some ways it's al-
most prejudicial to think that a single
name can be behind great architecture. |
don’t buy that. I think it’s an old-fashioned
idea.

GA: Could you talk about architectural
practice in Atlanta compared to practicing
in Boston or New York.

Secogin: It's actually a more typical Ameni-
can city than Boston. Atlanta is the quin-
tessential American suburban city; it's all
about spreading out.

Bray: It's at least a more typical new
American city, like Dallas or Houston,
They're all the same type of city, with au-
tomobiles everywhere.What is unique
about Atlanta is that there are so many
trees. | think that sets it apart.
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