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Interview: Mack Scogin and Merrill Elam

COMPETITIONS: You were both working
for a very successful, large architecture
firm in Atlanta when you decided to go
off an your own. How does one decide
on the right moment to open an office
and go it alone? Some may have a com-
mission waiting for them. What led you
~to choose that particular moment?

ME: That wasn't the case with us. We didn't
have anything: we had to sign no-compete
clauses for four Years Covering any past or
prospective clients,

M5: We were not young architects starting
out on our own. We had worked there
[Heery and Heery) for 17-18 vears, The firm
had 35 peaple when we started, and it was
500 when we left. It was a fantastip experi-
ence, one which very few people get today
It was a case where yaung people were
involved in the growth and expansion of 2
very diverse and dynamic organization, Why
did we leave? The kind of decision-making
around projects at that scale of organization
became very involved with the kind of con-
tinued growth and survival of the organiza
tion. Basically, you end up making decisions
based on 500 different agendas. Under those
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It was a case
where young
people were
involved in
the growth
and expan-
sion of a very
diverse and
dynamic
organization.

conditions, it's very difficult to do personal
Work
We were spending a huge amount of

time trying to do personal work and also try-

ing to manage that organization and make
sure it was healthy. We had 20 vears of fan-
fastic experience, and we were curious as to
how we might apply that to our awn work,
where we would have more hands-on con-
trol over it

ME: Isn't it also fair to say that it was a
moment with that company where the awn-
ership of the company began to change

COMPETITIONS: Early on you entered a
competition—the Ft. Lauderdale Water-
front Competition—and did quite well.
You got a second place. Young firms
quite often start by entering competi-
tions to establish a reputation, Was that
the case here?

M5: At that time we did almast no ¢ ompeti
tions, This was a firm (Heery) that was dedi-
cated 1o issues around time and cost control
and how you deliver projects to clients and
satisfy our clients' needs. In the vears we

were there, we did only three or four com-
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pt titians, and most of those were done in
thie last few yoars we wernt there, when wi
were making the decisions as to whether to
do them or not The Fort Lauderdale compe
tition was strictly volunteer time, and I'm not
sure we know what we would have done had
we won it since it was so far off the pattetie
of the kind of progects that we did. 50 we got
a group of people together who wanted L
do something different and just learn from
the

the experience. We came in second, took

noney that we won and ¥ ) great party

hat competition, as well as several others,
were guite revelatory experiences for the
people at the firm, To this day, | think it's
some of the most interesting work we ever
did, People who have recently seen il say
that it was some of the most interesting

work ever done by the firm, up to the pre-

ould possibly

sent. It gave us a hint that w
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That compe-
tition, as well
as several
others, were
quite revela-
tory experi-
ences for the
people at the
firm.

2]

{o somethimag that was oulside The norm T
this day, we are still very proud aof all that
work. Al of them were volunteer work
COMPETITIONS: One architect, who will
remain nameless, took a job as a chair
of an architecture program on the east
coast, partly because the person

thought it might result in some gulud
commissions—like Bernard Tschumi at
Columbia, for instance. | have to ask
Mack if that was an incentive when you
became chair of the department at Har-

vard?

W5 Not in the E|I'.]|-'|‘-"1'. If anvtl n4g, having
grown up and knowing the south, that cre

dentia not 1o be some-
thina that has brought us attention or work

nas certainiy proven

here in this area af the country
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Mack Scogin Merrill Elam
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ME: You have to keep in mind that we came
from that large firm which had a business
development of clase to $1M at the time we
left. For us to think that going into academia
would bring commissions wasa't on the
radar screen. We actually saw this as an
opportunity to be around really smart, inter-
esting peaple—both students and faculty—
where we could learn and hopefully broaden
our own horizons

COMPETITIONS: You both must have
carried on long discussions about Mack
accepting that position...which created
a lot of distance from the Atlanta
office. | recall Jung Ho Chang (now the
Chair at M.LT.) saying how difficult it
was for him to remain at Rice after he
and his wife set up an office in Beijing.

ME: With western architects getting the bulk
of the work in China now, he (Chang) is
exemplary in that he is pulling the Chinese
architectural community along and sees that
kind of credential as important to the legiti-
macy of the professional community there.

COMPETITIONS: With Mack in Cam-

Anyone who
takes a teach-
ing position
with the idea
that it is going
to raise
opportunities
to obtain
more work is
not only possi-
bly mistaken,
but also sell-
ing the insti-
tution a little
short.

bridge and you here in Atlanta, he dis-
tance problem apparently was not insur-
mountable one—especially carrying on a
dialogue about projects. How did you
manage to deal with that?

M5S; That was easy. We had no work. The
early nineties were awful in terms of the
marketplace. We really only had one project
during those five years [while Mack was
Chair at the G50, which was the library in
Tempe. In some ways, the appointment saved
us: however, it completely cut us out of any
kintl of aggressive marketing. In the end, it
simply kept the firm going

ME: We did actually open a small office in
Cambridge, but we finally had to close it
back down.

M5: Anyone who takes a teaching position
with the idea that it is going to raise oppor-
tunities to obtain more work s not anly pos-
sibly mistaken, but also selling the institution
a little short. Taking @ position like that is a
very serious commitment to people that are
irvesting a lot of money in your ability to
deliver in a great education program
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master plan compe-
tition in 2000
resulted in commis-
sions for several
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Wellesley compus,
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Center, ond o nearby
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{opposite page,
middle),
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COMPETITIONS: In recent years you
have been shortlisted in a number of
competitions, and there had to be some
projects along the way which attracted
the attention of those who drew up
those short lists. Is there any one project
you can point to which you think raised
the firm's profile?

MS: That's pretty easy to answer, People whe
are putting competitions together are look-
ng tor a combination of types of
people/work to make a short, short list, We
invariably get on those shorter lists because
we are who we are with this strange back-
ground—bath in education and in practice—
serious practitioners for almost 40 years
now, and the work that we do down here is
seen to be a bit idiosyneratic. 5o we fit into
that slot. That i a slot a lot of people are
loaking for to include in these kinds of
|:Ifl.|il'}":;l"‘;|

There are also serious issues, Le, we are
practitioners with all that deep experience in
making buildings and going through serious
processes; yet we are committed to doing
the waork ourseives—we are involved in BVEry
single project from start to finish, S0 we can
do large projects with a small affice. | hope
that our work reflects a kind of specificity
around particular projects that are tailored
to the client that reflects a couple of peaple
that are really interested in listening to
clients

COMPETITIONS: Was there any one pro-
ject which you can say brought atten-
tion to your firm?

MS: Actually it was never one specific pro-
ject, it was always the firm's body of work
which turned out to be important. When we
started our own firm, and our work got pub-
lished, it was usually a body of work which
was published, never one specific project. We
never have had that really high profile publi
commission (MOMA, Clinton Library, ete).

ME: What Mack is talking about is general
lay-public exposure. Qur work has tended to
be published more in the architectural press,
and we've been very fartunate to have lots
of architects reference our work and recom-
mend us

M3: Yes, that's our market—other architects
COMPETITIONS: Is there any one com-

petition you have done that may be your
favorite?
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ME: | still love Fort Lauderdale, That was so
much fun. But we do competitions for 3 lot
of reasons. There is always that h':.:l_.".: ora
commissian, but also, we enter competitions
to undertake a certain kind of research. It
gives up the opportunity to do something
that might not be within that normal area
where we seek commissions

M5: Our whole lives as architects has been

A0 wound up in the needs of clients. For so

many years that has been ingrained in us—
satisfy the clients' needs. What is fascinating
apout the competitions process 15 that i
allows us to get outside that norm and to
little different

lonk at things a W without

4

that chent interaction. Dbviously, the com
petition itself is just the starting point, and
that changes ance you get 8 commission

We never see them as solutions: it would be

ridiculous to regard a competition submitta

as a solution to something, What it does is
pase guestions (o the client as well as back
fo us

It puts us in an awkward and uncomfort-

able position in aur traditional professional

role, In the end, every competition which we

have ever done has been a learning experi-
ence. OF course that is true for all our other
projects as well; but these are mare intense

Il:'il"'”i':] EXpEnEnces because we do not have

that client looking over
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There is always
that hope of a
commission,
but also, we
enter compe-
titions to
undertake a
certain kind of
research. It
gives up the
opportunity to
do something
that might not
be within that
normal area
where we seek
commissions.,

Lompetitions can vary a

0me compet

ot You may have
fions where you may Teel that
the client, without even knowing himfher
that well, needs an even stronger push. Not

only do we push ourselves, but we push their

expectations—knowing that doesn'l generally

vin. Ihere are ather competitions which are
much more specifically stated and more spe-
cific in the way the criteria are stated, | could

go down the hist and put each of

Qur compe-
titions into ane of those categories. In all

cases they are provocations, not solutions

COMPETITIONS: You both got your
degrees in undergraduate architecture
programs. Masters programs in archi-
tecture, such as that at Harvard do not
necessarily require an undergraduate
degree, In hiring an applicant who has
just completed an architecture program,
is this a consideration—whether that
person comes out of a S5-year or 2+ year
program?

MS: I'm obwviously very prejudiced in this
regard, because the school | teach at (G5.0.]
isa3y/

aly no

year master's program with virtu
rigr background in architecture, Not
gar program doesn’t work—

on our staff we have people coming from

both backgrounds, In the end, it does depend

Wellesley College
Campus Center
[2000-2005)

Model perspectives

purtesy: Mack Scoqin Merrill Elam Architect
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Courtesy: Mack Scogin Merrill Elam Architects
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on the indradual more than anything else
However, as an educator, having the acade-
mic background that provides a broader view
if architecture, when you can bring that
perspective to architecture is the strongest
cducation you could get for an architect

COMPETITIONS: You have never been
known to shrink from using what some
might consider unconventional materials
in designing your projects. When you
went into the interview for the Ohio
State University School of Architecture
job, were you already aware of the
client’s one precondition—that the
cladding be marble—and, if so, did you
already have an idea how you wanted to
deal with that? In other words, what
was the chronology?

ME: We knew that the marble columns were
a grven. When we were asked pointedly in
the interview If we could make 3 home for

them, we said 'ves.'

MS: 'don't recall that markle was mentioned

Both the uni-
versity and
ourselves
tried for sev-
eral years to
convince the
donor that
marble was
probably not
the best
choice.

in connection with the facade at the inter-
view: but very shorthy thereafter, it did come
up. It was kind of, "0k, by the way..

COMPETITIONS: The idea you came up
with—to hang marble shingles—was
guite innovative. How was this received?

M5: They were incredibly relieved. Both the
university and ourselves tried for several
vears to convince the donor that marble was
probably not the best choice. Part of it had to
do with aesthetics. But the real reason was
that marble is not a very good building mate-
rial, It's @ porous material that deteriorates
aver time, The caulk joints just don't hold. So
we said, if he wants marble, we'll do marble,
but in a way that it can stay there for 100
years, 50 we came up with a way to do it
without any caulk joints, and in a way that it
is suspended so that it can move and doesn't
technically weatherproof the building. [t's
simply decoration, Because of budget con-
straints, the pieces kept getting smaller and
smaller, so that they could be put up by hand

COMPETITIONS: There is probably no
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Time Line Mack Scogin Merrill Elam

_ 1966 B.Arch, Georgia Inst. of Tech
= 1967181 Senior Design Architect,
_.:-' Heery B Heery, Architects
= Knowlton School 1971 and Engineers, Atlanta, GA B.Arch, Georgia Inst. of Tech
= of Architecture 1969/81 Architect and Senior Associate
Ohio State Univers Heery &t Heery, Architects
Columbus, Ohio and Engineers, Atlanta, GA
(1996-2003) 1981/84 President and CED, Director of MBA, Georgia State University{1982)
Design, Heery & Heery
LEFT 1984/2000 Principals, Scogin, Elam and Bray Architects,
Exterior perspect iy
with the marble 1985 High Museum af Art at Georgia-Pacific Center
shingles Clayton County Headquarters Library
QPPOSITE PAGE 1986 Buckhead Branch Library
Merrill Elam and
Mack Scogin 1587 Herman Miller Entry Building
Turner Village at the Candler School of Theology - Emory University
Tallahassee Office Building
| IHJ||€|!|'|IEI 1Irw’:I'IITII“‘I-II: 'FTJHI"Ifjlr :I-th archi- 1984 Carol Cobb Turner Branch Library
N an : . ) :
tects than =| ibrary n:}tl.m:_ In your Reston Town Center Museam
essay[Merrill Elam) on libraries that you
felt ”",'l there should "lwf“"s_ be a kind of 199(0- John ). Ross = William C. Blakley Law Library = Arizana State University
mysterious component built into the
design, starting with the entrance. 1o 19495 Chairman, Department of Architecture, Harvard G5.0
Al thirk what | had in mind, wz I i V. o1 &
vit: | think what | had. in min s 1992 Coming Child Development Center
intold the architectural expenence— -
that jdon't just discover the whole buld-
hat you don ST 1S r_ e whole t utl 1994 Bridge Over Highway 41
ng as soon as you open the frant door, There The Atlanta Pavilion
s sequence of events that would take you to
VIE TEading. rocm, r| II.I‘:.I.‘T...I” I ﬂl Aok 1995 Lee B. Philmon Branch Library
EEN NG oul, | Enoaw | talked atoul Horaries ; o -
Sttt Belachfedi bl st ML PRIRERS Willow Street Residence Hall - Tulane Liniversity
snd architectural character, that they are per-
fect candidates 1o be a little it unusuz ¥ ) i : .
] i 'II” ' ; _l'" : o r.| \ 'I' | 1997 Bank for [nternational Settlements Invited Competition
by B2 MO Bl Urilly. WIS DRy SERLP ks Laban Centre for Moverment and Dance Invited Competition
'.;_;"':' ilding we have left. Bvery other building
LT A
A ou enter you get searched, efc. You may ! 1998/2003 Austin £ Knowiton School of Architecture = The Ohio State University
nm cvengetin 1998 Jean Gray Hargrove Music Library - University of California, Berkeley
i 194949 Wolfsburg Science Center Invited Competition
COMPETITIONS: Now we have what we »
call the ':';'3'“‘"" f"*'”’"s' Are ibraries mov. 2000 Principals, Mack Scogin Merrill Elam Architects
;ng Iﬂr_ﬁt s a?hlﬂl' e Ls.lg" Isl.‘l'::mur:;r t. Pittsburgh Children’s Museum Invited Competition
s:lt ;“ P“:H dt[m'i‘gﬂlqu -Ifl rary 1;I Chicago Pubilic Schools Hybrid Competition (Invited entryl
will be up-to-date 20 years from now: Wellesley Campus Center Site Analysis Invited Competition
MS: ¥ou are never going to replace bool i I - . Il C
|1. i ||I.r| f . !.. 1 l. _} '. “‘I 2001 Wang Campus Center - Wellesley College
JEEE WPy anWEy= 8. HBCE WS b Booker T. Washington School for the Performing and Visual Arts Competition
vant 1o Qo 0 eXpencnee Some thing very =
ihysical, What iteresting about the library ; | ™ il
physica e 1al is interesting abc '1 I| ¢ librar 2002 United States Courthouse Invited Competition - Mabile, Alabama
ow is that it is no longer required to be
I J_rl I s nol .L:r equired to bDe Lovejoy Branch Library
guiet. This is because the young generation
ow leamns in environments filled with dis ; e .
'_“'- q I" "“ Uh" ’."““ . II'UI ; I' III | 2003 United States Courthouse - Austin, Texas
L r"'in" tarbucks "’III E-greal I‘ 'i” 'ﬂ: na Fine Arts Center Invited Competition = University of Connecticut at Storrs
n Tteeif chanaes the characte e library ; -
in {tseif changes the character o the fibrary Mexus Invited Competition - Barnard College
not to speak af the computer. There s some- =
Tk  diff nt about the immersion fact o 3 ! 2 3
ing different about the immersion Tactor 2004 Carroll A Campbell Jr. Graduate Engineering Center - Clemson University
with a computer than with a bo R o - .
Zhongkal Sheshan Villas, China
ME: The library building probably won't go 2005 Gates Center for Computer Science - Carmegie Mellon University
First Scienee Center Allston Invited Competition - Harvard University
I New Student Housing Project - Syracuse University
want
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