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ROUNDTABLE DIscuUssioN with mack scogin, merrill elam,

sheila kennedy, and laurie hawkinson

This discussion brought rogether
four architects who take maoalerial
innoviation seriouwsly, though they
do not take a similar approach (o
process, na conversation led by
Toshiko Mori, they exchanged per
spectives on how practice itsell
miusi change (o support the crealive
uze of new malerials. In terms of
mafterial fesearch and professional
proctice, we are facing a paradigm
shifll, These architects forge indi
viclual paths for their research and
practice to cope with this unceriain
yef excifing future dircotion for

architects

Toshike Meri | have to make a That's why thelr praclice is exu

few comments about Mack Scogin berant and looks like so much fun

and Merrill Elam. as | have because for them architecture is

about discovering someaething new

admired thair work for many vears.

every day. The humble way in

They describe the processes of

practice as embedded in the tac which they describe their mode ol

rchitecture. and they operation as “anxious and guessing”

LALELY o

extend practical discourse bevond shows how the process of discoy

_-|1:-_||i_a_- use of specilic materials erng life fuses their lifestyle and

Rather they use tactile and sensory praciice

materials and observe the extraor . :
Yot their practice is actually a

dinary in the ordinary, Thoy dis L

sophisticated process of conlinuous
covier wonders in common materials

analysis and synthesis, honed by

in terms of context. sile, program . _

thoroughly trained minds that
and n the tectonmic—and that is .

engage both the senses and the
what is s0 extraordinary about i i
intellect. Once you see their build
their work. We are used to theo i

Ings, the experance goes boyona tne
MzZing architecture, using words to . i
brain. Cognition happens through
fescribe [, but thelr architectural . .
the body, and that is what we all

language zoes beyond the words
strive to achieve as architects

they use—it s sensory and tactile

ir language of architecture is

things are heavy or light. rough o 1
beyvond explanation: I1s visoeral

smoanth. We have often been
And it enlarges the discourse of

deprived of this sort of language in : )
materiatitv bevond the simple

recent discussion of archilectur
application of concrele or steal

Facing page: Mack Scogin Marrill Elam Architects, Clayton County
Haadguartars Libroary, Joneshoro, Georgia, 1988

Laft: Mack Scogin Merrill Elam Architects, Atlanta Pavilion, &llanta, Goorgin, 19854
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strategies for tdea production and
fabrication (n architecture. And
sometimes—for example, with our
Chameleon Cloth—you end up
with a material so intriguing that it
Eenerates a project in your mind.
an idea that vou wouldn't have had
if you didn't have prior contact
with that material and its proper-
tes. So sometimes ideas about the
material and its performance lead
to the project,

Mori  Laurie. can vou talk o us
about the fantastic ferry terminal—
the first terminal built in New York
harbor in how many vears?

Laurie Hawkinson The Wall Street
Ferry Terminal is the first terminal
built in Manhattan in more than
fifty years. Now there's this great
impetus to support waterborne
transil, because It is less expensive
and can be done more quickly than
building a subway.

Mori [ call you “the indusirial
scavengers.” because you appro-
priate different industrial building
precedents and malerial uses far
other buildings. producing the
Impression of amazingly large-scale
buildings for smaller projecis, You
use inexponsive materials in normal

production. Bul the size of the

industrial buildings vou use as a
reference and how you use materials
and detail in vour new buildings give
a sufficient scale 1o command a civie
presence within Manhattan, How
are you using industrial materials,
and how do vou seale them within
the larger urban context?

Hawkinson A ot of what vou are
describing as “scavenging” is budget-
driven. This is what Mack is saying
—that often the budgets given to
architects come from a hypothet-
ical feasibility siudy. And, for
instance, a new project mighi
involve 200 million square feet for
an office building, but with the

low cost per square foot, all vou
can build is—what do they call it?—
“plain vanilla.” But whether a
client’s budgei is $200 a square foot
for a curtain wall or $800, we are
always up against a budget.
Waorking within these parameters
pushes us—this is one way we got
to certain industrial materials, We
were irying to find materials that
would actually hold up over time
Not being able to afford materials
of higher quality, such as stainless
steel. for instance, forced us to look
for ways we could push not just the
material but also its presence and
how it might have an architectural
effect in and on a building.

Mori It seems 1o me that the role
of architecture was previously
determined by worlking within a
preestablished context; there was
& certain means of innovation and
aperation. Or there are other kinds
of limits embedded within mate-
rials—and by making things highly
visible—perhaps it reduces the
ability for them to be silent. What's
the limit to which the visibility of
something is actually reducing its
ability to become part of the larger
context? Are there other kinds of

limitations on what one can do?

Kennedy That's a tough one. The
dynamics of fime can be engaged.
The duration of light or infarmation
media allows the same surface

to be silent and part of the back-
ground at times and materially
present ai other times. Such sur-
faces are like chameleons—thojr
ability to change over time enahles
them to have more than one

defining characteristic,

But every time you try to innovate
a material in architecture, vou are
taking a huge risk. By working with
a4 manufacturer who will produce
that material. we share the respon-
sibilitles and are able to test the
viability of a material's perform-

ance or mamnienance over lime,

Scogin  You can't experiment.

You have to be absolutely sure that
a product is going 1o work, unless

a client is willing to invest in an
experiment that may or may not
work. And so there are tremendous
limitations on what you can do, In
terms of the exterior of a building.
it's extremely difficult to take risks

We had that house up in Maine.

It's got these silly panels on it; it's
gol 35,000 stainless steel screws,
and | don't know how many miles
of joints that are just caulked. Well,
you know—30 degrees below zero
in the winter and 85 degrees in the
summer—one could say that thal
was really a risk. But since we had
a carpenter who was willing to try
it, and we had a builder who did

it perfectly. it has nover been a
praoblem. But it's probally somoe-
thing I'd never try again. becauso
it 15 just too risky, (laughter! A lot
of people call and ask about those
kinds of things. and ['ve tried to
discourage them, franklyv, because
it’s risky. | don't know if that is the
kind of risk vou are talking about
But | can't tell you how embar-
rassing it is when yvou try a material
detail and it doesn’t work—it's

really bad. (laughier)

Kennady | want to take a slightly
mare optimistic note. | think that
some jssues about building are
really market-driven, and the fact
that the bottom dropped oul of the
NASDAQ recently s only going to
underscore the need to reassess
what a building skin can be and
what its long-term life cycle will
cost. It's my opinion that we will

b driven by market forces to
reevaluate a lot of architectural
building materials and standards
In fact, one of our clients, New York
City's EDC, is now requiring that
we use photovoltaic and solid-state
lighting in the design of the East
River Ferry Terminals because it
just makes sense. Solid-state tech-
nologies that can operate continu-
ously for more than ten years arn
more durable than many convaen-
tional building products. 5o there's
a demand for this out there, and

in a short period of time, that
demand will be translated to the

institutional and private sectors

I was recantly in Washington, D.C,
al a congressional hearing on
apto-electronics technology. The
government is going to sponsor a
major research initiative through
challenge grants that will be dis-

tributed to leading universities.

Despite the risks in creating and
using new materials, the intellec-
tual rewards are greater; there are
many interesting opportunities. |
feel that architectural education—
the architéctural imagination that
we all share—is going to be a valu-
ahle resource to bring to bear in
this emerging situation that is
already affecting us all

Nador Tehrani How are they
funding this research? s it through
scientific labs? Or is it making 1t
into the architectural schools?
Because another lendency, when
the NASDAQ falls. Is to retract and
concentrate on risk management,
which is the opposite of what you
are describing. 50 how is this being

done? Is it through grants?

Kennedy Some is done through
grants, some through direct com-
misgions. 5o it can be financed
through a varety of mechanisms.
In the case of the government., the
Department of Enorgy wil dis-
tribute the rescarch funds, It may
soom counterintuitive, but a focus
that only minimizes risk doesn't

offer thee government or manufac-

turers the best position for success.
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Light Information Desk
Hennody & Violich Architecture
2001

The Light Information Desk com-
bines the materinl properties of
acrylic polymer, the mobile charac-
teristics of furniture, and the trans-
missive properties of lighting and
communications infrastructure. The
intelligent organization of light intar-
sacts with the potential to take com-
putation into the built environment,
allowing information exchange to
become a function of architectural
surfaces. A personalized digital pro-
file may extend from the computer
socreen into the proximate environ-
mant of the workplace. Sarved by
fiber-optic relays and a series of
solid-state components, the trans-
parent acrylic surface functions as a
light gulde to transport light (color)
and information through the desk in
rasponse to a diverse series of work
tasks. The luminosity of the Light
Information Desk eroates an energy
efficient ambient lighting that sup-
ports reduced extornal light loads.
This results In a more strategic use
of illumination over an entire office
building, producing long- and short-
term savings and significant reduc-
tion of environmental impacts.

Give Back Curtain
Hennedy & Violich Architecture
2000-ongoing

The Give Back Curtain is part of a
sories of techno-Tabrio designs that
extend the modern architectural tra-
dition of the portable screen. The
Give Back Curtain brings to a pliable
fabric matrix the sapacity to conduct
and defiver light through a fabrica-
tion process that integrates photolu-
minescent pigmeants in synthetic or
natural fiboers. Sunlight or fluoros-
cent light is absorbed by the fabric
and then given back as visihle col-
arad light. Unifke traditional woven
fabrics, the Give Back Curtain is a
dynamic medium. The cloth produces
a pattern of specific temporal char-
acteristics that changes color and
figuration ovoer time. A lacework of
samiconductors can be woven into
the fabric to control light input and
extend light delivery. Applications
include increasing light intensity by
bundling and folding fabric surfaces,
and transporting light physically
through luminous privacy enclosures
in residential, commercial, and
workplace settings.
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Morl After World War 1, there was
this whole movement in the 1950s,
exemplificd by Case Study houses
in California, modernist houses in
Mew Canaan, and new houses in
Sarasota. Florida. They were all
experimental. and the architects
were highly creative with materals
And if yvou look closaly at those
houses, they were inexpensive and
roughly pul together: some |eaked

some did not last long, and they

were agiually more like prototypes
It seems to me that the four of yvou
do that type of visionary work

But even though you put forward
these experiments, you are also
very responsible in terms of the
performance of the buildings: vou
detail evervthing to last, We
learmed some lessons from those
earlior gencrations. so that the
experimentation vou do is slightly

different—more calculated

Smith=-Miller « Hawkinson Architects, Pier 11, Wall Strool Forry Pior

Hawhinsen Rudolph Schindlers
Kings Hoad House is a really early
example. and it s very rough. | love
that house, but at the same time it
15 incredibly funky. A lot of experi
ments were done in this house not
just to use material for material’s
sake, but were related 1o the way
one lived: you could sleep outdoors

natural light could come in, or vou

could have a fireplace thal was
moth inside and oul. Or the kitchen
might be for two people So the
experiments had a kind of agenda

related to use

Kennedy The thingi Is inter
asting is that by redefining program

indler redefines the role of the

1|
architect. It's not clear in my mind
that the role of the architect is

only to design bulldings—| probably
dan’t want to say that here!
(laughter) Could we imagine a
broader palette of activities? Could
we imagine architects creating new
Programs and :_I,]J|J|j{ ulions for mate-
Hals? Could we imagine architects
being involved in different global
platforms that influence cultural
production? It could be very liber-
ating. The first jobb | had after |
graduated from school was Lo
design Hines of lighting. Architects
are able to enter into any one of
the other sets of related desjgn dis

ciplines and make & contribution

Hawhingson | (hink there's a cer
tain power that, potentially, the
architect can garner if one makes
associations to the Process ol fabri
caltion and to the people who are
actually making the material. You're
no longer subject to the middle

person who has an incredible

Smith=Millar *+ Howkinson Architects, Pier 11, Wall Street Ferry Piar

amount of power and control—

the construction manager Right?
(aughter) It allows the archited! to
go around this person and establish
relationships with manufacturers.
while also advancing the process of
rapid prototyping, or expediting the
shop drawing. I'm very optimistic
about this type of arrangement, ancd
I find it incredibiy exciting. When

I walked around today to see what
vou guvs are doing here in the
hasement—I really think that's tha

future of our profession

Mori Mack. do you think that pro
fessiondal practice is going Lo« hange
soon? Or s our society conservialive
and resistant in terms of leiting

architects supervise the other trades?

Scogin No. | would second what
Laurie just said. | think there 5 a
definitive future for the profession
of architecture right now m this
realm of empowerment—aol more
authority, more input. Architects
are now able to envision and
realize & structure that was not
realizable just a few yvears ago. And

thov are beginning (o understand

that to make those things, 1 LY ]
got to work closely with the people
who literally put things together
And they have also realized that
the anly way to do that is to bypass

or reinvent the prooess that’s oul

there now



Smith-Miller « Hawhkinsan Architects, Canopy, La Guardia Alrport

Frank Gehry's the classic example,

at this point, of how 1o make that
happen. He has Invented a new
type of practice out of a desire (o
realize his design work. It involves
technology and an entire restruc
turing of the practice of architec
ture—Ilegally, contractually—and

a redefinition of the relationship
between owner, architect, and
contractor, What's exciting abourt it
is that vou realize that you can do
some new type of architecture, but
lo make it happen, you've gol to
reinvent the profession. It is such a
greatl example because you reallze
that the product—or the building.
or the piece of architecture—is

what drives it all. It pays off; it's

exciting to the public. It is work
that inspires change: cultural
change, economic change, and
political change. It has invigorated
the whole discussion around the
evolution of practice. So | agree
with both Laurie and Sheila: if is a
great future for architects. But it's
not just aboutl materials; it's also
about design and structure—it’s
thie whole ereative process that is

actually driving It.

What Sheila’s work suggests is that
you can go about this In a number
of different wavs. The thing that sets
us apart as architects is this struc-
tured, creative thinking that other
people don't bring to it—that’s

our ace. That's what empowers us

for the future

Marco Steinberg Lot me play

devil’s advocate. | question whether

Gehry Is the right model. given the
resources he's working with. He's
actually quite privileged: the sub-
contractors he's working with are
willing to take on linhility. These
issues of risk. innovation. and
direct influence in the process are
ultimately liabilily issues. But is it
generally feasible for a sole-propri-
elor architect to have sufficient

leverage to take on such liahilities?

Scogin | don't think it has anything
tor do with scale. I've seen people
like Nader and Sheila making
things and vntering into the profes
sion in ways that that haven't been
done before. You have 1o invent
the processes; you have Lo invent
the contracts. And you have to find
ways to take on the lability, When
I was in architecture school, you
were taught to do it this way: this
is the way to do it. These are the
invariahle other wavs, but why
would you bother with other ways?
Now, | think the attitude in young
practitioners | see s that they're
figuring out ways to accomplish
these things. They don’t have o
operate like Frank Gehry—they

find their own way

Tehrani | wanted 1o get back to
Marco's question. I'm nol sure how
Sheila and Frano are doing it. but
in our case, we are losing a tremen-
dous amount of money. And we're
exposing ourselves in ways that

ultimately and probably—

Audience Just like Schindler

{laughter)

Tehran! And | only want to become
rich. laughter! So I'm wondering,
are there ways to get institutional
support. whether through the AlA
or other kinds of institutionalized

frameworks to change practice?

Mori The last time Gehry was here,
I had a conversation with him aboul
transforming practice. He said that
we should mobilize and insure
ourselves. He actually does believe
it: he wants to institute that, And

I think that's fabulous. If we don't
get togethor and do something
about it, insurance companies and
lawyers are going to take over our
profession. "Why should we give
them extra money?” is his attitude,

I think, and he is absolutely right

Ron Witte | want 10 go back to
Sheila's earlier observation. The
issue of the crisis, | think, is one
that has more or less gone away.
And that's because technology
operates (o synthesize. A very
simple example: AutoCAD lets me
draw something, and it lets me
send that file to a mbricator. [t also
lets me attach a certain amount

af quantitative information to that
thing, which could include economy.
And | could. with the push of &
button, more or less—I could send
all of that information (o two or
three points. And all of that infor-
mation gets processad—one hopes
—simultanecusly. So before the
economist can tell me that this is
a bad idea, the fabricator has told
me it can be done. There's nothing
magic about AutoCAD, but there
are things like that which enable
the Gehry model or other models
to flow through, in all kinds of iter-
ations. So for me the crisis s gone,

and that's what leads to optimism

Kennedy No.for me the crisis is
not gone. [laughter! But maybe

the word “crisis” is too theatrical, [
really mean a predicament of value
when we think about materials
And Il vou think about material
strategies in architecture that per-

sist today, there is room for expan-

sion! There's a kind of postmod-
ernist elevation of low materials,
as examplified in the research of
Scoit Brown and Venturi, Then
there's another approach, seen in
Peter Zumthor's thermal baths,
where materials are used to evolie
the authenticity of an experience.
But although the materials are
natural stone, it is highly artificial
how they're put together. Soit's a
really interesiing moment right
now in the culture of material his-
tory. | eanjoy being in it because |
think that we can shift and push
those values. | don't think they're
static. The whaole set of terms that
we inherited from modernism is
thus completely up for grabs: nat-
ural. artificial, culture, technology.
materiality, media. These terms are
coming together, and it makes
them very interesting and unstable
That's what | mean by “crisis of
materiality.” So where [ agree with
HRon is that each person, as an
architect, probably needs to deal
with that shifting terram and artic-
ulate a path for themselves, in their
work and in their own position
vis-a-vis materials. Because we
can’t take materials and their cul-

tural properties for granted



