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Agam masters of the modernist vernacular

By CATHERINE FOX
clox@aje.com

After the jurors selected the
projects to receive honor
awards for the South Atlantic
region of the American Insti-
tute of Architects, they were
dumbfounded to leam that
they had given four of the five
to one firm: Atlanta’s Mack
Scogin Merrill Elam Archi-
tects.

It was not just that the
projects — a small guesthouse,
a college dormitory, a branch
library and a factory — were
different in type, scale and
materials. More to the point,
they each used a modernist

in their own way.
Although the typical Scogin-
Elam building i1s thoughtful
and imaginative, the pair has
never developed a signature
style, like, say, Richard Meier,
designer of the High Museum
of Art. On purpose.

“It is ffifﬁcu]l to pin us
down," says Scogin, “because
each project comes out of the
site and the client.”

That’s what keeps their
practice interesting, Scogin
says. Architecture 15 such a
long, drawn-out process, and a
tedious one, that any routine
wolld be deadly. “What we
love doing is maintaining a
level of innocence with our
work and our approach,” he
says.

Elam, 60, and Scogin, 59,
find architectural thinki
be wonderfully all-
encompassing. They consider
it all — from how a residential
client stacks his socks to how
a corporation plans to invest
in its future. Working with the
Clayton County library sys-
tem, they developed a meta-
phor for a library as a light-
filled warehouse for books. For
the guesthouse in North Geor-
gia, they wittily integrated the
elevated structure into its
wooded site by planting bam-
boo so that it grew up Lgmugh
the floor of the terrace. To
encourage a sense of commu-
nity in the dormitory at Tulane
University, they created street-
level spaces lor students to
gather.

Jury member James Valerio,
a Chicago architect with Vale-
rioc DeWalt Train Associates,
admires Scogin and Elam for
their resistance to establishing
a “brand image” which he
considers a shortcut to solving
architectural problems. In
hindsight, however, he recog-
nizes what he calls “the Mack
and Merrill touch” in the four

projects.
“There’s a sense of the

nobility of the materials,
whether it's precast concrete
panels at the factory or the
CorTen steel at the guest-
house," he explains, adding, “I
see an interest in de-
materializing the buildings.
They touch the ground very
gently”

He might have added that
the Scogin-Elam signature
includes a certain elegance.

Scogin and Elam, who are
married, characterize their col-
laboration as an ongoing con-
versation between indepen-
dent thinkers. (They also
credit former partner Lloyd
Bray, who left in 2000, for his
work on the projects that won
honor awards.) This approach
has stood them in good stead.
They have an impressive
record of national awards.
Global Architecture magazine,
a Tokyo publication, put the
North Georgia guesthouse on
the cover of its current issue
and featured a big spread of it,
as well as the house and stu-
dio recently completed for
Atlanta artist Radcliffe Bailey
in southwest Atlanta.

In the spare downtown
Scogin-Elam office, a staff of
20 works on an array of
projects. Among them are a
campus center at Wellesley
College, a music library at the
University of California at Ber-
keley, the school of architec-
ture at Ohio State University
and a federal courthouse in
Austin, Texas.

Each has its unique chal-
lenges. At Ohio State, for
example, the architects have
developed a new way to use
marble — almost as shingles
— which is the facade mate-
rial required by the donor. The
Austin courthouse, which is
on a tight urban site, will be a
vertical building that must be
planned for 30 years' worth of
expansion.

One thing is certain with
this firm: For each challenge
there will be an equally unique
solution,
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* Hemman Miller Cherokee Operations, Canton,

" Lee B. Philmon Branch Library, Riverdale.

- Mountain Tree House, Dillard.

> Merit Award for Architecture:
 Brock Green Architects, for MidCity Lofts, Atfanta.

» Merit Award for interiors:
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— Catherine Fox.

Photos by Timathy Hursley
Scogin, Elam and Bray's (as the firm was then called) modem-
Ist aesthetic was tellingly at work in its design for the Lee B.
Philmon Branch library in Riverdale (above), completed in
1997 — it's a book repository that literally and figuratively lets
the light in. Continuing the cascade of awards for Mack Sco-
gin Merrill Elam Architects — their recent community-minded
design for student housing at Tulane University (left).
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BATES: Sounds for His Animation mmm?tsumanmu;
CHOPIN: Piano & vewanne oo
Concerto NO. 2  natStewart Goodyear makes his

: first appearance with the ASC,
RACHMANINOV: Symphonic Dances performing Chopln’s
AMlexander Mickelthwate, conductor Concerto No. 2, an Ideal showcase.
Stewart Goodyear, plano

Frld:y. October 24, 11am
New Mornings Concert
Alexander Mickelthwate, conductor
BATES: Sounds for His Animation/RACHMANINOY: Symphonic Dances
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H i songs of her native Cape Verde
An Evening with  songsofher native Cape Ver:
Cesaria Evora sensation, “One of the world"s
$25-$52 masters...” — New York Times.
October Movember 1, 8pm An evening of mostly Mozart is
MOﬁJﬁT: reason enough to attend. But the
Symphony No. 34 gﬂdpﬂtbnhhﬁghmmh?rﬁﬂ
Bassoon Concerto and the ,m’m Mimm'
Ballet Music from Idomeneo of conductor Nicholas McGegan,
CLEMENTI: Symphony No.4 Crowning the evening is the ASO
Nicholas conductor premiere of the Fourth Symphony
CarlN n by Muzio Clementi, o composer-
$19- 55 planist whose reputation rivaled
that of Mozart.
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A master of shadows. No wonder he casts such a long one.
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Al ar the High:  Edward Hopper from the Whitney Museum of Ametican Art



