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Graceless geometric forms and a denvative skvlight:

CE Enterristions|

Arquitectonica’s design for a federal courthouse in Miami,

NICOLAIL OUROUSSOFE

Uncle Sam,
Visionary Builder?

A 10-year effort to design the best possible
federal buildings has yielded first-rate
designs — and forbidding, parochial ones

M an age when government bulldings
are viewed more as terrorist (argets
than emblems of democratic values,
the fediéral government's * Excellence
In Architecture” program may seen ian
anachronism. Created in 1994, less than two
yehrs into the Clinton presidency, the pro-
gram sought to ralse the abysmal standards
of design set in the 1970's and 80's, when
American architecture was at a low point
and government projects were typleally
built by palitically connected corporations,

The program focused on what was then a
novel idea: to seek out and hire the best tal-
ent, Organized by the General Services Ad-
ministration, the agency thal oversees gov-
ernment bullding prajects, the program cul
through some red tape and brought in teams
of respected architects, planners and de-
signers.

“Civic Spirit: Changing the Course of
Federal Design,” on view through Nov, 10 at
the Center for Architecture in Manhattan,
traces the history of that ambitious 10-year
undertaking. The exhibition supgests what
can happen when a government bureaucra-
cy operates with a modicum al aesthetic
awareness. Of the 19 projects in the show,
maiy are first-rote,;some rank amang the
great examples of American civic architec-
ture — as important, ln our day, as the neo-
Clazsicnl momumenis of a century ago

But just as much of the work 15 second-
fate. And what makes the show Intrigoing 18
how it exposes the obstacles to mainiaining
a high level of government architecture in
this country today. Above all, there is the ar-
chitect's struggle to maintain a spirit of
democratic openmess in the wake of the
Oklohoma City bombing and §/11. Bul the
projects also point to & stratn of provincial
ism il many local selection commitiees,
The results are o potent expression af the
battle to dafine the méaning of American de-
MOCTACY.

From the beginning, the show reveals how
much has changed since Sept. 11,2001
Three models of recent projects, surround-
ed by lurge photographs and architectural
renderings, dominate the [irst floor. But the
G.S.A. refused to releass plans and sections
of the butldings’ interiors, out of fear that
they could be used by terrorists. Thisis a

considerable loss: it reduces the architec-
ture to & superficial series of Images

Monetheless, there 18 much to see hore
The show opens with what may well be the
program's crown jewel: Richard Meier's
United States Courthouse and Federal
Bullding in Central [slip, on Long Island.
Depicted in a blazing white model, the
sleek lines of the 1 2-story building's silhou-
efie suggests n' modern temple. Rows of
delicate brises-soleil line the facades of the
narrow structure that houses the main
courtroams, On one side, it |5 anchored by
n towering white cylinder, which marks
the courthouse's formal entrance. Togeth-
er, these two forms frame a large convrele
plaza.

Mr. Meter's best bulldings are distin-
gulshed by their clarity, and here he can
negotiate security concerns without dis-
turbing the formal order of the compost-
thon, A long low barrier, lor example, pro-
tects one side of the plaza, but it has an ar-
chitectural meaning, gently gutding visi-
tors (o the main entry. Inside, the vislior's
eve is drawn up along the-cylinder's interi-
ur, where light spills down through a tower-
Ing skylight, The bullding's forms have a
Platonic purlty that can be reassuring,
evien while evoking the tenuous rule of law
In n soclety under siege

This tension — between the desioe to up-
hold core democritic vilues and & growing
gense of instability — 1S explored more
fully in a design by Mack Scogin Merrill
Elam Architects for o federal courthouse
In Austin, Texs The buliding s concelved as
an eight-story cube, its interlocking forms
resting onn concrele base Deep recesses
sol into the building create a magnificent
play af Lght and shadow, That visual game
comtinues inside, where the walls ind walk-
ways enclosing a lobby atrium dissolve
into a cubist compasition of intérsecting
planes, The lightness of the forms recalls
the theoretical structures of Frederick
Kiesler, the utopian who imagined weight-
less bulldings suspended in air. Butif you
circle around to the back of the model, the
uppéer Mloors begin to shift, setting the en-
tire structure off batance.

By comparison, a district courthouse th
Eugene, Ore,, designed by Morphosis con-
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veys asense of careening into an uncertain
future, Thepeplect s massive forms 1 wis!
and shift as if they were breaking apart.

Stuircases wWegve thelr way up through the
interio) With E¥mamne Torce | shmrds of tight

ahoot down tato the interior. Bul the Ughting
casts o moody, "' Binde Runner'"-like vision
af the future rather than civilization's
steady climb to enlightenment. The mes-
spge seems 1o be that sir core institutions
are oot a8 stahle a3 we think.,

What unites all three designs is a yearn-
ing to maintain a spirit of openness in a time
when security has become a catchword for
restrictions on public access and freedom of
movement. Aesthetics are only part of the
equation.

The wenkness of the other designs can be

measured by their severity, The most disap-

polnting is Antoine Predock’s federal court-
house in E| Paso, dus in 2007, Mr, Predock
15 a talented architect known for creating
often-haunting abstractions of traditional
gdobe structures. The main body of the
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Exploring the
tension between
democratic
values and a fear
of instability:
Richard Meter's
federal building
in Central Ishp
ot Long Island,
above, and Mack
Seogin Merrill
Elam's
courthouse in
Austin, Tex.,
below, in the
“Civic Spirit"
show,

Ware Soogin Marmiil Elam Arrnisecos

courthouse 1% a towering gray block with &
windowless cylinder rising out of lis cors
The structure’s scale is meant 1o relage to
the nearby mountains. But what Is mbst
mirthing abowl the bulliding ts s brotality: n
Its brooding monumentality, ILevokes an
enormous airless omb,

An equally monstrous design, for a fed-
eral courthouse in Miami by Arguitectonica,
is scheduled to be completed next year. The
project is dominated by n massive eye-
shaped form embedded in two wwers at et
ther end. A glass cone skylight iscarved
through the bullding’s central atrium, but
{he bullding's graceless geometric forms
are clumsily executed. The skylight seems
derived from the more elegant structural
titbes that pierce Toyo Iio's celebrated Sen-
dai Mediatheque building tn Japan,

Other projects ere simply ill conceived,
like the Perkins & Will design for a court-
house in downtown Los Angeles, The design,
rising 17 storfes; looms over the nearby City
Hall The building’s L-shaped form frames a

L

o

[

glgantic curved glass-and-steel mesh will
whose bladelike upper edge slices into the
air. The wall, facing southeast, has unders
gone various revisions. In s current fncar-
nation, it exists as a kind of decorative afoer-
thought — something that looks as 1f It could
blow away in a strong wind.

It s a commonplace among architects; of
course, Lo blame burenucrats when a govs
ernment-sponsored project turns out badly.
But the exceptional beauty of some of these
projects makes that argument harder 1o
sustain. Clearly the leaming curve has been
steep for the G.5 A, One difficulty s that lis
power 18 limited: is maln task s toddentify
the planners, architects and academicswho
evalunte & project’s architectural merits
Local selection commitiees make the fina)
decisions.

It is a slow, painstaking process, and the
committess dre not always up 1o the task,
What's more, thelr choives are often shaped
by longstonding American cultural preju-
dices. The G.5.A. has yet to hire o single for-
eign architect since the *' Excellence’ pro-
gram gol underway

By comparison, the cultural monuments

that rose in Paris in the 80's, the rebuilding
of Berlin after reunification and the early

vears of Beijing's construction boom all in-

volved a wide range of internationnal talent
Whantever one thinks of the resulis, they pro-

moted a level of cultural discourse that has
significantly raised the bar {or contempa-
rary archilecture In general.

1t is unlikely that the federnl building pro-
gram will reach its nesthetic goals without
casting itsnet further. The ranks of great
living American architects, sadly, are too
thin,

Ultimately, the failure to harness forgign
talent s rooted in & fear of the Other, That
provinciallsm only threaténs to widen as
Americans adapt ta the repercossions of 9/
11 and the subsequent War ba terror. Alarm-
ingly, it may shape the government's future
grehitecturn] identity ng much as the amhi.
tions of a few idealists on the federal pay-
roll. o



