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Open discourse in the broad community of architecture empowers the individual
within the collective and substantiates architecture as a public act. Discourse
enables possibility and possibility is open-ended. Possibility as provocation is
optimistic. Optimism is challenged by an architectural discourse of an inherently
infinite nature. The conditions around the realization of architecture are always
in flux, and while each architectural decision or condition may reduce the possi-
bility of other architectural decisions or conditions, it may liberate others.

A building for a school of architecture can aspire to promote the project of
architecture by encouraging open discourse and by raising the question of its
own physicality. Such a building, by making itself a tool of the pedagogy, makes
itself vulnerable. As a forum for architectural debate and criticism and as an
armature for thinking and making, the weaknesses and failures of the building
are as informative as its strengths and successes. Knowlton Hall was conceived
through this lens of aspiration and vulnerability.

Under Rob Livesey's care, a rich subjective text evolved that particularized
the project. Relying on these textual signifiers and the resources from within the
project—an enormously fertile territory—and working freely outside the bounds
of any hyper-described extra-architectural theory, the design sought an embod-
ied strength—a strength born of its contextual and circumstantial complexity.

From the outset, the pragmatics of the realization of the building were weighed
against authority over form and affect. In the end, the building ekes out both form
and space realized from a limited set of tectonic systems. The building is a com-
plex container where form is experiential—something to be lived in and used up—
and where systems are tweaked to the limits of their capacity and affordability.

Architecture as a dialogue between movement and stasis is a frustration that
reflects the tension between the calm-seeking archaic, requiring stillness and
pre-knowledge, and the action-seeking (r)evolutionary, requiring invention and
curiosity. Extreme legibility of either undermines the perplexing and compelling
condition of architecture. Insistence diminishes the richness of conceptual and
material plasticity. The exploration of the archaic and the (rJevolutionary in archi-
tecture is a continuum seeking a transcendental condition. Like a game of the
exquisite corpse, it is the unknowing, the blind-folding that invigorates the out-
come. The architect’s hand is always partially informed by the unknowable. To
know that you cannot know exactly, and to prepare for and relish in the unknow-
able is a profound lesson to convey in a building for a school of architecture. This is
the ultimate aspiration of Knowlton Hall. The joy is in the search.

from Notes on Progrom and Potential, A lecture by Mack Scogin and Merrill Elam at the Exploiting Program Conferencee, The Knowlton School on Movember 5, 2004
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Program Is
As Program Does
Penelope Dean

Program has been too often neglected as a form-making
device in contemporary architecture. With advances in the
geometric manipulation of form, program has frequently,
particularly within American academic practice, made its
appearance as an afterthought. In this way, recent archi-
tectural discussions have limited the “disciplinary” effects
of architecture to the geometry/form side of the equation.
However, if the opposite of form is not simply function, but
understood to include content, then program in some ways
constitutes the matter of architecture. In this context, the
Knowlton School of Architecture (KSA) in Columbus, Ohio
by Mack Scogin Merrill Elam Architects demonstrates how
program can be productively revised along topological

lines, just as geometric investigations are similarly revised
to different ends.

PRAXIS B

While the term program has continuously been recast since the
early twentieth-century, most renderings have, nevertheless, been
associated with the generation of form. Under modernism, when
the independent terms “type” and “program” were reconstituted as
*form” and "function” to suggest an ahistorical and scientific
inquiry, the “facts” of function often became a primary alibi for the
production of form. When confidence in the form-follows-function
paradigm disintegrated during the 1980s, a split took place and
disciplinary research advanced into either pure form or pure func-
tion. On the function side, greater emphasis was placed on pre-
sumed fact (extreme function), where comfort and use (ak.a.
humanist science) drove an early version of cybernetic or parame-
ter-based design. With the passing of the modernist form-function
dichotomy, the 1970s witnessed a renewed interest in program
and type—promising that either term might be able to subsume
the formffunction divide, These architectural explorations ranged
from the ritual and narrative of John Hejduk, through event and
script with Bernard Techumi, to the notion of emergent institutions
and the organizing of activities in Rem Koolhaas' research of the
Manhattan skyscraper—evolving during the 1980s and 1920s
into a specific form-making exercise within Dutch architecture. In
a more recent interpretation, R E. Somol has argued that "beyond
form and function” program offers the possibility for lifestyle and
palitics in architecture.? It is precisely this combination of style
and collective association that distinguishes a program-form axis
lone predicated on arranging atmospheres) from the geometry-
form axis [one predicated on contemplating objects),

Any development of a program-form axis obvicusly needs design
technigues for distributing volume and mass. Indeed, it was the
necassity yet lack of such techniques that John Summersan
acknowledged in his 1957 essay, “The Case for a Theory of
Modern Architecture” Arguing that program could offer a new prin-
ciple of formal “unity” in modern architecture Summerson con-
ceded that program’s lack of formal technigue, or in his words its
“missing architectural language,” would probably remain missing.
What is significant in Summerson's take was his understanding of
program, not precisely as form per se, but rather as “adumbrations
of farm”™ its promissory note and its inevitability.® From this prem-
ise of latent form, Summerson alluded to another way of thinking
about program: that it is more productive to ask what program can
do rather than seek to define what program is

Since Summerson’s 1957 essay at lzast three historical modes
of program-generated-form have developed a contemporary reso-
nance within architecture: extruded plans, stacked plates, and
nested volumes, The first, as an alternative to design methodology
inherited from the Beaux-Arts tradition—where a room was
assigred a single function and the assembly of rooms crdered by
composition—relies on the vertical extrusion of plans to produce
volumetric envelopes, Here the relationship of part to whaole and
the disposition of volumes in plan are organized horizontally, by
either imposing circulation or enabling an emergent circulation
through imposed composition. The first strategy resonates with
the argument put forward by Reyner Banham in 1962 wha, in his
article “On trial, 2: Louis Kahn: the buttery-hatch aesthetic,”
claimed that the operation of function could be understood volu-
metrically as either the assemblage of functional volumes (for
which Banham cites Le Corbusier's Pavillon Suisse and Kahn's
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Richards Medical Research building as examples), or in reverse,
the dissection of a given volume into functional zones, which he
associates with the desiagn approach of Mies van der Rohe.* The
second strategy can be seen in the more recent example of Kazuyo
Sejima and Ryue Nishizawa's Glass Pavilion for the Toledo Museum
of Art in Ohio, where the contradictory programs of glass-making
and museum galleries are arranged and shaped so as to separate
and connect, thus allowing circulation to appear as an emergent
figure. In all cases. the vertical extrusion of program into volumet-
ric ervelopes is plan driven. It frees form-making in mass

The stacking of floor plates, as identified by Rem Koolhaas in his
Manhattan skyscraper study of Delirious New York, offers a sec-
ond practice of program-generated form. Here the repetition of
floors within an extruded envelope is exclusively driven by vertical
circulation, As Koolhaas observed, the elevator, while enabling
multiple floors, causes programmatic disjunction and discontinuity
between each floor. The effects of this can be seen in the realized
exampie of MVRDV's Dutch pavilion for tha World EXPO 2000 in
Hannover, Garmany. The pavilion—conceived as a "stacked land-
scape” and delivered in the form of a multilevel park—reads as vol-
ume rendered in wire frame: it has no fagade; it consists only of
floors; everything can be seen at once. The discontinuity between
each floor plate (enabled by elevators and reinforced by an
enveloping peripheral staircase) allows each floor to become the
site of a new ecology: rain on level five, tulips on level three, agri-
culture on level two, and 2o on. In examples such as this, the funda-
mental discipline of stacking is repetition in section and liberates
gach floor plate to carry different organizations. Stacking frees
form-making in plan

The nesting of volumes, understood as the packaging of stacked
floor plates and extruded envelopes into larger volumes, consti-
tutes a third practice of program-generated form, At least two spa-
tial techmques exist: consclidating and clustering. In OMA's
Seattle Public Library, the superimposition of five platfarms—hori-
zontal bars consolidating like subsets of program such as parking,
store, assembly, books, and headquarters produces an inbetwean
residual volume. This zone is made inherently public through its
absorption of vertical cireulation (with escalators) and accommao-
dation of five collective areas—identified as “roof terrace,” “reading
room,” “mixing chamber,” "living reom,” and “kids” an the top sur-
faces of the platforms. In MVRDV's HAN Faculty for Social Studies
and Healthcare, 300 rooms are clustered into larger programmatic
boxes organized around a central public space, The composition of
these boxes creates a terrace-like landscape, for collective activ-
ity within the department. In both examples, the nesting of pro-
grammatic volumes through consclidating or clustering results in
spatial arrangements driven by an institutional concept of public
life. Driven by notions of solid and void, nesting is interior-moti-
vated and enables programmatic adjacencies to take place in plan
and saction. It frees form-making in volume.

While each of these strategies lextruding, stacking, or nestingl
gives program form, the manipulation of surface offers yet anaother
programmatic technigue. Precedents for it certainly exist (OMA's
Jussieu Library or Yokahama Design Forum, Bernard Techumi's
Lerner Hall, or FOA's Yokahama International Port Terminal—to
cite just a few], but in recent architectural conversations, surface
has been repressed as a technique for program-form and instead




celebrated as a geometric protocal. Consequently, any discussion
of surface and topology has been largely limited to the geometry-
form axis. But If topology is understood as something other than
geomatry, then perhaps the idea of program can be revised along
topological lines. Indeed, this reorientation is consistent with
Banham's understanding of topoloay in his *New Brutalism® essay
of 1855, When commenting on the Smithson's Sheffield
University competition entry, Banham observed that the
Smithson's project had a composition based on “an intuitive sense
of topology” lachieved through interconnected circulation routes)
rather than an elementary platonic geometry. Banham nat only
resituated geometry as the subordinate discipline to topology, but
demonstrated that a building can operate topologically without
having to look topelogical 5

As an intersection of surface and program, Scogin and Elam’s
KSA contributes to the larger project of recuperating topology
from its limited manifestation through geometry-form, Asking not
what the program is, but experimenting with what it can do, gener-
atively the KSA deploys programmatics as a fully three-dimen-
sional discipline through surface. Completed in 2004, the building
houses the departments of Architecture, Urban Planning, and
Landscape Architecture. Its programmatic elements—administra-
tion offices, classrooms, studio spaces, auditoriums, gallery, out-
door areas, and lecture rooms—are organized by a continuous
concrate ramp beginning at street-level. switching back on itself
along the building’s length and terminating at the libraryfroof gar-
den on level five. Here, circulation as inclined-surface connects
and distributes program within a larger enveloping volume.

By prioritizing circulation, Scogin and Elam give form to the
KSA's program. As ergonomics determine the ramp’s slope
{according to ADA requirements), the extension of ramp-landings
into variably sized floor plates creates opportunities for program-
matic expansion. This has resulted in an irregular distribution of
floor plates in plan and section: where jury spaces, administration,
and lecture rooms can be found on level one; faculty offices and
seminar rooms on level two; studios on level three; computer labs
on level four; and a library on level five, The continuation of the
ramp into a concrete surface reaching beyond the building enve-
lope has generated outdoor entry forecourts at ground level and a
garden at roof level. Beyond the enlargement of harizontal sur-
faces, the folding up and down of extensions at ramp landings gan-

erates required fire stairs and, by default, shortcuts through the
building’s section. The folding down of the second-level floor plate
into public seating results in bath the open “center space” [with a
gallery below] and the main auditorium. Similar to nesting, surfac-
ing has freed form-making in volume.

With almaost all of the KSA's auxiliary circulation [fire stairs and
elevators) attached to ramp landings, surface produces traffic: it
becomes public, offering views up, down, and obliquely through
the interior valume. As program is obliquely strung along like beads
on anecklace, an interior boulevard (3 la Le Corbusier's Strasbourg
Concert Hall] helps eliminate the Achilles heel of repetitive type—
the double-loaded corridor—in favor of the saturated slope.
Single-loaded and free-floating catwalks open to below; balcaonies,
terraces, and platforms confirm the status of the public surfacze. In
what seems like the inversion of standard net/gross calculations,
where circulation is usually considered part of gross, the KSA's cir-
culation assumes the importance of net. In other words, circula-
tion—typically peripheral to program—becomes program itself

The disposition of program has resulted in architectural plans of
different sizes, proportions, and organizations—ranging from the
open plan (jury spaces on level one), barcode |hands of offices on
level twa), fields (studio furniture arrays on level three), and islands
{floating |labs and offices on level four)l—seemingly on a “sized to
fit” basis. While resultant plans slide past each other in length and
at different heights, they do not always span the width of the build-
ing. Determined by circulation, the plans are neither extruded nor
stacked but rather emerge out of vertical ergonomics: program
simply slips inbetween floors and gets sealed off with floar-to-ceil-
ing glass. In the KSA, ramps enable what elevators generally do
nol: namely, programmatic continuity and adjacency in section and
plan, The result is smoothness (a function of the ramp) as opposed
to discontinuity a function of elevator). The distribution of program
i5 fundamentally plan-section driven.

Surfacing produces rasidual volume in the KSA: a volume that is
not extruded but one that emerges as the spatial fall-out between
envelope and programmatic mass. Circulation, elevated to the sta-
tus of program, absorbs this amorphous void to become its iden-
tity. In what functions like Piranesian space, the KSA's interior is
distinctly urban: generating public traffic through its multileveled
plans, ramps, bridges, stairs, and central spaces. Through surface,
the KSA further reconfigures the campus type. In what could easily
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be misread as a mall, airport, or station lwhere atrium-like interiors
and various infrastructures merge to enable continuity, mobility,
and access) the KSA taps into its surroundings as a major campus
artery and trajectory to the university stadium, Like nesting, str-
facing gives rise to an nstitutional notion of public activity
Finally, through surface, program acquires its aesthetic in the
KSaA. This is not one of mass or extruded volume, but rather a cer-
tain aformalism, as described by Banham in his "New Brutalism”
essay, which in this case is achieved through topological organiza-
tion [surface). This effect is further amplified in the KSA by the inter-
changeable materiality of concrete that contributes through
intarior] exterior reversal and realignments of use. Indead, here a
shortcoming of the building can also be identified. In its moments of
excessive architectural detailing and external articulation, the KSA
undermines the potential of thinking program-form through topal-
ogy: topological architectura produces its effects through extend-
ing its associations to urbanism and landscape without needing to
resort to traditional architectural ideas of ornament ar articulation
As a disciplinary problem, surface has already demonstrated
possible intersections of fields that were traditionally separated:
architecture and landscape [= landscape architecture), landscape
and urbanism (= landscape urbanism); urban planning and architec-
ture (= urbanism). In the KSA, where threa departments co-exist in
ane building, it seems fitting that program-form emerges through
surface. As program offers one way to rethink surface, it also
offers a way to rethink topology. What is at stake is not whether
program is something to be either affirmed or rejected, but
whether it offers different opportunities for formalization. Against
the twin essentialisms that would assume “function” is self-suffi-
cient or the parallel rejection of program because it appears inde-
terminate, projects such as the KSA suggest that program can
{only) give as good as it gets
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