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The Shapes of Solitude by William Marlin
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Thomas Merton, the Trappist theologian, wrote, “The vocation of
the person is to construct his own solitude as a condition, sine qua
non, for a valid encounter with other persons, for intelligent
cooperation, and for communion in Love.”

One may well wonder what this has to do with architecture. But
let us postulate a connection, as the two works that are shown on
these pages suggest that we might, and think about whether or not
there is a comparable vocation for buildings. _

A kind of solitude has, in fact, been constructed at the National
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR), located on the outskirts
of Boulder, Colorado, and at the Christian Science Center (CSC),
located in the Back Bay district of Boston, Massachusetts.

The first was designed in the early 1960s by Ieoh Ming Pei,
founder of the firm of I. M. Pei & Partners, and completed in 1967.
As NCAR was being built, the firm, with his partner Araldo Cossutta
in charge, was well into the design of CSC, which finally started
construction in 1968 and finished in 1973.

One is hard put to think of two more different functions, or two
more different settings. Yet despite such contrasting formal
properties, both NCAR and CSC tie function and setting together
that the inner and outer lives of each work are enhanced. What is the
nature of the encounters that are engendered, or of the cooperation
that is being served, and what kind of communion can be said to be
occuring? Why can it be suggested, to follow Merton’s thinking, that
solitude has created the condition for these qualities of architectural
experience?

First of all, this is not the solitude of isolation or aloofness or
indifference. It is more comparable to Louis Kahn’s frequent
reference to the element of Silence — one that existed, as he put it,
“long before the first stones were laid by man.” It is, in Merton’s
sense, an objective and humble probing of the processes and patterns
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by which the order of nature reveals itself, this order being the
substratum of all specificity — whether the “specifics”” happen to be
a scientific finding, a spiritual revelation, or an architectural
characterization of human values, activities, and needs. This solitude,
this element of Silence, is what makes possible the development of a
closely woven, tightly defined inner structure, and in all buildings
that can be said to have an enduring hold on the mind and spirit of
man, this inner structure is what has made “design” possible, that
phase of conceptualization in which the processes and patterns of
the people and program to be served undergo surveillance and thus
suggest the formal properties of the functional format. Only this
inner structure can assure a consolidating, contributing relationship
between a building, or a set of buildings, and the outer structure —
that is to say, the composite of characteristics, be they the contours
of a landscape (as at Boulder) or a cityscape (as at Boston), that
make up the context in which, and out of which, a building design is
developed. Architecture, then, is not wrenching a semblance of order
from a context of chaos. It is to be approached along lines that J.
Bronowski, the mathematician, once suggested. “Common sense is
not what we put into the world,” he said. “It is what we find there.”

What was the inner structure, this countenance of the “common
sense”’ of the world, that the architects found there, in Boulder, in
Boston? A basic dimension to be measured was the processes and
patterns of science, as they applied at NCAR, and those of religion,
as they applied at CSC. Here are two complementary vocations.
However contrasting their images, parables, rules of procedure,
forms of inquiry — however contrasting these may be, science and
religion deal with existence and experience for very similar reasons.
Science relates to the integrity of facts; religion, to the integrity of
feelings. They are complementary vocations because they attempt to
bring the things we know and the things we feel into closer
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alignment with the internal, integrating forces that are the fabric of
the world — from the most extravagant, unending bolt of cosmic
brocade, to the most minute and microscopic swatch of molecular
interplay. It is also important to understand that science and religion
are complementary vocations because there is only one certainty
informing both — that is to say, the certainty of uncertainty. And it
is a factor that has begun to inform architecture in the present
period, much as it began to inform the sciences, most markedly
physics, 50 years ago. As the physicist Werner Heisenberg
demonstrated, with his Principle of Indeterminacy, the ways in
which we go about observing or measuring the behavior of natural
forces actually influence the ways in which those forces reveal their
properties and characteristics to us. However exacting our
methodology, instrumentation, and calculations may seem, we can
not hope for more than an approximation, and, as a result, the
sciences have had to adopt an attitude of accommodation, a factor
of “tolerance,” as engineers might say, to allow for this essential
reality: We become a participant in the processes and patterns of
nature as we observe or measure them. There is no second-hand
“particle” in the atomic nucleus. There is no second-hand light wave
wiggling its way toward our scanners from far-distant sources. There
is, as Buckminster Fuller has stated, no second-hand God. Given a
Principle of Indeterminancy to inform the conceptualization of the
inner structure of buildings, as we have discussed that concern here,
there need be no second-hand architecture. Buildings, too, can adopt
an attitude of accommodation, that factor of “tolerance,” to allow
for the unpredictable, simultaneous, overlapping “particles” of
encounter, cooperation, and communion that swirl around, within,
and through their physical presence. Today this concern is being
summed up by the cognoscenti by the term ‘“contextualism” —
there always has to be an “-ism” among the cognoscenti — when one
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might just as well sum it up, as Bronowski did, by saying that this
concern, this “contextualism,”is finding common sense in the world
instead of imposing a preconception of common sense on the world.
This adjustment in emphasis is a point to be forcibly made in
discussing a set of buildings, done in the service of science, and a set
of buildings, done in the service of religion. For it is an adjustment
which has gradually allowed architecture to throw off the shackles
of deterministic, a priori laws, such as those laid down with
revolutionary zealousness by the proponents of the International
Style, and to assume a no less disciplined but considerably more
scientific approach to the accommodation of life in its myriad
manifestations of volition, value, and action. The factor of

- indeterminacy, as it informs the progress of architectural theory and

practice in the coming period, is what will enable a truly “objective
architecture” to evolve. It is also a factor that will enable a closer
alignment between the perceptions of architecture and those of
other compartments of cultural, social, and humanistic knowledge —
an alignment too long prevented by modern architecture’s
machine-tooled, smooth-surfaced acquiescence to the glamor of
gadgetry and the conventions of technics.

In the National Center for Atmospheric Research and in the
Christian Science Center this alignment was restored, and not
because of any conscious hankering after - notions of
“contextualism” but because, looking into the inner structure, the
natural order of each place and purpose to be served, there emerged
a sense of the meaning that each set of buildings must convey to the
next higher set of circumstances — the outer structure of the overall
physical setting.

At NCAR the inner structure was defined by delving into and
digging at the roots of the ways in which scientists think and work,
both individually and collectively. The outer structure was defined
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by considering the dramatic contours of rock-studded, grassy slopes,
edged by forests, rising to the powerful backdrop of the Flat Iron
Range of mountains. At that time, the early 1960s, NCAR was
headed by Dr. Walter Orr Roberts, who defined the philosophical,
programmatic, and environmental dimensions of the project with
rare insight and thoroughness. A principle of indeterminacy
pervaded his and the architect’s conceptualization from the start.
Take NCAR’s inner structure. Customarily, it has been thought
that the best, most efficient scientific laboratories are housed in
buildings of infinite adaptability, rather like anonymous loft
structures, which have been characterized by long corridors off of
which, and at the end of which, are labs or offices or conference
rooms. Roberts and Pei definitely posed a challenge to this
assumption in designing NCAR. The sciences, and the interaction of
scientists, are very complex, amazingly personal, and intimate. The
sequencing, flow, and configuration of space within NCAR was
conceived to reflect rather than refute this inherent complexity.
While Pei produced conditions for easy conversion of space from one
purpose to another, the centralizing factor was that the scientists
would be working in small teams — hence, the clustering of these
“particles” in the form of four to six offices, intimately arrayed
within a number of different “territories.” The idea was, literally,
for scientists to get lost among themselves and their collaborative
pursuits. At the same time, other “particles” and “territories™ had to
be allowed for in the form of public spaces and general-use spaces.
Several thousand people visit NCAR every year, and the public
spaces, beginning with a lobby of engaging scale and elegance, were
deliberately located to avoid interference between visitors, staff, and
scientists. The general-use spaces, ranging from a library to several
meeting rooms for conferences and seminars, provide varied formats
for personal reflection, spontaneous discourse, and organized
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discussion of problems or issues. Perhaps the most inspiring
“general-use” space of all, except in the winter, is the great outdoors
stretching beyond NCAR’s material boundaries. Those boundaries —
skillfully placed windows, long and low walls here, a bridge-like
ramp there — reach out to embrace the mesa on which, or of which,
NCAR is built. From a commons room, where shop-talk goes on, the
ramp carries people, and their shop-talk, out into a bountiful natural
environment — one which Pei himself, spending several nights in a
sleeping bag on the site, got to know and revere in the most intimate
fashion. Dr. Roberts, who is now with the famed Aspen Institute,
concentrating on the effects of climate on world food production,
recalls, “Ieoh Ming and I would sit out there on the mesa, for hours,
and the deer would come and go, so much at ease amidst that
540-acre expanse. It was so peaceful, and I remember him saying
that there was going to be one thing about the building — that the
deer would have to come back and walk by it.”” And so they do.

In the solitude of those hours on the mesa, the outer structure of
NCAR, all around him, became an immediate and integral force in
his conceptualization. The encouter, the cooperation, the
communion that was being envisioned to occur within the building’s
material boundaries was almost instantaneously spliced into how the
site would be experienced from within and into how the building
itself would be experienced from the site. '

Here, again, a principle of indeterminacy applied. Why? Because
the site, in all its splendor and variegation, was simply to dominant a
circumstance to compete with. Why not, then, make the building’s
material massing in such a way that it would appear to be in scale
with the setting, rather like a separate outcropping of rock, instead
of fighting for attention by way of formal contrivances.

Dr. Roberts explains, “I had always been impressed by old
hilltowns, like the ones in Italy, where the town walls were, in fact,
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the beginning of the wilderness or farming lands beyond. You saw
the tewn, complex and vital inside those walls, and you saw the
land, left alone for its own worth and use, setting off the town itself.
This image had a lot to do with my strong desire to disturb the
natural scene as little has possible so that both the scene and the
building within the scene would set each other off.”

It was the intimacy and territoriality of the human interaction
within, taken together with the reverence for the natural scene
outside, that yielded the formal properties of NCAR. Like a
miniature hilltown, shafts of concrete thrust upward, picking up the
pick hue of the rocks looming in the background, but also expressing
the closegrained configuration of working spaces inside. The shafts
bristle, energetically, with all the anticipation of scientific inquiry, as
though a cluster of events rather than mere objects in space. Below
the two clusters, a low base houses all the public and general-use
spaces. The use of glass is minimal, taking up barely ten per cent of
the exterior, because sunlight is strong up on the hill, ample wall
surfaces are essential inside the offices and labs, and because the
monolithic concrete shapes provide both a symbolic and practical
buffer to icy gusts of wind which, in these surrounds, can sweep one
off of one’s feet. Thus NCAR provides a sense of protection from
the very elements that its scientists are studying, while devising
pathways of proximity between indoors and outdoors. Its shapes are
shapes of solitude, as Merton would have understood right away, but
as one can see, the vocation of NCAR has created the condition for,
more than a sculptural soliloquy, a dynamic and free-wheeling
dialogue. Myriad “particles” of perception and experience are set in
motion by its existence, looking from it, moving around it,
approaching it from the road below, or working inside. It has been
suggested here that thessciences are concerned with the integrity of
facts, not with facts as frozen elements, but with facts as signposts
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toward the verification of laws which, as facts are accumulated over
time, would seem to hold true in all cases. In verifying such laws, the
pattern of behavior is brought into clearer focus, the ordered
relationship between actions and reactions is under-scored, events of
natural process are given a structure. In a similar way, the National
Center for Atmospheric Research is far more than a dispassionate,
barren record of functional requirements. It is a countenance of a
search for order within them, and of the everyday, evermoving
circumstances which themselves influence that search.

Religion, not unlike the sciences, is concerned with integrity, but,
as it was also suggested here, with the integrity of feelings, to the
implications of the values we hold, to the ramifications of the
volition we excercise, to the standards by which our behavior and
decisions are formed. In this respect, the concerns of religion are no
more “way out there” than are the concerns of science “way out
there.” And they can be as pragmatic as they are profound. Every
cubic inch of space may be a miracle, as the poet Wallace Stevens
said, but it is also a unit of measuring relationships and distances and
quantities.

The Christian Science Center brings science, religion, and art
together with the everyday life of Back Bay Boston, and, in the
composition of its buildings on a 15-acre site, engages them in an
interplay of form, view, perspective, and space that is almost
Baroque in its majesty. Put in charge for the Pei office, Araldo
Cossutta, who has since formed his own firm with Vincent Ponte,
who was chief planning consultant on this project, proved to be a
studiously deferential to the fabric of the city as Pei himself was to
that of the splendid natural setting of NCAR. And here, again, the
inner structure of the architecture — the nature of the purposes and
programs and activities being housed within the individual building
— is engaged with the outer structure of the architecture, the spaces
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and streets and scale that surrounds, borders, and at points actually
threads into the composition. The composition includes the Original
Mother Church of Romanesque design (1894) and the powerful
domed presence of its Extension (1905). Across from them, on
narrow Norway Street, now lined with grown Linden trees, is the
neo-classical Christian Science Publishing Society (1934). Once
hemmed in by blight and encrusted with irretrievable
turn-of-the-century buildings, the triangular parcel has been
transformed in such a way that these existing buildings and the
positioning of several new ones are joined in a joyous spatial tension.

The new buildings include the Church Administration tower of
28 stories, which, in Cossutta’s words, “announces” the Center as
one approaches it from the Copley Square and Prudential Center
districts to the east. The Sunday School building of three stories acts
as a gentle terminus, with its back facing old Horticultural Hall,
while its quarter-circle cantilever deflects one’s attention to the
Mother Church and the Extension just opposite.

The primary axis of the composition, connecting the
Administration and Sunday School buildings, is a 670-foot-long
reflecting pool, which is embellished by more linden trees, beds of
flowers, benches, and plenty of people. Just to the side of the
Administration building, at the townside end of the pool, is an
80-foot-diameter fountain. Opposite the pool, and parallel to its
axis, is the 525-foot-long Colonnade building, of five stories, its
repetitive columns and continuous lip of curved concrete at the top
providing a rich cadence as one saunters alongside the building,
behind the columns, or alongside the pool itself where water sloshes
gently over an edge of rounded red granite.

To become immersed in these relationships is to understand the
symbolic message which these buildings, old and new, are meant
to convey. Everything connects, as one moves, or as one’s senses
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are impelled to measure the comparative scale of the structures
and the sequence of view and sensation. The pool reflects, and,
at several points, the composition surrounding it seems to be
literally suspended. The buildings each deflect, one to the other.
Cossutta has compared this to the drama, where some are called on
to be leading characters, and others a kind of chorus. But it depends
upon where one happens to be at a given moment. The leading
character may well be the Administration building, framing the
Center as one sees it from the east, its height acting as a transitional
element between the Center and the taller buildings of Prudential
Center nearby. At another point, the Sunday School becomes the
leading character, deflecting attention to the older Church buildings
just across the pool and framing, in turn, the new rounded,
columned entrance of the Church Extension which looks out across
a new and stately expanse of grass and trees. Whether experiencing
the Center from Huntington Avenue, a major thoroughfare which
runs along the south edge of the site, parallel to the axis, or from
Massachusetts Avenue, around the corner, which runs in front of the
new portico and park, one is drawn into an affable give-and-take that
is the result of deeply principled planning. For all of the walking
distance between certain of these buildings, there is never a sense of
detachment, either between the buildings themselves or between
oneself and the composition. Underfoot, all around, brick paving
ranges into the site from the bordering streets, between the
buildings, alongside the pool, and into the lobbies. Precision-poured
concrete is the grammar of construction throughout, and the
structural elements, far from being inert, reach out to grab hold of
light and shadow and reflection. In all of the buildings, glass is used,
expansive sheets of it. But the glass is also protected, recessed deeply
beneath the curve of the Sunday School, for example, or recessed all
of six feet in the Administration tower for protection from the sun.
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This interpenetration and interdependency of form, material, and
space illustrates Cossutta’s precept of structure as ‘“the spring of
clarity,” and CSC is as compelling as it is because Cossutta’s precept
embraces an idea of structure that has as much to do with the
dynamics of human experience and interaction as with the details of
engineering. That is why the grammar of his construction works as a
refined, richly ennunciated language. The composition pulls people’s
awareness into its confidence, even as one may be just driving by,
and imparts lessons about the useful impact of harmony on everyday
human experience. While some critics have observed that the
Christian Science Center, with its carefully framed vistas and axial
relationships, represents a concept of design whose time has passed,
such nuances have less to do with the stylistic and spatial tenets of
Baroque, one suspects, that with the architects having directly
responded to the reposeful, unifying insights about human
relationships which this religion, and all religions, seek. And if there
are historic precepts of design at work here, and there is no reason to
deny that there are, these have been interpreted in such a way as to
have put in place a set of buildings that speak cogently to the
conditions and needs of our own time. :

Not unlike the fabled “rock farmers” of his native city of
Soohow, China, Ieoh Ming Pei has, with the harvest of these two
notable works, placed carefully selected forms into the gurgling
streams and rushing rives of human circumstances, knowing that in a
generation, or two, or even three, other “rock farmers” will come
along, extricate the forms from the eroding waters and place them,
as carefully, in new walls and new gardens. An architect, and it is
very hard to be a good one, has to consider this dimension of
experience, knowing, like the “rock farmer” knows his materials and
the nature of the flow of the water he works with, that the final
configuration and character of his creation will be determined by
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forces that are not entirely predictable and by subsequent uses that
can never be fully known. In this way, the architect, too, works in
solitude, alone with the certainty of uncertainty but attempting to
chose his elements of expression so that, caressed or buffeted by
events over time, those elements can be seen and used and enjoyed
with fresh pertinence. Here in Boulder, for science, and in Boston,
for religion, and architect chose the “rocks” wisely, attentive to the
“flow” effecting them, leaving room for uncertainty. This is, as
Thomas Merton suggested, the condition for connection and
continuity, between people, between human purposes, between
periods of time, and between the structures and spaces that embody
them all. It is a matter of reverence, finally, and the vocation of a
building is to make reverence an integral element of existence and
experience. One is reminded by these two works that architecture is
not a characterization of facts or of feelings but that it is a fusion of
both — for a moment, yes, but in a vital way, for moments not yet
dreamed of. If the architect understands his challenge as the fusion
of fact and feeling, and is willing to make them one by learning more
about the nature of both, architecture may yet an “art,” amassing
harmony in the service of life.
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National Center for Atmospheric Research
Boulder, Colorado. 1967

1. M. Peir & Partners and Araldo Cossutta
Christian Science Church Center

Boston, Massachusetts. 1973



’

nal Center for‘ Athwépheﬁc Research, 9

to

©)

WWWw.. erton

o ERAEE, 75 B SE EPDR I Uil







1










W\X X
.
1%

: W‘

0




Lo

A




