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PREFACE
(I

ARCHITECTURE OF MODERN CLIMATES.
Notes on the work of HUUM Architects.

Pierluigi Serraino

California and Florida are two major theaters in the meteoric ascent of Modern
Architecture in the United States. To set up shop in both regions is a symbolic
commitment to growing a practice rooted in that pioneering modernity, and to
update its currency to the priorities of our time. Such an uncommon bicoastal
arrangement brings the prominence of the indoor-outdoor design theme to the
forefront with this duo, an ongoing test for architects of any generation to engage

the natural and built world in ever- changing ways.

Scott Hughes and John Umbanhowar, founders of HUUM architects, have scripted
slices of the modern legacy into their very own histories. Scott, an East Coast
native, grew up breathing the powerful monumentality of master architect Louis
Kahn. He regularly visited his uncle, renowned scholar in History of Technology
Thomas Hughes, at his residence in the highly singular and celebrated Vanna
Venturi House by Robert Venturi. Stints in the offices of Philip Johnson and Hugh
Newell Jacobsen made him aware that Modern Architecture, rather than being
a universal formula with a single response to all site and human conditions,
offered as many permutations as the larger-than-life personalities heading their
own offices in localities whose architecture was coming into being. John, raised
in Minnesota, arrived in California in the mid-90's as an Art History major with a
penchant for challenging the authority of the canon. For him, in the monolithic
narrative of aesthetic hierarchies and the lineage of the masters, anything and
anyone could be questioned—and it invariably would. His first encounter with
architecture took place before his undergraduate days, when during a cold winter
he ventured into the St. Paul Abbey in Collegeville, Minnesota. This Benedictine
monastery carrying the signature of venerable Bauhaus architect Marcel Breuer
allowed him to experience the sculptural assertiveness of architectural form

firsthand, and emblazoned the memory of that lesson in his design ventures.

These two parallel histories found their common ground at the Southern California
Institute of Architecture (SCI-Arc) in Los Angeles. Graduate school represented for
one a re-engagement with the larger ambition of architecture as an art form, while
for the other it offered the opportunity to bridge the knowledge of architecture as a
finished artifact to the process of generating it. SCI-Arc in the mid-90's was steeped
in object-making and the studio was the locus where much of that exploration took
place. That free play of material handling, their connections, and the discovery of
the expressive potential inherent in the physicality of things was paramount; the
institution was instrumental in developing tectonic consciousness in its students
before its leadership uncompromisingly embraced an all-encompassing digital

turn at the dawn of the new millennium. It is the cursory account of these separate

004

AR PRER
HUUM @35 E5FHEdmfLic
RiRME 5 E - BHIE

INF)IE R M AN B BA M R EE TR NAE R FIE 3 & RAF
NEEMR, BEEXFME 7 AFELRERXNUTHIA R
Hi X M aEs e B A, hRRIEX R RRE RS
AREHSEIE, BABUSREEZERABEXHARITE
MLHEEERIMOT ERARE LB WETLUART LA
HENEARRESEMAER, BNAE EREBRIDRS %%,

HUUM 223838 &5 PN 8ss ABTRMT « RETE A% - SEITERR
ELBNREREFNASSBRESEATHCHNE, SRt
E(EEFRBREHEAE, FTREGABRINEZE - RERmMA DD
SRR EKK, EFENN—REREATEZFE
RO - AR P HE. BRBZ AR - XEERITHNIES
HRIB BB BEZR" AT - A - 45 - H
BERRDAENTABEEZEE B CESIREEFH RN
AR, BIRFIARBRMABRETRAITEZNAESTER,
MARBE ERXRRLKERNABEZMERS ANELT
KRR, D8RR IAMIEK, 20 g 90 A EARE MM
HTZRETVMHES, SRS MMKE, THRESR
RAVBARFOA AR KM R R, T (T RLABR Y DA FisE,
hEARERE T, thESRANE REMAEE ERFZH:
HF—NRASHE KR, ARBRKE THEFRMNBFIZFH RN
ZREBAHE, X ALGBEREEEZHERMLIER -/
ERIVEMREHE, e EBA8FESHRERIERT R A MK
S, FAEMANE T SEBE X IX B B Z AN A AR T

X NEHERZAREIIN R AR 24 T % W
RERREN—HHSSEABOCMBRZATERANKRER,
— A ARME T BERIRNARS R EENYLR. 90
FRPH, mNMMBERFRZITAEMNIE, M IEZEEX
BARRENRENM R MEHNE MERERNE ZBEY
NERINBNTHBEREESE T EENMN, A5 T5FRE
2 PR R e MU H A 2 AT, NN RSB A BN
EERFENBEREIR. UM BREBSMIEA S ER T FRNE
RESHPAEAKA—, S AFARBRNARGEMR
e r AN BN A B AR B AR IR R it 7 M T IR R SR S5 e
AR

I

huii|

BT RN 5 Q8 p0 R 70 L AR AR W %o RBERY LT
KEEEEHZRANEAFRMEFMAIEEITES. £



origins, and of their point of contact in Southern California, that offers the key
to read and understand the architectural production of HUUM, an office with a

growing presence in the constellation of young practices on the national scene.

Theirs is a world of axes and deep sightlines. Bold geometries and cantilevers
are some of the words in a design vocabulary both recognizable and distinctive.
In their projects, frames and decks reappear as signature quotations but tell a
different spatial story every time. Double heights and wide openings find fluid
implementation in many schemes. Even more importantly, theirs is in architecture
of deep materiality, awakening all human senses. The surfaces and textures of
water bring about bodily awareness in those experiencing the space HUUM has
designed around them. It is a universe filled with phenomenological stimuli, that
is, spatial conditions eliciting a reaction from all human senses, and the cultivated
echoing of mythological precedents. While the references are traceable, the work
is filled with contemporary aspirations. It is a relaxed formula of total architecture,
where leisure and control inhabit each proposition in equal amounts. Both rigorous
and intelligible, exact and amicable, their spaces choreograph public and private
realms without intimidating occupants with the invasive presence of a design idiom
hijacking collective attention at the expense of a building’s intended day-to-day
functionality. The absence of an inflexible prescription, the type of one-solution
for all cases so dear to the early modernists and so condemned later in the 20th
century, allows for a fruitful dialog with the vernacular when the intersection of

patron and site-specificity calls for that kind of molecular attention.

For architects committed to their art, projects are like children. They all carry the
genes of their creators even when maintaining marked differences in physical
appearance and temperamental traits. In this vein, the Miesian rigor of the
Hutchinson Island house, a quasi-constructivist fantasy of overlapping bars
placed in tropical coordinates, coexists coherently with the Gaudiesque pitch of
the curvilinear footprint defining the dominant image of the Grenville residence.
If in the former, the horizontal and vertical cleavage between the interlocking
volumes reveals Nature beyond, while in the latter the topography of roofs and
curvilinear perimeter determines its own logical hardscape to both encompass
and complement its lush surroundings. While both houses feature shutters for sun

shading, their impact on the overall result is markedly dissimilar.

In HUUM's hands, modernist motifs are consistently revisited and reinterpreted.
The frame and the box, archetypical signs—when pure—shared within the
generation of Walter Gropius and his followers [especially in the Northeast] are
intervened upon. Their outlines have creases, like in the lifted volume crowing
the bar of Big Timber Riverside in Montana, and chamfers, like in Beach Road 2
and The Nest. That expressive plasticity is the hallmark of a healthy relationship

between the present and its origins; a tribute to what was with overtures to what
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ll be. That dialog becomes even more explicit in the restoration of Richard
Neutra's Paseo Miramar, a modernist classic showcasing the full design
vocabulary of the Austrian pioneer. That modularity could be rich with architectural
possibilities was a surprise even to them as they surgically handled the body
of a landmark piece of California Modernism. Rather than an exercise in strict
preservation, theirs was an intervention as philologically accurate as it was current
in addressing the needs of a new owner. In examining Neutra’'s original drawings,
Scott and John understood the DNA of his timeless visions; in turn, they refined
their own beliefs on how architecture can both interface with human existence
and celebrate the uniqueness of its inhabitants. Beam extensions and floating
roofs, both trademarks of the California look, are in this instance background

components of an architecture open to Nature.

While their portfolio largely features single-family homes, their aesthetic
finds cogent outlet in other building types: a school, an helicopter hangar, a
deconstructed quonset hut turned chapel in the prairie, a wine-tasting room in
Italy, and an office building in American suburbia. These are instances of a formal
world amenable to encompass functions and briefs highly diverse from each
other, across the country and abroad. It is the inherent malleability of their design
language that lends itself to credible renditions in places ordinarily unlikely to be
available in an architect's career. Planes can arch upward and bend downward,
yet still belong to a family of shape understandable in their design message.
Ultimately, producing constantly varying architectural results while remaining
recognizable in each iteration is where a design architect exhibits command in
space-making. Grids, cubic massing, sticks, fanned geometries, folded planes and
the stacking of volumes are some of the devices adopted to make bold statements
in the landscape. As the buildings extend into the outdoor, the design language
remains the same and what was enclosed becomes hardscape as it meets the
elements. It is a subtle gradation of changes of levels, cascading platforms and
parades of ceiling heights, always logical and always mastered in architectural

implications.

Experiencing these designs, it is immediately apparent to the viewer that a house
conceived for the state of Florida carries marked differences from one built in
California, even though they both face their respective coastlines in Southern
climates. It is the management of environmental conditions, how the wind is broken
within the crevices of the house's exterior areas and how the humidity versus the
dryness of the air affects the openings for passive ventilation, which reveals the
project’s location. That authenticity is a constant of the modernist ethos, but in the
case of Scott and John it is heartfelt rather than being the dogmatic following of a
precept; that loose relationship is what brings lyricism into much of their work. It
is about living in a house as opposed to being enclosed in architecture as a work
of art impervious to the needs of its occupants. The traceable transparency within
all their schemes is synonymous with the porosity of architecture as it touches the
ground. Boundaries are evoked through glass instead of solid walls, which reject
the outside world. That friendliness is what makes them welcoming, like pavilions

on the beach, bestowing a diffused luminosity in all quarters of their projects.
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Whether in an urban district or in a natural setting, their designs interact
dynamically with their contexts. Big moves displayed by each project magnify the
potentiality of each site. The Abbot Kinney Loft is a textbook case of cultivated
insertion in the vernacular of Venice Beach, yet exhibits the consistency of spatial
experiences found in the link building of Beach Road 2 and in the double heights of
the River Road House. The projects are themselves rarely, if ever, a single volume;
instead they are compounds producing their own micro-urbanities, like citadels
with a hierarchy of buildings connected through enclosed circulations. Such an
approach yields regularities at a plan level and countless variations on a theme.

This is where diversity and sameness inform their work.

Presently never taller than three stories, HUUM's architecture is decisively
earthbound. Either rising from a podium or resting on a shallow plinth, the
structures emerge from flat sites, offsetting that ground plane to determine
their unique sectional distinction. Even when smaller in footprint, like in the Via
Marina residence, there is a layer of monumentality in how the massing dominates
its surroundings. Its assertiveness is the byproduct of its material presence
as opposed to the result of scale. East Meets West is a paradigmatic example
of modern classicism, with four pavilions grouped around an axis conveying a
bigness which is metaphorical rather than factual. Volumes slide underneath
canopies, leaving shadowlines intact to remove the weight from the physicality of
architecture. Clerestory windows establish a datum that the eye follows with ease
during the navigation of the space. It is a project of learned quotation from the
vibrant legacy of mid-century modern while denying the viewer the ability to identify

which precise antecedents are being quoted.

Confidence in the expressive import of Euclidean geometry informs to a large
extent the firm’s entire output. This hardly implies that alternative forms of space-
making are unlikely to be entertained in this design group; it is a case-by-case
consideration to be made when the situation presents itself. Either the site or
the program or both would be primary drivers generative of a departure from
an architecture growing out of arthogonal intersections, as much of their work

reveals.

Architecture is a field in constant motion, and the exploration of new and
alternative ways to make space is part and parcel of being an inquisitive architect.
As the practice grows and commissions get bigger in scope and ambition, it is
entirely possible to envisage this firm tackling additional themes such as the high-
rise, the mixed-use development and the institutional building. Between Florida
and California, two states continually resetting the bar of design excellence, HUUM
architects is uniquely positioned to capitalize on this highly unusual bi-coastal
arrangement, and the caliber of the clients this arrangement brings. The next five
years will tell that story.

[Pierluigi Serraino is a practicing architect, author, and educator based in the San

Francisco Bay Area.]
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Beach Road 2
RS

Beach Road 2 lies in a terrain of sensitive coastal sand
dunes stretching along a Floridian barrier island.
Responding to environmental restrictions on the shape of
the building's envelope, we threaded the house between
a pre-existing sea wall and the state coastal control line.
The primary spaces of the house are arranged into three
distinct parts varying in their material and openness.
Enclosed by a taut, fretted glass envelope blurring the
boundary between indoor and outdoor, the living room
provides an elevated view of the waters beyond. Linking the
living to the master wing, the central kitchen area is the
main gathering and entertaining area; the professional-
grade kitchen becomes a magnet for visitors and owners
alike. Open to the east, a wall of aluminum louvers
protects the room from the low western sun. All rooms
look to the east, and the walls become more transparent
as they march south. The bedroom wing is the most solid,
with punctured windows set into stucco and colored to
match the surrounding sand; seen from the adjacent
beach, the house appears to be rising from the landscape.
Two guestrooms sit atop the master bedroom. On the
opposite end of the house is a frameless two-story living
room. Entering from a sloped entry hall, visitors discover
light entering the space from the underside of a glass-
bottomed rooftop lap pool. Whether viewed from above or
below, the compelling nature of the pool provides a visual
and visceral link between the house and the surrounding

waters; this is a place of nuance and discovery.
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