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Eero Saarinen, by Cesar Pelli and Diana Pelli

/% Eero Saarinen
by Diana Pelli, 1959
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Eero lives till 1961. He is 51. Both buildings shown here,
John Deere and Bell Laboratories, were built after he died.
So were the Yale colleges, TWA, CBS, and Dulles Inter-
national Airport, which Eero considered his best building.
The St. Louis Arch, too, the project most dear to him.

All the buildings which he considered important and by
which he is considered important were built or finished after
he died. Except for General Motors.
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His time is the time when he worked on all that was built
of his: is 1948 to 1961: is the time of The Building.

The Building was done essentially for institutions, public
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or private. The war over, American institutions, now af-
fluent, turned to buildings as important symbols of them-

selves.

The kind of jobs architects get tells much of the forces
at work in the society. America in the 20th century had.
until then, given mainly residential work to its architects.

Eero’s time coincided and intertwined with a new epoch.
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Eero was born in Finland in 1910. He came to the U.S.
in 1923. Eliel, his father, came to America because of the

Chicago Tribune Competition. After Chicago, Eliel stayed
to do the Cranbrook schools and Academy of Art for the
Booths of Detroit and Bloomfield Hills.
sculpture in Paris, to study architecture in New Haven at

Eero went to study
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Yale. Then returned to work with Eliel.
Bloomfield Hills, became his when Eliel died.

The firm, in

lle was never a local architect, nor felt those ties to a lo-
cale, to a landscape or a light, that affect so may archi-
tects. Yet being born in Finland, studying at Yale, work-
ing in Bloomfield Hills affected Eero and his work. He had
the characteristics of immigrants who come young, the
permeability to the American experience that makes them in
some cases more American than the Americans.

Bloomfield Hills, a suburb of Detroit, had spatially the im-
portance of providing the top job of the 1940’s, the General
Motors Technical Center. This job set him up in practice.
The size and budget of this job kept the office going for

many years, it was the dream job for any architect of the
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time. And it had to do with a technological product: cars.
Though Eero did not share the American romance with cars,
he did share its love of technology. The approach present
in buildings of the 60’s, basing their aesthetic resolution in
the technological use of a material, was already present in
GM and in other of Eero’s buildings. John Deere and Bell
Telephone are the clearest examples. Shortly before his
death Eero decided to move the office East to New Haven.
Where he had studied before. Where he had two jobs:

the Yale colleges and ice hockey rink.
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If one wanted to make a portrait of Eero’s life, the place
for one to look at it is always his work.

life. Or his off-hours.

Not his private
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His work contains his essence. And if one were to say
what was the most important thing about his work it would
be how much he worked. How much he worked! The way
he resolved any problem, any idea, was by working hour
after hour on it. It is this quality that remains most vivid
in memory, because there was an earnestness and a dedica-
tion and a sincerity in his effort that made the building,
the work on _a particular building, an all consuming interest,
something that could at times make people forget any other
personal interest and consideration, and simply be as con-
cerned as he was about that particular building. This
characteristic, a virtue in most cases, for it set the tone
for the whole office, did not always produce good results.
The London Embassy, one of the most worked on buildings

was to be an example. It never satisfied Eero ... later.
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Eero was very sensitive to what was said of his work: de-
sign changed because of it. It is what made it possible to

work with him as part of a team.

That is the second most important characteristic about Eero,
or Eero in his work, to be more exact. He never worked
as a lone genius. From the beginning of any project he
worked as head of a team. His team system as an organ-
izational method for his office was very modern, very American,

very effective.
This is how it worked:

THE PROCESS OF DESIGNING A BUILDING............
Eero preferred to believe that he was still an individual
artist solely responsible for everything done in his office.
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But a well developed collective design process was one of
his most important achievements.

A very basic difference between a first generation architec-
tural office and a modern one lies in the different meaning
A team to Walter Gropius
and the Bauhaus consisted in a group of equal minded pro-
A mo-

dern team such as those at Eero’s office was composed of

given to the concept of the team.
fessionals who had the same training and attitudes.
specialists with different talents and responsibilities.
When an architectural commission came to Eero Saarinen’s
He started by

organizing in graphic form the information available. A
number of meetings would then take place at which Eero,

office, a project designer was assigned to it.

the project designer, and Kevin Roche were present.’
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During these meetings Eero would be continually drawing
and giving form to an image. A direction for Eero usually
He drew beautifully and enjoyed do-
Everybody in this group contributed to the formu-
lation and development of the approach, but all decisions
were made by Eero. He would not have admitted to this,
but he had made decision-making the key design function
of his office. In this he was ahead of most architects of

meant a form-image.
ing it.

his generation.

In the case of the buildings for John Deere, the project de-
signer was David Powrie (project designer for the Bell
Telephone Laboratories was A.). Lumsden). The first form
for the John Deere building was that of a concrete inverted
pyramid sitting on top of a hill. This was later rejected
and replaced by the concept of an all-steel building, as the
expression most suitable to a farm machinery manufacturer.
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Eero wanted it to be, not only a steel building, but the steeli-
This led to the use of Cor-
Ten steel (a self-protective steel that needs no paint), and

est building ever designed.

to leaving the steel structure exposed (non-fireproofed) inside
and outside the buildings.
rivet all the connections and to leave the rivets exposed for

This idea had to be abandoned in

favor of welded connections.

The original intention was to

maximum expression.

They
started very early, building elaborate models of the site and
testing on it all the possibilities of building forms being
considered.

The project designer led a team of younger designers.

The use of models is intimately related to the decision mak-
ing process, and to the preeminently visual approach to ar-
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chitecture that Eero had.
gested, 20 models would be built, and from these the preferred

If 20 ideas or forms were sug
direction would be chosen. As the project advanced, the
models would become larger .and more elaborate, and design
would start to take place more and more on the model it-
self. It was later translated into drawings.

The use of models for making decisions increased consider-
ably the amount of time dedicated to a project by designers
and model makers but allowed Eero to reduce his own time
on it to an essential minimum. They were also very use

ful in design presentations.
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The key men in his organization were Joseph N. Lacy,
his financial partner; John Dinkeloo, his partner in charge
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of production and technical developments—technical develop-
ment and innovation was an essential part of Saarinen’s ar-
chitecture—; and Kevin Roche, sometimes called his Chief
Designer, who participated in the design of all projects. He
acted as an extension and check to Eero on design matters.
His influence was greater in some projects than in others.
It was very substantial, for example, in the design of the
building for John Deere and Bell Telephone. Warren Plattner
headed his interiors department. Joseph Jensen was his
estimator, and this was not an easy function to perform with
Eero Saarinen buildings. There was also a group of young
designers closely attuned to his attitude and techniques, and
a group of project managers that watched over consultants
and contractors.

His wife Aline Saarinen, although not officially part of the

REE > MAREWRUBERS K -

B SRIRFEMY R A e+ 0 (BAER T M AV H B
DIKFS o B —H EKE » & MhEIRE - IR ERERE
KEREREME o

office, directed all his public relations and gave verbal form
to many of his ideas.

This team had the form of a 1970’s organization, but it was
unique in the 1950’s. And it was kept hidden as some-
thing in conflict with the image of the Architect as the Uni-
versal Man.

END

Eero’s time was short.

He was successful in all of his
time. But his career was only beginning to gather momen-
tum when he died.
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