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Infroduction

Text by Frances Anderton
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A POP INTO ARCHITECTURE

The further west we drove, the more Pop everything looked on the
highways. .. even though Pop was everywhere. .. fo us, it was
the new Art. Once you “got” Pop, you could never see a sign the
same way again. And once you thought Pop, you could never see
America the same way again.

Andy Warhol

Andy Warhol made this revelatory road frip west from New York
fo los Angeles in 1962, the vear Pop Art exploded as an
infernationally recognized cultural phenomenon.

That year, architect Stephen Kanner was a small child growing up
in Los Angeles, capital of Pop. Even af a young age he was highly
attuned fo the playful, commercial, environment that surrounded
him and had so seduced Warhol. For Steve this was a golden era
of miniature golf and bowling alleys, of drive-in movies and motels,
and futuristic coffee shops, all heralded by cheery, oversized
advertising signs. To him, LA was a fresh new city where chrome-
embellished cars cruised clong clean, wide streets that were lined
with tidy fract houses on shiny green lawns; homes filled with
modern conveniences operated by crisp smiling housewives. And
there was Disneyland. "How many cities had Pop or Disneyland,
how many cifies had this much color and sun2” asks Stephen
Kanner, nostalgically. This was before Vietnam, before the Kennedy
and King assassinations, before oil crises.

At that some fime, Stephen’s father, Chuck Kanner, was a successful
and prolific architect, building shopping centers in California,
Arizona and Honolulu, that took their inspiration from Frank Lioyd
Wright and the Californio Modernists, Charles and Ray Eames,
Richard Neuira and John lautner. He was also painfing vivid,
photo-redlistic renditions of Pepsi Cola botiles, of Lyndon Johnson
and a rocket launching, of indusirial machinery, TV screens and
curvy blondes—blondes sucking ice-cubes, blondes eating oysters,
pufting on bras, sashaying on stiletios info sfores. Chuck’s painting’s
were derived from photographic images from magazines. The
photograph served him, as it did the Photo Redlists, as “a tool
which allows me to caplure the indefinable of the commonplace.”
His works “blur the edges between Photo Redlistic and Pop Art,”
and express, he argues, not so much a latent predilection for
curvaceous blondes but a fascination with the commercial imagery
of the time. Chuck drew inspiration from the work of his Pop arfist
contemporaries, James Rosenquist (who was formerly a sign-painter
by trade], Mel Ramos and Roy lichtenstein, as well as the Photo
Realists whose work, he believed, signified the refurn of
craftsmanship and draftsmanship o contemporary art.

Though gifted at painting and deeply influenced by Pop Art and
Pop culture, both Chuck Kanner and his son and parfner Stephen
chose fo express this sensibility in architecture. Since the early
eighties their firm, Kanner Architects, has created a body of work
in LA that pays homage fo the commercial, popular modernism of
postwar southern California. They have created a range of
projects—from a drivethrough burger outlet fo a community
gymnasium fo multifamily housing—that are graphic, bold,
abstracted interprefations of popular buildings ond images. These
buildings are offen low-budget, they are cheerful and humorous,
they flaunt exaggerated color and scale and shout their presence
fo a passing motorist. In short, they are Pop Architecture.
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Kanner Architects is no newcomer to the scene. Criginally
founded by Chuck’s father, Herman in 1946, the three-
generation, [Abased firm has built a wide range of buildings -
in a wide range of siyles, and enjoys a reputation for sound
design and an ability to design in o manner that fits the context.
But their shared goal is to create an architecture that captures
the spirit of postwar southern California at ifs brightest and best.

This was a time when benign weather and plentiful work
promised nothing but prosperity and comfort. A sense of
optimism was expressed not only in art and graphics but also
in architecture. Moderism had flourished and evolved in
California, giving rise, in the thirfies, 1o the confident, sun-kissed
adaptations of the “Infernational Style” by emigre architects
Richard Neutra and Rudolf Schindler. These were followed,
after the war, by the vibrant, futuristic designs of the fiffies and
sixties, such as Pereira and luckman’s theme building for the
los Angeles International Airpert, and the structurally dynamic,
materially fanciful restaurants by John Lautner [whose "Googie”
resfaurants gave their name fo the commercial brand of
modernism synonymous with LA] and by Armét and Davis.

The social and technological idealism inherent to Modernism
also prevailed in the Case Study Housing Program, a visionary
mass housing project, spectheaded by Arts & Architecture
magazine editor John Entenza, that tested the applicability of
mass-production fabrication methods to housing design. The
spare, elegant houses, made of steel frame with walls of glass,
by architects such as Charles and Ray Eames, Craig Ellwood
and Raphael Soriano, ond the chic but relaxed lifesiyle
associated with them, had a profound influence on Chuck,
Stephen and many other modern architects.

From outside 1A came other influences: Oscar Niemeyer in
Brazilia, who poured and twisted concrete as if it were toffee,
and early European Modernists Mies Var Der Rohe, Walter
Gropius, Gerrit Rietveld, le Corbusier, and the grandfather of
organic modermism in America, Frank loyd Wright.

From these rich sources Chuck developed a style that moved
from populist fo @ more restrained white modernism, while
inheriing from his father a commitment to professionalism,
sound planning and construction. In his early buildings and
projects, he was invenfive and flamboyant. Buildings such as
Biltmore Fashion Plaza, with its chamfered forms, and
abstracted Wrightian details, the Kaplan Headquarters
Building in LA with plywood vaults and concrete block murdl,
and even his 1953 USC architecture school project, «
synagogue and elementary school with flying roof planes and
boomerangshaped columns gave way, however, in the
seventies and early eighties to cooler Infernctional Style
designs. "l was” says Chuck, “travelling down the Modernist
path with conviction that this was the way to go.” In the early
eighties the firm built Seacliff Homes, a rigorously white,
orthogonal and open-planned condominium complex, and the
East LA Courthouse, o concrete monolith with deep Corb-
inspired brise scleil.

Stephen meanwhile responded to the same architectural
influences as Chuck, and also absorbed his father's Pop
paintings and early Pop architecture experiments. To this he
added a passion for the programmatic roadside architecture in
A, and the retrofuiurisic imagery of Googie, the cartoon
Jetsons, of the Trylon and Perisphere at the Crysler Exhibit (at the
New York World’s Fair in 1939), of Tomorrowland at
Disneyland and the now demolished Pacific Ocean Park, an LA
beach-side amusement park popular in the fifties. He loved the
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largely commercial, often dispensable buildings that, he
believed "never got their due,” the work of artists who
celebrated the ordinary and the quotidien—Andy Warhol, Roy
Lichtenstein, Frank Stella, Claes Oldenburg, Ed Rusha—as well
as their spiritual fathers, the Fauvists, Van Gogh and Monet,;
and, for the same reasons, he was very taken with 'De-
Archifecture’ of seventies US firm SITE, known for their witty, self
mocking, Best Showrooms.

He joined the firm in 1982, infent on infusing the work with his
popular  modemist  sensibility, and received every
encouragement from Chuck, who saw that his son's work
reflected, as if by genetic transmitial, his early influences and
ideas. Together, they have created a hybrid aesthetic thot
blends the sound planning and sobriety of early Modernism
with the gaiety of Googie. The result is an outpouring of spirited
designs that Stephen describes as, “our own brand of Pop
Meodernism that is intfended fo be playful and positive.”

In built work and in visionary schemes, the last 15 years has
given rise fo a work in progress, each project being a more fully
realized exemplar of their ideal.

First came @ small remodel with large intentions called Sweet
Sixteen. In this, a rundown row of 1940’ restaurants and sfores
were transformed through the addition of fultheight, plate-glass
windows infegrated with large canopies supporting shop signs
info a striking row of 'billboards’, stepping down the sfreet. On
the side of the building the supporting triangular sieel, revealing
the slenderness of the facades, was revealed, in bright vellow
and red. It stops the passerby in his tracks with its cheery,
confident presence.

This 'billboard’ approach evolved into a more fullyfledged
symbiosis of Modernism and Pop Modemism in the Harvard
Apariments, a complex of 13 low-cost dwellings in the socially
combustible Koreatown neighborhood in los Angeles.
Completed in 1992 and memorably descibed by Stephen as
a 'ham and swisscheese sandwich of white-bread Modermism
with a filling of LA funk,” the building is a filling of white modern
inferior and structure wrapped in a splashy red and yellow
exterior patterned with dancing circles and squares. Harvard
was, in its turn, an oufgrowTh of an earlier project, St. Andrews,
another low-cost housing complex in Koreatown commissioned
by the same private developer client. St. Andrews was,
however, a remodel. While Kanner Architects did not alter the
existing plan, they literally gave the building a facelift, applying
on the shabby utilitarion facade o grophic screen of pastel
colored circles and tilling squares. Both projects were realized
on a shoestring, expressing the Pop Art faste for the cheap and
the commonplace as well as an unashamed delight in pure
surface.

The 'billboard” idea was echoed in several projects, such as the
Robbins Auto Top Company showroom, a large box adomed
with @ mosaic of big green and white rectangles evocative of
motor racing, and with the visual punch of a blownup
Campbells soup can. The ‘sandwich,’ or juxtaposition of White
Modem and Geogie, was expressed in others, in unbuil
schemes such as the Copeland Residence, which literally
conjoins the opposing influences of Case Study and Googie,
and the Plinth House Ili, the third of a series of theoretical
residential designs which iniegrate modernist plan and
expressionist forms.

The Plinth Houses are in tumn part of a series of visionary
schemes characterized by dynamic structures, soaring
highways, fluid shapes, blue skies and bold colors. These




