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Anthony Lumsden: A Critical View

By Leon Whiteson

“Out of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight thing can ever
be made,” Immanuel Kant remarked, and it could be said that the
struggle to create some “straight thing” in a highly confused era is
the tension at the core of architectural Modernism in the troubled
20th century. At no time in the long history of architecture has
there been such a deep chasm between a skewed cultural condition
and the yearning for aclear formal expression; in truth, the challenge
to any designer in the past century has been to create buildings
that respond to the underlying social deformation with a clarity and
coherence that does not absolutely deny the disorder from which
they arise.

Over the past four decades, Anthony Lumsden has developed a way
of making architecture that responds to this difficult challenge. By
skillfully negotiating the tension between an honest technical logic
and an expressive imagery, Lumsden has created a dynamic style all
hisown; one that marries reason and feeling to a remarkable degree.
In Kant’s terms, he has made straight things out of the crooked
timber of Modernism by disregarding Modernism’s formula of
“form follows function” in the search for a style that is visually
complex, aesthetically lucid, and emotionally appealing.

In Towards a New Architecture, Le Corbusier declared that the
“Engineer’s Aesthetic” and “Architecture” are two things that
march together; while the engineer achieves harmony, the architect
“realizes an order which is a pure creation of his spirit.” In these
terms, Lumsden has reimagined the ambitions of Modernism in
his own highly individual architecture.

The surprising factis that Lumsden achieved his personal style while
working for 30 years within the confines of a bottorn-line corporate
structure, namely the Los Angeles-based architecture and engineering
firm of Daniel, Mann, Johnson and Mendenhall (DMJM). Lumsden
Jjoined DMJM in 1964, together with Cesar Pelli, whom he met while
working in Eero Saarinen’s office in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan in
the mid-1950s. As DMJM’s Director of Design, Lumsden created a
series of buildings and projects which clearly bear the signature of
his particular techno-expressionism; that s, a technical logiccharged
by an expressive mannerism all his own. Since 1994, when he threw
off the restraints imposed by DMJM and set up in independent
practice as head of AJ. Lumsden & Associates in Los Angeles,
Lumsden’s talents have truly blossomed. In a series of projects
located in South Korea, he has propelled his architecture to a rare
height of skill and sophistication.

Educated in Australia, Lumsden traveled extensively in Europe after
graduating from the University of Sydney’s School of Architecture
where he first encountered the work of Le Corbusier, particularly
the classic Corbusien structures of the Villa Savoye, the Ronchamp
Chapel, the monastery of La Tourette, and the Unite d’Habitation
in Marseilles. Le Corbusier’s architecture astonished him, Lumsden
recalls, particularly the master’s genius for creating strong, clear,
formal frameworks as the organizing principle within which plan
and sectional profiles and shapes could express a wide and eccentric
variety. This was Corbusier’s “Engineer’s Aesthetic” and
“Architecture” powerfully interacting to conjure upan orderat once
functional and spiritual; architecture that, in Corbusier’s famous
formulation, exhibits ingenuity and touches the heart.
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Visiting Venice, Lumsden was impressed by the way in which the
differing buildings fronting on St Mark’s Square were ordered by a
system of voids and solids, creating an overall homogeneity which
allowed alively diversity. He observed that here, asin Gothic cathedrals
or Japanese temples, order is systematic, simultaneously relating to
symbol, material, surface, structure, and function. Lumsden also
noted that the elevations of the buildings not facing St Mark’s Square
were allowed to vary considerably, depending on the context each
one confronted.Upon arrival in the United States he worked for
several years in the office of Eero Saarinen and Associates and then
the office of Roche Dinkeloo and Associates which the office became
after Eero’s premature death. The observations he made in Europe
and the lessons he gradually absorbed from the work of Le Corbusier,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Louis Kahn, Alvar Aalto and Eero
Saarinen, laid the foundation for the evolution of Lumsden’s
personal style.

Explorations of the Skin and Section

In the early 1970s, at DMJM, Lumsden began to explore the basic
dynamic elements that have marked the evolution of his architecture
over four decades: the skin as a flexible membrane and the section
as a generator of form.

He was intrigued early on by the expressive possibilities of the non-
structural skin or cladding system, one of Modernism’s main strategies.
Rather thanfollow therectilinear formulas dictated bystrictstructural
logic, he created curved and rolling surfaces in supple membranes
with vivid sculptural qualities. In two Los Angeles office buildings on
Wilshire Boulevard — Omne Park Plaza, completed in 1971, and
Manufacturer’s Bank {also known as Roxbury Plaza), completed in
1974 — Lumsden’s “stressed skin” glass curtain walls broke free of
their structural skeletons to generate flowing undulations. These
sensuous surfaces, though arbitrary in a rigidly functional sense,
relieved the glass box monotony of the standard office high-rise
while providing the interior areas with distinctive spaces.

In the search for an expressive mannerism, Lumsden began to
concentrate on the possibilities inherent in the sections of his
buildings. Feeling that Modernism tended to favor the plan as a
generator of form, Lumsden was attracted to the sectional profiles
that offered an expansion of his design vocabulary. This exploration
was inspired by his reading of historical examples, such as Gothic
cathedrals or The Ise shrines, where a simple plan is enormously
enhanced by the complexities of the section. “In great architecture
it is the organization of the symbolic function rather than a slavish
conformity to a structural system that provides the fundamental
quality of the experience,” Lumsden says, and this observation has
profoundly informed his own endeavors.

Lumsden’s earliest sectional explorations are manifest in two
remarkable unbuilt projects: the Lugano Hotel and Convention
Centerin Switzerland (1972) and the Beverly Hills Hotel in California
(1973). Both of these projectsfeature rolling, flowing forms generated
by the functional and modular discipline of their structural systems.
In Lugano, the repetitive guest rooms and larger public volumes
shelter under a striking metal and glass roof skin which undulates
like awave. In the Beverly Hills Hotel, a rectangular, eight-story block
containing the guest rooms is supplemented by aseries of cylindrical
glass forms enclosing the public spaces. While this design clearly

10

W —F UMM EEORETE—, X RABEE TH&
MR —M, XRETHEENEZHME, MBS XMARTRE
TTHRAENEDR, R F TR M AmE 2,
BIFEE RGN, ENMFS, B, £, ERAaEHE
B, RIMHS A BRI R A WX R DA g B R AL
ZH, RESANERERAS AN IRERTHEN, FIXR
ZE, MERS - WETRRAKABEEFTETILE, BT
HitZG, FXHEBZATH - TRERHAKAES T, i
Bk T, ERINAMHTWEE, URMNE - 4
Ho. 8- - 18- % BHW - F. F/RE - M/REANKRS
UHL T H RIMHIES BRI S 55, LT A A KUK (Y
B RREAT b T2,

REMHEHNERER

70 4ERH, 7E DMIM LIERS, HBHTEME T4 7T AR aSs
TRWRER, IRZZAELTHEBRNEE, FR4EH®E
EREAME R, M40 FEHEEPH—REMERZ,

NBHEEERTERRELEWNERREEREHER S,
BEERAREXH - FBEH IR, MHAN RIS ISR E™
8 B 2544 3% 58 BT B2 SR 0 RN o5 M, T R 138 R 2 K T )
BHREK, ETHRNEAER, GHAFESIOHABYE
Jito M AR BUR & R ARET R BB TR A AR, —
BRART G, BET 19714, % —E 25587 e
WAFI S, BRT 1974F, EXFEEAGT, BT sK
CRMMFET MBS E AT T MER, AT —
FOF R sl B8R . XA A LI R, S M 5 T RE
BEXEHEMEN, HHMO THESEN A EHHTBA PR
W, Rl TEEHEHENSE,

ATIRETRANMNER, NBHEABRETHERRE
AYRNEHFEENRRS, EEHAR T X EENFETE B
B, Wifth B C A EEEEERS . XYE T MEIRET,
B EHRITE OB S T AR R, 5B B B R 3 e
B, WEAREMNTE, MEXOHBERERARE TUNHnE
Ao “FEHARKKMEHEHR, BExEMIIERNELNTH TR EH R
GOBENGGE TEAMER, B 08, B0 5 0 BHE TR HY 3 1
THMHEE,

MM HEYREERL TR EEE SN BNy
R BB S AR A DR (1972 8 ) FOIIF] 48 8 8 N B9
ERWLIRIE(19734F) . XFP T RERATETRHRHGE L
ENFETHRMFEMBERLNER RS, AL, BEH
55 0K — 88 6 20 3£ 55 (6] 030 A 78— 50N B9 3 TR AR AR B B &
BHBEFHRNBETZ F . L EMILKE, BRESE— A
EERER T &, W XL T — R 50 5 8 WAL T 1 4 1
&ﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁ:@%ﬁﬁ%ﬁﬁ?ﬁ%*ﬁ,EMﬁ%ﬁmﬁ%
REHRET - EBOE THAEOEIE. 197946, 1B




distinguishes between the two elements, the unified profile of Lugano
provides a more elegant and fluid expression of the idea. In 1979
Lumsden designed an experimental model for a prototypical
showroom for Best Products Inc., exhibited at New York’s Museum
of Modern Art, in which floating double curves exposed an energetic
sectional profile.

The formalideas exploredin Lugano, Beverly Hills, and BestProducts
came to fruition in the early 1980s in the administration building for
the Tillman Water Reclamation Plant in Los Angeles’ Sepulveda
Basin. Located in a Japanese garden, the building, which administers
a plant that reclaims and recycles wastewater, was the first fully
realized example of Lumsden’s “extrusion aesthetic,” in which the
sectional profile is regarded somewhat like an industrial extrusion.
Membranes of glass and aluminum, tucked and folded around the
concrete frame, play off their sinuous shapes against bold overhead
walkways and a long colonnade. This essentially poetic conceit gave
Lumsden the freedom to vary the form, sides, and back of the
building to create visual variety while responding to the differing
contexts each elevation confronts. In Tillman, metaphorandfunction
fuse to create curving glass and metal surfaces that cascade like
waterfalls into the surrounding ponds.

Where the Manufacturer’s Trust building was, in a sense, a one-
dimensional exploration of the skin, and the Beverly Hills Hotel was
a two-dimensional expression of skin and section, Tillman was a
multi-dimensional composition which included the introduction of
secondary elements into primary forms.

The Last Decade at DMJM

Tillman was a pivotal project in Lumsden’s evolution as a designer.
For the first time it fused the major elements of the architect’s style
— the stressed skin and the dynamic section — and raised them to a
higher level of complexity and metaphoric power. In the final
decade of his tenure as DMJM's Director of Design, from 1984 to
1994, Lumsden’s confidence in his own style increased, resulting in
a series of distinctive buildings.

The expansion and renovation of the Moscone Convention Center
in San Francisco gave Lumsden a rare opportunity to relate to a
highlyurban context. Though notas remarkable assome of the other
projects he was engaged in during this decade, Moscone radiates the
crisp details and clear articulation of volumes that have become
Lumsden’s trademark. The most powerfully expressive group of
structures the architect created in this period was located way out of
public view, as part of the $2 billion program for upgrading the aging
Hyperion Wastewater Treatment Plant in El Segundo, which treats
most of the sewage generated in Greater Los Angeles. Using strong
profiles, bold colors, and sculptured details, Lumsden created a
muscular yet elegant mannerism superbly suited to the essential, if
rather distasteful, functions these buildings serve.

Lumsden’s design strategy in all of the Hyperion buildings was
brilliantly simple. To keep costs low he developed a modular kit of
parts, aseries of repeated units that could be economically constructed
by reusing the same concrete molds over and over. This modular
repetition allowed him to develop elaborate structural profiles with
concave and convex surfaces, providing a variety of shadows and
highlights over extended elevations that would otherwise be visually
boring. The 200-footlong compressor/operations building, for
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example, has been elaborated into an eye-catching fantasia with
aluminum rooftop drumrolls and loops of exposed piping,
terminatingin a dramatic end elevation. The concrete-clad warehouse
building is enlivened with sloped, metal-clad roof surfaces which
sparkle in the sun, and the switchyard building features a sculptural
profile with artful concrete and metal extrusions in bold primary
colors. In Hyperion, Lumsden’s techno-expressionism — a high-
tech architecture infused with flowing shapes— expressesa romantic
emotion even in buildings as mundane as these.

In the new terminal building for Ontario Airport — one of the last
projects he designed at DMJM — Lumsden’s dramatic sections and
elevational variations are manifest on a massive scale. The main
concourse is spanned by a metal-ribbed, coffered, demi-barrel vault,
while the various frontages reflect the differing contexts they face.
On the passenger arrival side, the bluntend of the vault is concealed
by a glass and metal screen that is alternately solid and void. The
prime concepthere is the manipulation of light off surfaces of varied
shaped and texture — an aesthetic quality central to Lumsden’s
design idiom. The effect is less strained than one finds in the
buildings of Richard Rogers and Norman Foster, the British high-
tech architects whom Lumsden admires; it is more structurally
straightforward and less exaggeratedly mannerist. Ontario is a step
forward in Lumsden’s Corbusier-inspired strategy of a strong
framework intercut by differing spaces and volumes; a strategy that
has come to full flower since the architect departed from DMJM.

The Independent Architect

Lumsden’s long tenure as DMJM’s Director of Design has left him
with some crucial strengths and some lingering regrets. Among the
strengthsis the discipline required to solve complex problems within
tight budgets. On the other hand, the corporate constraints often
resulted in buildings with a less forceful presence than Lumsden
desired. At DMJM, Lumsden felt he was constantly having to push the
envelope; since he has left the companyand set up in practice on his
own, his architecture has achieved an increased aesthetic clarity and
coherence, along with an enhanced expressiveness. The spatial
interactions are more sculptural, the shifts in plan and section are
bolder, and there is greater modular variety and architectonic
power.

These advances are immediately apparent in the projects located in
South Korea. Perhaps the most accomplished of these is Yong Dong
Area International Airport: a subtle and dynamic composition of
rolling roofs covering varied levels of decks and mezzanines in a
manner thatharks back to the Lugano Hotel and Convention Center
of 1972. In Yong Dong, however, the spatial interactions are more
assured, the use of the “extrusion aesthetic” is bolder, and the sense
of a building simultaneously at rest and in motion is more fully
realized. These qualities are also evident in the proposal for the
High-Speed Rail Station in Pusan, with its overarching glazed roof
sweeping over dramatic rail platforms.

The Museum and Cultural Center for the Korea Electric and Power
Company and the Korean Energy Management Center, both in
Seoul, present variations of the samc vivid techno-expressionism.
Like Yong Dong and Pusan Rail Station, these projects are
characterized by highly articulated plans which clearly demarcate
the various functions, along with energetic sections within each
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zone. They illustrate Lumsden’s perception that each elevation of
the complex can vary in response to differing contexts, resulting in
very lively architectural compositions. Similar qualities are manifest
in the Daewoo Trade Retreat in Yongin. Organized around a central
courtyard gathering space, the retreat disposes its facilities in a series
of sweeping curves slicing through rectangles in a complex yet
completely coherent parti. The dramatic impulse held in tension in
all these projects bursts forth boldly in the counterpointed roof
segments that zoom over the Tae Leung International Speed Skating
Arena in Seoul, conjuring up recollections of Kenzo Tange’s 1964
Olympic Stadium in Tokyo.

By their nature, the more conventional mixed-use urban commercial
developments offer anarchitectfewer dramatic possibilities. However,
in the X-Zone advanced electronic complex in Pusan, and the Jong-
Ro Savoy Development and Dae Wang International Headquarters
Building in Seoul, Lumsden has skillfully exploited elevational
variation and sectional dynamism. In the X-Zone complex, the most
accomplished of the commercial projects, a central atrium between
the sculpted office high-rise and the low-rise retail section is intercut
with levels and platforms in Lumsden’s active manner, while every
elevation offers a different response to its surroundings.

Lumsden’s sophisticated Modernist projects in Korea reject any
condescending attempt to mimic traditional Korean architecture
with a Postmedern gloss. Rather, they accept the fact that developing
countries like Korea want to acquire Modernist architecture as a
symbol of their claim to belong to the contemporary global culture.
For Koreans, Lumsden’s buildings, with their clean lines and coherent
forms, are “straight things” speaking of progress out of a condition
of historic confusion and economic backwardness. They are images
oftechnological efficiencyand cultural advancementin the optimistic
imagery of the country’s expanding economy. Architecture is as
much about symbols as function, and Lumsden’s Korean buildings
are powerfully symbolic of the nation’s modern aspirations.

Leon Whiteson is the architectural critic for the Los Angeles Times. He
hasadegree inarchitecture and has previously served as critic for the
Los Angeles Herald Examiner and for the Toronto Star. He
has written for Progressive Architecture, Architecture and other
publications. His books include Experimental Architecture in Los Angeles
and The Livable City.
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Preconception Analysis
By Anthony J. Lumsden

Historical architecture achieved built environments that are
unmatched in the modern city. Compare drawings of medieval
Florence depicting the city’s remarkable collection of buildings and
spaces with a photo of a new section of Paris taken from atop the Arc
de Triomphe. This comparison is not unique; itapplies to all old and
new urban environments.

Limited by reductivist attitudes, our cities are distinguished by the
paucity of their spatial concepts. The freestanding box building
bounded by an urban grid street pattern allows little potential for
developing buildings and spaces thatwill satisfy human psychological
needs.

This is not an article for historical reproduction, nor for attachment
ofbuildingsin a historical way, although modifications to the current
vehicular street grid that isolates buildings and pedestrians are
essential. It is about reorienting the single-mindedness of art and
minimalist aesthetics so that buildings are not controlled by biases
thatexcludeimportant performance criteria. Museum artis generally
based on the dominance of style and visual consistency, viewed as
small objects seen instantaneously and with no concern for
relationship or adjacency. Architecture, however, is a sequential
experience and has important environmental and contextual
prerequisites.

The omission of these concerns from contemporary architecture is
partly due to the dominance of two aesthetic poles: the reductionist
rule that “form follows function” and individual expressions of
“architecture as art.” Dogma such as “the outside is the result of the
inside” and “the building is all one thing,” and the assumption of a
consistent aesthetic vocabulary, dictate that buildings are designed
without regard for adjacent structures. By intent, the architect’s
visual system dissociates the project from adjacent structures.

The problem is that these dogmas are only sometimes and partly
correct. It is necessary to develop an aesthetic methodology and
organizational system that will allow the parts of the building that
have important adjacency and environmental requirements to be
modified so that buildings act collectively.

St Mark’s Square in Venice is a wonderful urban space. Allusion is
made to the homogeneity of the buildings constructed over 500 years
in styles ranging from Byzantine to Renaissance. What is not noted is
thatall the buildings use the same organizational system. The pattern
of voids in St Mark’s facade facing the square is

AACAA
BBDBB

The pattern of voids at the library is

FFFFF
EEEEE

The walls of the Doge’s palace follow a

J 1 J
HH HH HH

G G G

pattern of voids. The commonality of the ordering system ensures
the homogeneity of the buildings.
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Introduction continued

Gothic cathedrals and Japanese temples are not compositional, nor
are they “art” in a contemporary sense. Historical buildings used a
system of order that was generally repetitive and serial. Patterns of
elements such as

AAA, ABAB, ABABCABAR, AAA, BBB, etc.

were common. Their order is systematic and relates to symbol,
material, surface, structure, and function.

Nature embodies a system of development that is the opposite to
preconception. Inarchitectural terms, birds have similar “programs™
beaks, wings, eves, skeleton, heart, lungs, stomach. The whole class
of creatures are internally programatically similar. The diversity
among birds is related to environmental conditions. These exterior
conditions cause the “selection” of a species that has adopted a
mutation that “fits.”

The exterior can be quite diverse based on the same interior functions.
In nature the same internal functions, similarly placed but
proportionally modified, allow for a whole multiplicity of creatures,
from man to giraffe, mouse to camel, and elephant to whale. All
vertebrates use a modification of the same skeletal system. Variation
is achieved through a series of changes which are not necessarily
“logical.” Mutations occur at random and change precedes any
established need. The biological analogy suggests a more creative
method for developing architectural solutions: one which uses
systematic analysisand testing combined with intuition to incorporate
the “mutation effect.” Evolution in nature relates to survival of those
thatfitrather than survival of the fittest. The ability to adapt s critical.

Atvarious evolutionary phases, an adoption of form can occur before
function (although the adapted surviving species is always
“functional”). This exposes the narrowness of a conceptual process
which is dictated by pseudo-functional minimalism and invites a
fundamental reinterpretation of the design process. Form does not
follow internal programmatic functional analysis,

The physical entities that are fundamental to life have evolved with
no concern for humanity, or for human vision or art. Nature itself,
trees, water, the sun, the universe, stars, and the scasons have no
concern for art, beauty or man. The question, then, is whether
esoteric art is inhibiting the development of a more important
architecture that responds to the whole range of construction,
functional, social, psychological, and contextual issues. It is probable
that stimuli more diverse and prolific than art images will produce
architecture of greater creativity, which will contribute positively to
the built environment.

The two extremes of architecture today are repetitive boxes and
radical art concepts. The problem, as propagated and practiced by
these two polarities, is that architectural functionalism does not
assess function in anything but reductionist, minimal terms;
“architecture is art” has become the direct translation of art images
into built form. The procrustean application of the reductivist bias,
ironically concealed behind a misinterpretation of “form follows
function,” reduces functional expression to the minimalist box. At
the other extreme, the imposition of a priori aesthetic preferences
potentially excludes awhole variety of nccessary performance criteria.
These attitudes, if continued, will dissociate architecture from society.
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