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Introduction with Article Review

Interview with

Lawrence Scarpa

By Mark Dillon for Volume 5

Introduction

V5: Pugh + Scarpa has developed a fast response
design studio which works closely with a wide
range of trades. How does this work?

LLS: Each project is different so the team and
relationships change. In the case of our project
“Inside Out”, a renovation of a building built in

the 1960’s, the owner wanted to convert it into a
place where they could do off-line editing. The first
thing that really struck me was how the courtyards
were buried internally within the offices, and we
really wanted to make them part of the public
space. | worked from the conditions that presented
themselves. The found conditions were inspiring

to me and something that has always been of
great interest. A lot of the paneling and the exterior
doors on the exterior were reused in the interior.
We wound up reusing quite a bit of the materials
that were already there by virtue of stripping and
reconfiguring them.

\V5: Did your team design all the built in furniture?
LS: Yes. We were using a lot of the materials that
we found on the site for this as well.

V5: That requires a level of “hands on” evaluations
as you go through a project.

LS: Absolutely. A lot of times we wind up changing
our minds in the middle of things and having to deal
with decisions that we have.

VV5: Does that scare the client?

LS: Initially, yes. But we have gotten into a position
where they are more comfortable with the interiors
that we do by virtue of our past portfolio. But in the
beginning it was very difficult.

\V/5: You are working with a very rich palette of
materials; existing woods, metals, plaster and
drywall. Is that hard to control?

LS: In this case, the materials stemmed from the
existing wood in the office, so we used that as

a base for our palette. The steel that you see is
actually something that we developed with the
fabricator, who is incidentally a great craftsman.
We did probably a hundred samples of steel and
this is just cold rolled, eighteen -gauge steel, we
sandblasted it then started rubbing it with gun blue
and copper.

V5: Did you make your own finish recipe?

LS: Yes, we developed our own recipe to come up
with the kind of finish that is there. So what really
interests me and has taken me a long time to learn
is what you can find in simplicity. | have become
less interested in form-making and more interested
in space shaping and the experience of it. In fact,

| taught a studio this past semester at Otis College
with my wife, Angela Brooks, where we did an
interiors project. Unlike most student projects, we
did not concern ourselves with form making at all,
but did material exercises. We looked at how we
could turn the horizontal grains, how the verticals
changed with subtle patterns, things you also see in
steel as well as in wood.
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\V/5: In your design process, how do you visualize
these factors in order to bring that kind of decision-
making information to the project?

LS: With this particular project we did do all
drawings. Generally we try to do it differently for
each project so that we get a fresh perspective
each time. For example, | find that working in the
same method over and over again, whether it is
doing drawings or making models, will have a
certain predictability of what the outcome is. We

try to say, ‘let’'s not do it the way we did it in the last
project and let’s try something completely different.’
What that does is it makes us see things that we
would not normally see.

\VV5: There is clarity of all the materials.

LS: Yes. That is an interest that repeats for us over
and over, this kind of idea of surface wrapping

or making space through surfaces that create a
negative space. You can see things that penetrate
through such as ceiling planes that turn into

wall planes and connect to the floor planes. The
materials are important. How can you put a material
on the floor and wall that will work in both cases?
V5: It adds a level dynamic quality to the space
there is not a bottom, middle or top. It is not a
classic language.

LS: Right. Which is what | am interested in and
intrigued with. What we try to do is to make each
piece extremely readable and the whole project will
in some ways become more abstracted through
readable pieces.

One of the things that really inspired me was
something Robert Venturi said, “Familiar

things seen in an unfamiliar way become both
perceptually old and new at the same time.” So
when you are able to take things, for example,

this (shipping) container, it already has a history or
richness already built in it. So to weave in some
piece, so to speak, of history or something that
someone relates to, it already has a sort of richness
to it. Then we transform it into something else.

In the case of the (shipping) container, it has a
incredible history of housing of goods, being moved
from east to west, it has it's own baggage attached
to it before you even touch it. Then when you alter it
you develop an even richer meaning and story to it.
V5: It is very collage like in that the first reading of

it is not a (shipping) container at all, it has been
manipulated to a point that it is clearly something
quite different.

LS: We are not interested in just taking down things
and throwing them into the space

V5: You have authorship of the design.

LS: Yes. We treat the things pretty seriously and
one thing that we have become fairly good at as
an office is the pragmatic issues. A lot of architects
have a very poor sigma attached to them regarding
cost and detailing. When we design a conference
room, we make it acoustically sound. We try to
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Introduction

treat the budget and program quite seriously when
we deal with the project. We take a lot of risks

and many times we have to make amends for
that, yet we treat it seriously. Gramercy Group
Homes was a project that we did with some SCI-
Arc students and this was a sixteen-unit renab

for single, teenage mothers, a non-profit group

in the Crenshaw district of Los Angeles. We did

a one-week study and built this project. This was
actually one of my student’s ideas, Wendy Bone.
My client provided them with a space, since they
had no money. SCI-Arc kicked in a few dollars and
we were funded. The students built the furniture
for the mothers as well. You can see the back

of the structure and one of the interiors, a very
small unit, about three hundred square feet each.
Jackson, who works in my office, made all the
furniture and we did these tables with a storage
box on the side, it is a very large table so that they
can do homework and dine. It has a little storage
component with a door that flips down and this is
the little kid's worktable. Of course, you get a lot
of interest at first, but it wound up being a small,
dedicated group of people that really did the work.
This non-profit group built all this very inexpensively.
| am quite proud of this work.

VV5: Did these projects lead to the new residential
projects that you are now working on?

LS: Partly. We have done work with the schools
here where we have actually worked with the
elementary school kids and art teachers where we
actually have made tiles and plaques. Now they
hang in the school hallways. Another collaboration-
based project was the electric vehicle charging
station; we did that in conjunction with Tony Louie,
and John Ingersol. We wrote a grant through a
state assembly bill for clean air project securing
funding to build this project. Then we went to the
City of Santa Monica, saying we have money to
build this project, can you provide a site for us,
and they did. So we are active in trying to create
projects as well as waiting for projects to come to
us. The kinds of projects we try to create are one
that involve the community and reach out to other
people. We did a housing complex project in
South Central Los Angeles with Roger Sherman,
which was an invited competition, we didn’t win.

It consisted of forty units of housing, a mixed-

use project and we put together a design-build
team, which included a non-profit developer and
contractors, and was sponsored by First Interstate
Bank.

\/5: How many other participants where there in the
competition?

LS: It started out open, they then pared it down to
ten and then down to three.

V5: Is the project going forward?

LS: Yes, it is under construction now. Dan Solomon
out of San Francisco won the competition. But
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our strategy was our belief in doing the right thing,
making it home ownership, as opposed to rentals.
We provided every single home with a private
garden, so rather than it be condominiums with

a balcony, on all levels every unit had a garden.
That in turn made our project more expensive

and we needed entitlements for it to get done,

so it was a much more difficult undertaking than
Dan Solomon'’s project. | think that was part of the
reason why we didn’t win but we obviously thought
ours was a much better project.

V5: Did First Interstate Bank pay for your
development costs?

LS: We did receive some money to prepare a
design, which is unlike most competitions. It just
means we lost that much less. (laughs)

V5: We just did an interview with Yo Hakomori
and the team ( HPST ) that worked on the Beijing
competition, and they spoke about how expensive
in time and material it is. It is a fairly extraordinary
undertaking. Do you find your studio doing
competitions often?

LS: We do them, but try to be selective about them.
We pick competitions based on what our real
interests are.| think that helps our studio.

We talked about how the contractor is part of our
team and we generally do things without bidding
them, so it's negotiated in the budget, and we start
construction often within the first week of design.
We really work as a team. Our project “Click3xLA”
started with the idea of a translucent wall. All the
offices are clad in translucent corrugated fiberglass.
We wanted it to glow. Many times you will go into
large film companies and their offices are dismal,
it's like they turn their back on them to make a

kind of pretty form. They are dark, no light in them
and are a terrible work environment. It's important
for us to look at the offices as an important work
place and getting natural light into it was part of it.
So we were looking for ways to maintain privacy,
which was very important to them, but also get
light. The wall acts as a translucent filter, which also
illuminates the space when the lights are on.

V5: Is the carpet of your design as well?

LS: Yes, the carpet, coffee table and reception desk
we designed as well. This was done in a similar
fashion where we take common carpets and stitch
them together into patterns, which we can do very
economically.

V5: Have you ever taken your furniture outside the
context of a project and began to market it as a
stand-alone product?

LS: No, we haven't, but right now we are working
with Dave Scott, who we do the steel work with, we
are just starting now to do some products. We are
going to develop a new product line and expand it
beyond furniture.

V5: It seems that you hire lots of young people into
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your studio.

LS: Yes, we are mostly young people. Some of the
people | have known for a long time. For instance,
Heather and Jackson were students of mine,

and Tim is an SCI-Arc graduate and the most
experienced person. Joe is an engineer and fresh
out of school.

\/5: What advice would you give a student?

LS: | tend to look for people who can acquire
experience. There are some people who get ten
years of experience in ten years; | look for the
people who can get ten years of experience in
two years. So being a thinker is important, | don’t
necessarily look for proven skills or experience
but people who think critically about what they do.
| want people in our office who contribute and not
just do whatever we tell them to do. To be able to
bring to the table ideas and challenge our ideas
and test them. We are also small enough that we
care about architecture and try to operate it like

a studio. You can see in our studio there is not

a single door. (laughs) So our private meeting
space is outside in the parking lot, that’'s where
we conduct private meetings. (laughs) Everyone
here can draw and we still draw a lot even though
everyone has a computer. Freehand drawing is still
an integral part of what we do. Everyone here is
very versatile. We operate like a little kid’'s soccer
team! The whole team follows the ball, so that's
how we go, everyone is on a project then we jump
to the next project. It is partly because we are in
constant charted mode because of how fast we
have to do projects. It is very intense, almost like
doing a studio project, so we need people who
can think quick and develop ideas quickly and
implement them. | wish we had projects that we
could spend two years on, but most of them are
very short and intense, but extremely gratifying. We
will work on a project and in three months or less,
see it completely built. There is a certain beauty

to that as opposed to a big house that takes five
years to finish. One of my first collaborations was
with David Hertz in 1989. He fabricated a concrete
stair for us. This was my first project in Los Angeles
that | was really excited about. This was the typical
student project in the sense that | got so into it and
detailed everything. What happened in the course
of this project was the owner; a film director and a
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very high-powered guy kept stripping it. | was very
angry that he was destroying my building by taking
out all the stuff that | had designed. But in the end,
it was a much better project, because he reduced
it to it's essence and | was surprised. It was a great
lesson for me because | could then see the beauty
in simplicity.

\/5: You work with metal fabricators and all different

types of craftspeople but David Hertz is an architect.

Do you often work with other architects?

LS: | have always loved David’s product. Then
when | came to Los Angeles | was thinking of the
possibilities of Syndecrete and was able to develop
them in this project. We had to go very quickly.
The client wanted a really strong image, so we
took a simple idea of the stair to connect the two
levels. | though it should be a very powerful mass,
yet how we could do this in budget and on time. |
approached David with the idea of a spiral stair and
said | need to make this thing while the building is
under construction, so when the building is done,
we can just assemble it there. We came up with
the idea of three pieces, a sort of radius rail piece,
and a tread and tread support. David worked with
us and we made one prototype and then adjusted
it. David went to town and had his guys start
fabricating piece after piece, so there were about
twenty sets of components. Then when we were
ready they brought the parts to the job site and we
bolted them into place. That was the first project we
collaborated on.

\/5: The heavy base of concrete stair and the very
light system of metal for the walk is a very nice
contrast.

LS: That is basically the idea. The concrete stair ties
two levels together so they can interface. It really is
an exciting place when they are doing casting calls
because there is this incredible activity. | think what
| am most proud of is that in almost ten years they
have not altered this project in anyway. I'm most
pleased that most of our projects have remained
unaltered. It says that people like their environment.
\VV5: When you went back is there now a patina to
the materials?

LS: Yes, in some ways it feels better because the
Syndecrete material is wearing at the stairs. It is
aging nicely now. It feels like an old place now.
(laughs)

\V/5: You have taught at a range of different schools
here. What do you think of the schools in the Los
Angeles area? How much time do you spend
teaching?

LS: I've taught at SCI-Arc, University of Florida,
Mississippi State University, University of New
Mexico, Otis College, and Woodbury University. At
Woodbury | did a joint project with Jennifer Siegal,
where we used a sixty-seven foot trailer that was
donated by the Salvation Army for a client of mine,
a non-profit group. | approached Jennifer and we
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talked about doing this as a studio and we did in
one summer! So I'm interested in giving back as
well and this is sort of one form of it.

V5: | think that is an amazing project, | have walked
through some of the Los Angeles junior high and
high schools and there are all these temporary
buildings and really awful trailers set up that the
students must spend six hours a day in. There is no
quality grade given to schools.

LS: In the case of that trailer, for thirty-five hundred
dollars, you can make these incredible things out
of a very simple project with a singular move. So
things become incredibly rich with very little in
terms of the form. | think of the Salk Institute, if you
look at the drawings for that and you give those to
a student today, and present this as one of your
second year projects, you would be failed as a
student. But go see the building, it is awe-inspiring.
There is a difference between looking at the form
and experiencing the place.

VV5: | have always thought that with Baragan’s work.
When you look at his work in plan, it does not seem
extraordinary; there are not the clues that say this
is going to be an amazing piece of architecture.
Yet when you see it there is something that is just
breathtaking. It is a little scary because we have

to make so many judgments from plan form and
sectional form and models and it is as though
someone is seeing things that we are not able to.
LS: It's hard especially if you are early in your
career. Our plans of our projects tend to be pretty
boring, the plan is generally orthogonal. | guess the
old adage of the plan as the determinate of form
for us is really not of significance or an issue. We
often get times when our clients will say, can’t you
rotate this nor do something in plan, and it's always
work to convince them not to worry about what the
plan is. That's not really important. It's the space
that is really quite important, and the plan is just

an outcome of your intentions. | try to teach one
class a year, although | have taught the last three
semesters in a row, which is a bit too much for me.

| like the energy of being around students and
students contribute to make your work better. One
of the beautiful things about Los Angeles is there
are a hand full of really good schools and there is
the opportunity to teach in several places.

\/5: Do you find your interest more in line with
certain programs.

L.S: No, not particularly, since my interests vary so
much. | am interested in the idea at the moment
and although there are many common threads

in our work, my interest lies in a wider array of
experiences. What | do like tremendously about
Woodbury University, the students there are
incredible in the fact that they are extremely hard
working. Most of the students are there because of
circumstance, and not because of a great desire to
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go to Woodbury. They are hungry and hardworking
and remind me in some ways of SCI-Arc in the old
days where people went there because they could
get into the school. There were incredible faculty
and the students were driven, and | think Woodbury
is that school now.

V5: It is scrappy. (laughs)

LS: Very, very scrappy, blue collar. Bright kids and
very hungry for architecture.

VV5: You get the sense teaching there that for about
half of the students, it is their family’s first generation
into higher education. They are very hard working
and a little scared.

LS: Right. Maybe that’'s partly why | like it there too
because I'm the first generation, college educated
in my family. Perhaps there is some kind of
relationship.

V5: Where did you go to school?

LS: | went to school at the University of Florida. My
father is an Italian immigrant and most of my family
barely finished high school. When | grew up, we
really didn’t have too many books around the house
other than Sports lllustrated. | always knew from a
young age that | wanted to become an architect,
but mainly because my father, who worked for the
post office, used to do small construction jobs such
as additions. | would hang out with him and get in
his way, and that's what | thought architects did.
(laughs)

\VV5: Maybe it is what architects do!

LS: | always wanted to become an architect and
the interesting thing was my father had also always
wanted to become an architect, but because of
having four children, it just never happened.

VV5: Was your family supportive of your education?
LS: Yes, but frankly, my parents really didn’t know
what to do. They were supportive about going

to college, but had no idea what you do to get
accepted to college. | wasn’t the most stellar high
school student, although | knew what | wanted to
do at an early age. So | went to the local college
my first year and took the only class that the college
offered that resembled architecture, | think it was

a drafting class. | was lucky enough that the guy
who taught it asked me what | was doing there.

| said | was going to be an architect, to which he
replied, “You are in the wrong place”. (laughs) He
was the one who told me what | needed to do in
order to go to architecture school and educated me
on the process of becoming an architect. | didn’t
really wake up until my first year of college. | wound
up transferring very quickly to Florida and upon
graduation, | moved to New York and worked for
Paul Rudolph. He was the guy who was a very big
influence on me while | was in school.

\V/5: That's quite of jump. Did someone help you in
college to get into the Rudolph office?

L.S: No, but | worked summers with an architect,
who | sort of forced myself upon until he
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