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Bedeviled and Bedazzled:
Hodgetts+Fung's Improvisations on Locations

Popular wisdom has God and the Devil contend
one another over the details. What resides in the
junctures is what holds the parts together. The
joints, hinges, and edges of those parts are as
precarious as the substance of the soul. If anything
breaks (and hearts also do...), it is likely that the
soul will fall apart too, since things with a soul break
as easily as those that have none. But when they
do go to pieces something of greater moment
seems to crack.

What has been made instead of grown is almost
always fitted together from parts. Joining makes an
artifact. Even nanotechnology shuffles the particles
of matter itself into new configurations. Buildings
are such artifacts, locking together many parts

and reaching such dimensions as the frame of our
existence demands. Buildings can (and do) vary
greatly: some are as small as doll houses, others as
large, even gigantic, as aircraft hangars, factories,
and bridges. Size matters, for the larger a building
is, the more we need to shrink it in our imagination
if we want to understand how it is made and how it
works.

But size alone yields a poor measure, because
modestly-scaled buildings can be so intricate as
to defy one's imagination, while huge ones may
be disappointingly simple. The large and the small
coincide in the abstraction of a model. Ideally,
models are made of few materials, none of them
being those used in the actual building. Nothing
appears in the model as it will in reality, though the
rationale of its assembly and its intricacies are all
brought within scope. True models—in contrast to
small reproductions—incarnate the idea of a building
rather than its body.

Buildings are never of a piece, even an igloo is put
together from slabs of snow, and a pergola from
timbers and bolts. Like the igloo, buildings tend to
go the way of all things, sometimes decaying slowly,

sometimes being demolished in a hurry. What they
do not take away with them as they disappear is
the idea of the igloo or the pergola. It is these ideas
that turn a mere assembly of parts into architecture.
If there is a difference, even a fundamental one,
between buildings and architecture, then it lies in
the fact that buildings rarely outlast their utility and
their materials, while architecture lives on as an idea
in memory.

As something that exists beyond its parts,
architecture still cannot come into being without
them. While its heart continues to belong to the
daddy of its ideas, it still makes a play for the
Caddy: Architects need not be whores—as has been
claimed with cynical defiance—but they do have

to know the business. And what a business it is,
requiring more hands and more things, more tools,
technologies, plans, and parts than almost anything
else outside of the operating room and the space
launch. For the uninitiated, a building site remains

a confusing place, and for the professional, one of
the most expensive, complicated, and frustrating—
matched only by its own travesty, the cinematic set.
What the two share in common is a product of such
illusory nature that while one sinks huge amounts
of money into pure imagery, the other sublimates
major investments in enduring impact.

Imagine standing on a street corner waiting for the
bus. As you idle away your time, you look around
and notice a cement wall bordering the sidewalk,
plants and shrubs above it filling the setback to a
building's plate glass facade. Only shadows hover
inside and the glass reflects the onlooker. As the
retaining wall switches back from the corner, it
folds down into a bench, formed of a thin slab with
smooth edges. Only a few feet across, the built-in
bench abuts another setback. Empty paper cups,
a straw, and coffee stains on the sidewalk betray
the passage of frequent bus riders who loll in the
outdoor "nook" of the library. Readers have left



even more obvious tracks. The entrance is at the far
corner of the building, halfway between the parking
lot and the sidewalk, where sliding doors give into
a vestibule. A slanting wall of glass stands behind
another, opening a scissor in space and locking it
overhead with heavy cross beams.

As one enters off the sidewalk, rising a step or

two, the cement gets smoother and cleaner, the
light lower and the air cooler. Stepping inside feels
almost as easy as folding the retaining wall into a
bench at the street corner. Easy does it, and doing it
is forgetting how unusual it is. Things are simple in
this library and people come and go as if they were
paying a call to a friend's house, shuffling back to
the door or glancing at a poster, chatting all the way.
The flow of readers eddies into nooks and spills into
the children's corner. Nearby rooms await whatever
use may be made of them. The foyer rises to the full
height of the building, and its slanted walls seem to
go straight through the roof.

This is only one of two branches of the public library
system that Hodgetts+Fung have designed for

the City of Los Angeles. It is located in a Latino
community where books are scarce, but videos and
newspapers, pamphlets and flyers surround patrons
like a flock of gulls feeding on discards. The library
turns into a trove, and the community embraces it
as its own. As a building, it is numerous things: a
quiet corner to wait for the bus, a tall, well-lit place
to graze on the news, gravy for borrowers, and a
cove to indulge the eyes. As architecture, the library
shows how one can ply things, how they can be
shifted and arranged before being locked into place.
The smaller the parts, the more delicate they prove
in the assembly of the whole, which is, of course,
made of a great many different elements. Devilish
details prey on the minds of the architects as they
seek to save their ingenious ideas from being
shredded by a mercilessly schematic translation
into reality. Unassuming materials have long

attracted Hodgetts+Fung, but unconventional ways
of using them even more. If their buildings betray

a workaday character, it is because they chose to
fit them into that gray range, but add color and a
special touch.

Although both of their libraries were tailored to

their communities and convey a lot about life in
two particular places in the far-flung geography

of the city, they couldn't cut a stronger contrast.
One is gracious in its gestures, the other more
guarded—even somewhat forbidding. In the outlying
Latino neighborhood of Sylmar, the library is open
for business with a certain ease. In predominantly
African-American Hyde Park, the library also stands
its ground, if somewhat less easily. Here, many
businesses line the street, most sporting hand-
painted signs that give the passers-by a holler over
the cottage roofs. The library doesn't stand back. On
its facade, a ceramic wall gives free play to shapes
assembled artfully from shards of glazed clay in the
same hues as the painted signs. The tiles hand-
made by local youngsters were shattered before
their fragments found their place in the wall along
the sidewalk. One may not find a window through
which to peer inside, but the library is looking to the
street with steadfastness, facing the public with a
tableau from the hand of a local artist.

Hodgetts+Fung dare to tread on treacherous
ground, be it socially precarious or technically
difficult. They have recently restored to Angelinos
one of their landmark sites, saving its familiar
appearance while totally rethinking its performance.
The Hollywood Bowl is an outdoor venue for music
that can only work its magic with highly elaborate
electronic amplification. The stage is framed in
concentric arches whose acoustical properties
have never helped their purpose, however much
they have endeared themselves to concert-goers.
With more than sleight of hand, Hodgetts+Fung
have salvaged the familiar appearance of the

07
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music shed by inventing an intricate mechanism

to pick up and disperse sound over the orchestra.
Such suspended circular platforms have their
unsuspected forerunner in the daring installation of
a ring-shaped cantoria for singing youths which the
Renaissance architect Brunelleschi hoisted under
the dome of the Florentine church of San Felice in
Piazza. Far from innocent in their guileless search
for solutions, Hodgetts+Fung hit upon ingenious
ways of handling even intractable problems.

Whether they hinge a door excentrically in a student
lounge, with counterweights moving in calibrated
motion, or mount an exhibition with brackets
originally designed for altogether different purposes,
they always restore a sense of amusement, in the
original sense of the word suggesting serendipitous
inspiration. When they need to conserve the

image of an old movie theater while spiffing up

its image and its technology, they zero in on the
mechanics of their task and imagine ways of joining
even incompatible parts. They obviously delight

in chasing the Devil out of every impediment as
they pursue a neat solution and add a glint to what
they've taken in hand.

Hodgetts+Fung love to put things together, at
home and in their office, in their heads and in

their buildings. Atop a high ridge dividing the

Los Angeles basin from the "Valley," they made
themselves at home by putting discarded things to
use: dismantled lettering from commercial signage
is piled up to hold a glass table and a salvaged
mechanical loom holds a collection of vintage
vinyl LPs. The aluminum shelves of a highboy are
held in place by industrial rubber bands. Only an
inveterate tinkerer able to improvise a solution to
any mechanical problem would stubbornly continue
to drive a forty-year-old Italian car whose smoothly
sculpted body has no use for awkward bumpers
and no tolerance for potholes.

The art of assembly is the techné that answers to

a spontaneous need for something practical, but
originally sprang from the knack for putting things

to (new) use. Hodgetts+Fung have been especially
successful with temporary buildings and with places
of spectacle. For an exhibition that reveled in the
idea of assembly, Blueprints for Modern Living,
Hodgetts+Fung found material after their heart's
desire. Circumabulatory in its layout, the show sent
visitors on a path through the post-war opportunities
that turned whatever had been produced to new
and often surprising use.

Adapting to a spirit that briefly spurred the post-
war generation, our architects not only inhabit a
genial glass house of the 1950s, but also cling

to a spirit of exploration induced by a plethora of
industrially-produced things. Impersonal objects,
synthetic materials, and semi-finished products are
the stuff of their imagination and fuel their ideas,
but the heart also plays its part so that they don't
turn out brittle or cold. Harking from the era of
obsolescence, Hodgetts+Fung's greatest strength
lies in their capacity to rejuvenate things and
improvise a future for them. In that old game with
the Devil, they never cease to come up with new
tricks and sly ways of keeping out of trouble.

Kurt W. Forster
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With the digital order in the ascendant, massive
transformations have occurred in nearly every
aspect of our lives. These have triggered a
renewed interest in the obscure and the arcane,
low-tech and "slow" enterprises, while at the

same time accelerating the trend toward devices
and environments defined by digital technology.
However, like it or not, the human body is an
analogue device. We can neither see, hear, nor
touch digital information without a prosthesis—a
screen that translates a stream of digital Xs and Os
to produce an image, or a speaker cone driven by
an analogue signal derived from these Xs and Os.
Our world, it turns out, is unremittingly analogue. We
see that the glass is half empty and intuit how long
it will take to fill it. We note the size of a container,
assess its structure, and anticipate that it is either
heavy or light. We do this with rooms and spaces,
with staircases, chairs, drawers, and windows.

Our first-person encounter with the world around
us, unmediated by interpretive devices, defines
our experience, and will, we suspect, well into the
foreseeable future.

We embrace the digital revolution. Its impact on
technology, design, and lifestyle cannot be over-
stated, and we are mesmerized by the degree

to which it promises to liberate architecture from
constraints that originated with the repetitive
order of the industrial revolution. Promising speed
which was unthinkable in the proto-digital world of
Morse Code and accuracy beyond that attainable
with the protractor and yardstick, digital tools can
accomplish in seconds what Eiffel's draftsmen
labored endlessly to produce. Yet, with all that
power, digital tools and systems do not enable

us to think more profoundly about the merits of
our work. It is important, above all, to distinguish
the physical reality of a building, an installation, or
an object from the means of its conception and
realization. For us, the highest value rests in the
way disparate materials are assembled to form

The Art of Being There

a harmonious whole, or the manner in which an
entirely new material technology finds its place in
the hierarchy of spaces, geometries, and textures
that frame experience. Our work has its roots in
experience, rather than in any sort of formal princi-
ples or processes—digital or otherwise. Governed by
the eye of the viewer and the dynamics of motion,
our aim is to design spaces that impel physical
interaction, injecting users into environments that
re-animate the senses.

We are not interested in replicating the two-
dimensional plane of the cinema or the plasma
screen or the billboard. Nor are we satisfied with a
picture-perfect environment whose sleek surfaces
conceal no secrets. What interests us is the unique
experience architecture shares with no other art, the
art of being there, of being completely enveloped

in spaces that are singular, appropriate, and
purposefully orchestrated.

Observing cities and buildings, we find it impossible
to separate foreground from background, building
from context, or architecture from artifact. It was
ever thus. Whether the street is filled with horses

or automobiles, lined with telegraph cables or
specimen trees, the eyes of people with their feet
on the ground take in all things as a single, complex
retinal image. And while the digital processor is
capable of defining edges, assigning dimensions,
and plotting locations, it is the analogue mind that
assigns value-and meaning to our surroundings,
seeks out the character of the environment, and
secures our place within it. Analogue experience is
all about being there.

Architects, like other artists, are either the masters
or the victims of their milieu. Led by enthusiasm for
the new or nostalgia for the past, the result of their
efforts in any one period can be seen as a field of
supple shoots that waft to and fro in the winds of
cultural and technological change. This is not a bad



thing. The gestation period of most buildings
often results in the blurring of a decade or so of
evolution. But given the rate of change driving
today's cultural and intellectual engagements, and
the superabundance of new materials that run the
gamut from high-tech to recycled, it is a virtual
certainty that any given building will no longer

be framed by the same neighboring structures in
a matter of ever fewer years. Mirrored glass that
comfortably abuts pre-cast concrete will certainly
have a new, perhaps less compatible neighbor

in the proximate future, adding to the hurly-burly
alchemy of the future urban environment.

The self-contained narrative that was once the
province of heroic, freestanding architecture
survives today for the most part in the museum,
theatre, or concert hall, whose presence is
intentionally monolithic and isolated in its refusal
to merge with, or even recognize the existence

of its urban surroundings. By contrast, in rejecting
such an approach, our work represents a search
for composite form and substance with which to
embed the new in an existing urban framework.
Distant views, the pulse of traffic, the immediacy
of an historic artifact, and the delight of the user's
sensibilities form a mosaic of references and
inspirations that give purpose to our design. Like
a system upgrade, these principles drive us to
perform a nearly seamless intervention rather than
proclaim the birth of a new order.

On the one hand, the often radical juxtapositions in
our projects—extruded polycarbonate meshing with
galvanized metal studs, or industrial steel grating
bordering intricate faux-Egyptian motifs—reflect

our philosophy of inclusion, and on the other

hand, assert our conviction that the provenance

of contemporary materials is no longer the main
criterion for their use. In our practice as well as in
our teaching, we assert the rise of a meritocracy

in architectural design. Materials are no longer
desirable primarily for their luxury status or exotic
origin, nor is the hand of the artisan valued above
the nozzle of a digital cutting machine. Mass-
produced, off-the-shelf, and interchangeable
components must pass through the same sieve as
the refined and the rare before assuming a place in
our buildings.

Given this level playing field, materials are chosen
for their meaning, their aura, and their sympathetic

relation with the mission of the project, but this
does not mean that we seek refuge in the past. The
past is over. The lifestyles, politics, and technology
that created past forms no longer apply. However,
the destiny of architecture and of our future cities,
we believe, will not—indeed cannot—be fulfilled

by the seamless volumes and voids of the digital
domain. Those images, compelling and deluxe
beyond imagining, have found a secure niche in
product design, wherein the superficial appeal of

a shape is encoded with both status and value,

but they remain "objectified." We love to look at
them, rather than inhabit them, and it remains to

be seen whether our increasingly diverse spatial
appetites will be whetted by those voluptuous folds.
Architecture of our time must reframe the dialogue
between perception and intellect, take a step
beyond the mere appropriation of digitally-inspired
forms, and assess the manifold forces that will mold
the architecture of the future.

Everything from manufacturing and industry to
logistics, retail shopping to office work, education
to recreation is being retooled as we write, yet
many architects focus on digital dreams to the
exclusion of tangible environments that can have

a substantive effect on the way we live and work,
on human interaction and engagement. It is a
paradox that digital architecture, so effortlessly
glowing on the display panel, all too often assumes
a self-defining, and we believe, self-limiting

role. Our expectations are foreshortened by the
seeming congruity of the surfaces, the reflections,
the lighting, and the animated/stilted postures of
the digital inhabitants. Rather than plumbing the
realities of myriad potential scenarios, we "buy" the
image. Extracting plan, section, and elevation, we
proceed to build a simulacrum of the digital image
from permanent, intractable materials, eschewing
practical constraints and challenging conventions.

The packed shelves of the merchandise mart, the
endless commute, and the bleak stacks of office
cubicles are about to be consigned to the dust bin
of antiquity, as the compact appliances of future
tasks mold themselves to our bodies, interface with
our tasks, and guide our hands and machines to

a more and more eloguent dance with substance.
The surfaces once needed for writing, drawing,
perusal of charts and maps, and manipulating data
have outlived their usefulness. Likewise, from a
certain perspective, the problem of high-density
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information storage and retrieval has been liberated
from the accompanying maze of aisles lined with
the bookshelves, file cabinets, desks, tables, and
lighting that we came to take for granted. What is
left in both dwellings and workspaces are informal
social spaces in which the configuration of walls
and furniture is no longer defined by functionality,
but rather derives from the congeniality of the
space itself. Ambience, lighting, and the sensual,
tactile qualities of social space need no longer be
mitigated by the stubborn rectilinearity of a storage
unit. Freed from the burden of gravity, floors and
walls are able to assume new roles, flexing to offer
better places to live, work, play, or simply relax.

In subtle ways, these changes are insinuating
themselves into our lives as well as our work—as our
work and our lives become utterly indistinguishable.
As technology advances, spaces once cluttered
with devices are purified; spaces for hygiene and
sustenance, once deemed purely "functional,"
become more seductive, while formerly "dedicated"
spaces are assigned provisional functions
determined only by the nature of the portable
accessories one brings to them. Some may argue
that the average American family has become
impossibly passive, immersed in food and TV. But
we see it another way. We see American culture

as dominated by an unfettered desire to escape
conformity. The rhythms of hip hop, the jangle of
bling bling, and the mechanics of the Internet jab at
the seamlessness of the new aesthetics. It is clear
that priorities are molding themselves to a new
order in which the body and the environment are
engaged in a primal pax de deux. Stripped down
enclosures, shorn of specialized functions, are
reassigned to a vague ceremonial or social mulch,
perfect for poseurs and their louche companions.

Here we see an opportunity for a new architecture,
as an accompaniment rather than a container,

in which each space is a library of resources,
differentiated by ambience rather than function.
After all, if any space might be appropriated for any
function (and present technology suggests that this
will be the rule, rather than the exception), then it
falls to the elements of a particular space to present
an opportunity for transient use. The fit of enclosure
to purpose might then parallel the meshing of the
emotional resonance of the space to the tenor of
the transaction.

We have built our design philosophy on the holistic
view that every aspect of our surroundings, from
tableware to thoroughfares, is a participant in

the human experience, and that the architect, as
master of the environment, has the right and the
obligation to employ this arsenal of experience in
the creation of a compelling environment. Imagine
an architecture in which the mission is to achieve
difference rather than uniformity, in which the hand
of the architect confers a vigorous dissonance
rather than a polite accord. We no longer ask

our artists or musicians to play within a confining
set of rules. Why, then, our architects? With the
freedom to download and remix, to morph from
streetwise to all business, to flaunt tattoos and
piercings, SUV's and skateboards, our culture has
staked out an age in which identity is forged by
the individual who assumes it. Why not employ
architecture as a catalyst, rather than a constraint?
Why not embed the behavioral cues, the linguistics
of posture, attitude, and action in the fabric of our
structures, rather than pursuing an agenda of formal
prescription? The diversity of our work attempts to
confront this challenge.

Craig Hodgetts + Hsin-Ming Fung
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