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Public Disclosures
FEit BIEFmET

Val K. Warke
RBR KR

It has become more and more common for people in their public lives to disclose certain aspects
of their private lives in order to allow the public to determine if any biases from the past might
have bubbled to the surface of the present. Therefore, in the interest of fairness, | offer a person-

al disclosure.

It has been twenty years since Thom Mayne and | met, having grabbed two adjoining desks
against the railing at the GSD. They don't let anyone sit alongside those railings in Gund Hall any-
more. Fire codes, some say. Personally, | suspect they had just received too many complaints
from those people sitting below : too many eraser crumbs raining down on drawings, models,
and heads. Not that, as | recall, Thom erased very much. No, he managed to improvise a home
for every errant line. And even then, mylar, his sketching material of choice, required just some
rubber and spit.

We were both members of a second professional degree Master of Architecture class, in which
all sixteen of us were evidently selected to accommodate some sense of geographic distribu-
tion. Thom Mayne represented Southern California and the University of Southern California. |
represented New York State and Cornell. They are as distant as Seoul and Bangkok. We were
not very much alike. And, aware of these roles, we tended to perform a bit as regional carica-
tures, rather suspicious of each other's work. | remember some of our conversations - often
debates, really - on architecture. One of them centered on the concept of ‘space’, a concept that
seems to be considered hopelessly passé today. | maintained that 'space’ and ‘void' were oppo-
sites. Thom was more phenomenological, insisting that they were the same, and that something
like ‘place’ was what could produce identity in either one of them. Perhaps | was being too

Zevian; perhaps he was being too Zen.
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Of course, we were both young then. At that time, he had won only one or two Progressive
Architecture Awards. | have since followed his career from my coast with a type of rattled fasci-

nation. For purposes of this essay, | shall attempt to sublimate this previous critical position.

In this most recent work of Morphosis, we see an earnest attempt to address some of high
modernism’s more persistent conventions : pilotis, roof gardens, strip windows, free plan ; not
that this was ever questioned, as well as some of the later innovations, like curtain walls and
space frames. One can even detect some of the compound curves becoming less templated
and more Corbusian, like at the Rockledge Residence, where the ellipsoids tend to reverse the
spatial figure / ground of Le Corbusier's. These elements seem to be used in various unusual
combinations, as though they've been fragmented, defunctionalized, renamed, and then col-
laged into some alien context that provokes them into redefinition.

Of course, this is not completely unusual in many of the more hip architectural productions
occurring during this particular phase of postmodernism. What is unusual, and, | believe, the
most remarkable aspect of this recent work, is its optimism. While the forms are somewhat
familiar, thankfully, the myth of formal invention per se is not a goal of these works, they are
used in a way that is evocative of neither a bleak nihilism nor a smug anarchism : When various
planimetric gaps and discontinuities are opened up, they seem to occur, not so that the rest of
us might be forced to snuggle up to an abyss, but so that our gazes might span across these dis-
continuities. - One thinks especially of the Hypobank. The acute angles in this work seem to be
less 'agents of rupture’ than suggestions of an intersection of mass with non-mass ‘clipped by
the hither plane’, of an act of passage diffusing occupied volumes, of folds in the drawing.

Rather than suggesting the ‘shards of a broken mirror reflecting the tragic face of civilization’,
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they have the confident and enthusiastic - though petrified - dynamism one might find in the tail-
fins of a 1966 Plymouth. It is a stereotomy of animation.

Morphosis has even revived one of modernism'’s more utopian paradigms : the low-rise megas-
tructural matrix building, the mat building that fascinated Shadrach Woods at Berlin Free
University, and Le Corbusier at the Venice Hospital. These buildings become microcosms of
urban situations, posing idealized versions of their real contexts while, internally, operating as
self-contextualizing mechanisms. Morphosis' reuse of this formal typology for the school pro-
jects seems to be not only an extraordinarily inspired application of a type that had always been
limited by its apparent directionlessness and boundlessness, but the strategy seems to intro-
duce a new level of community and didacticism to the school function.

What could be the source of this optimism? For Thom Mayne, architecture apparently remains a
possibility. Since this architecture always seems to disclose an imprint of its production, and this
production is largely accumulative and always assertive, it seems that the idealism of this archi-
tectural design resides in the fact that it has remembered its production. The architecture is
invigorated primarily by the rigor of its own formulation.

It seems that these buildings disclose specific cultural institutions only dimly, as they appear
deeply embedded in those familiar forms that inevitably pop up in most contemporary products.
Perhaps this partial homogenization of forms is what one should expect from modernism’s global
dispersal. Furthermore, one should expect an architect to operate within the formal idioms of his
or her own cultural background, and could expect only nuanced inflections toward regionalism.
When the analysis is complete, one would probably need to conclude that, just as most American
movies are finally about Hollywood, it is likely that most Morphosis blockbusters are finally about

contemporary culture in Los Angeles. Indeed, it is this Los Angeles of chronic embarkation, this
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ubiquitous ‘I'm losing you' shouted into the car’s cellular phone, that makes its way into the build-
ings as a form of manic decentralization, with the inward focus always on the artifact, and the out-
ward focus always on the visually permeable - but spatially terminal - grids of boundary.

This is not a bad thing. Indeed, it is this duality of place - real and phenomenal - that gives the
Morphosed building its resonant dialogical strength. And, whenever possible, these more recent
buildings seem to balance introspection with circumspection, insisting in equal measure upon
disclosing both their self-contained, private worlds and their adjacent, public environments.
Interestingly, whereas the institution that is most legible in the majority of contemporary archi-
tectural production is that of the professional practice of architecture, the practice described by
these buildings is clearly unique, a combination of guild and collaboration, more like that of a
nineteenth century artisan’s studio than a twentieth century architectural office.

Nevertheless, it is a cliched criticism of the work of Morphosis that not only have their drawings
been too complicated, but that so too have their buildings. Of course, buildings are always more
complex than drawings. Therefore, complex drawings will beget very complex buildings.
However, this complexity in the drawings of Morphosis is slightly misleading : each drawing dis-
closes more of the building - situations beneath the floor, events overhead, legal boundaries,
structural elements, ‘construction’ lines for the drawings, construction details for the building -
than standard architectural drawings might normally reveal. Part of this excess is symptomatic of
the euphoria that accompanies the process of ‘illumination’, not as lighting per se, but illumina-
tion as in the disclosure of important information, as a monk might with an illuminated manu-
script. Convinced that it might aid in the comprehension of a text, the monk might denote an
entire world within the letter ‘T". Still, what these drawings disclose is what a visitor to a building

might observe : the viewer is offered a series of simultaneous experiences. The drawings are as
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cognitive as they are descriptive. If one were to produce a similar drawing, with similar goals, of
the Breakfast Room at Sir John Soane's House, it would be at least as complex as any drawing
of the Hypobank. Yet, at a time when many architects are content to produce buildings that are
urbanistically reactive, docilely compliant with some imagined or nostalgic urban past, the
Austrian Hypobank takes a grand initiative forward. It is perhaps one of Morphosis’ most urbanis-
tically enactive buildings. It does not simply trace elements of its surroundings, but seems to
actually propose the further development of the town. Its highway edge is developed with the
full anamorphic perspectivism that would make it comprehensible to rapidly passing automo-
biles, while its city edges propose one-point perspectives to project smaller streets into the
building, or long, low curves to trace the sinewy secondary roads. All the time, the building
seems to adjust its size and its scale appropriately, very much as Otto Wagner's Post Office
Savings Bank did within the confines of its complex site in turn of the century Vienna.

But one must say more about drawings. In the past, the work of Morphosis - and of Thom
Mayne in particular - was clearly the result of its own representational techniques : multiple over-
layed drawings - plans, sections, elevations, axonometrics, sometimes even of other projects -
were allowed to promiscuously intermingle. This intermingling projected the intrinsically
two-dimensional drawings into an illusory three-dimensional realm. Similarly, many of these earli-
er works depended on one or more axonometrically-developed devices to ultimately propel
these heavily wrought plans into three dimensionality. These were architectonic machines frozen
in the midst of some mysterious, but inevitable reflexive task : their work was to inflate the
voids, to delaminate the plans, to ratchet apart the various sections, so that we might occupy
them. And all the while they appear to be busily inscribing the plans as in the Kate Mantilini

Restaurant or denoting the sections as in the Comprehensive Cancer Care Center. Like the

LI T AL ) SRR AE D & — L 28R T A9 IR 1B A9 T 0 S 9 &2 T AR, BRI A9 SRR YT
HNEINET —AF . BART IR RFAHERTREFHTAYFRNBERZ—, EFRR
RET BB, EOFAXEHT M — P RRIBE T, EREAKNARERBRESLE
RSB NEZERE, MFEHXODFUNETT - RBR, EMTEREIER L, SE
KRR R AR BT R L. XN RRINLEES L% A S A/ NFELs), 3
RAML 2 T BRIT - FLARLER S & SR 1775 4t th 1A R 2% AU IAEE B B R I SR A9 AR AE
BAEEFRREHIE, 3£, BFEAFNER—LHREZ8  SERNES—RABHE
B ARERMARISRERN: —EEENE—ENEE—FEE. HEE. 2
EE., #UE, EEEERARMRBNEARY, SRALBREE—R, XMESHIERR LT
R EMALS E T IEARIEFEL A =B IUH. RN, T RHEREKRE T —FH S FREH
B BRI R AT B 28 HE I L 2259 48 U 1 ol 9 7 T PR AR = 448 7 Uk R S B TS B980T
REFERBAXTHEENES 2P NN IERZLEZEY R, SRR, FHEHN
BIROBIE, EEIUFIA. hIELEHETR, TEIE  SHERBEFTUHCTIFEA, BE
BESAFOICERIRAENES DD . BERERORE—HE, IO FR2RERMERT
—ETEMEN, RATHFAENSY. ER2IE, —EX—ENFERNKRRMNEBESEAS
EWERFFELEMNBFREEERNK, AEBNE, XMERMEERTPRAFLE2BRINN—
MBE, ARIENTEPIFER T KRBT UAGEEN—FELITT, 4%, BASYE, RE
BB Y 256 N EEAHE T LB A R MRIANM A LR S M EBMAE, hRERRESHNE




Tinman's clockwork heart, they seemed to be symbolic substitutes for some intangible absence.
But now, the transclucency of layered tracing paper and mylar has largely been replaced by the
digitally assigned translucency of volumes on the computer screen. Interestingly, this translucen-
cy - always an aspiration in the earlier works - seems to have become quite accomplished in
these most recent projects. Of course, one might point out that, while the 256 basic colors of
the computer can be combined in a virtual infinity of shades and hues with the turn of the color
knob, the turn of the knob in the Morphosis studios seems to frequently find itself landing on the
earthy-palleted colors similar to that of the earlier wood and cardboard models, which always
looked like spottily gessoed battleships.

If one could expand upon translucency as a formal concept, much as Colin Rowe and Robert
Slutzky had with transparency, it would probably have to do with the suggestion of mass through
an apparently opaque plane. Think, for example, of Janet Leigh behind the shower curtain in
Psycho : we know something’s there, probably even a person. Light registers movement and
volume on the milky surface of the curtain. The computer as a medium can certainly assist with
this phenomenon. And Morphosis’ computer images take full advantage of their capacity to
locate the shadows of masses in space. In the Big Daddy Offices, walls and beams are internally
illuminated so that they might reveal their internal structures. But the beam, for example, also
tends to dematerialize the walls through which it passes. The white ‘blades’ throughout the
A.S.E. Design Center tend to render the walls translucent as they pass, with all of the walls
translucently suggesting the limits of the volume in which the center has been built. Certainly,
the Sun Tower in Seoul is largely about translucency.

Translucency is, after all, a fundamental aspect of the design process itself. Typically, the layering

of tracing paper legislates a design methodology based upon the incremental transformation of
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some representation of form. However, when the representations below were only indirectly
associated with what was being drawn on the surface - as one could detect in the earlier, inked
drawings of Morphosis, - these lower images would be evoked as a kind of memory, a kind of
afterimage. In this way, the translucency of the paper was responsible, not for the benediction of
an ultimate form, but instead, for a type of temporal collapse of the design process itself, with
the resultant construction embodying a multiply-exposed record of the act of fashioning a
design. Similarly, a computer can ‘remember’ the history of a design process. It stores images of
primitive shapes and formal compounds, prepared to mirror or rotate or relocate or multiply on
command. In many programs, the computer even asks the designer to name the images, so that
they might be recalled like friends in a Rolodex. Perhaps, then, what one identifies as the recom-
bination, fragmentation, and renaming of modernism’s conventions in the work of Morphosis is,
at some level, the function of their manipulation of various computer operations.

Something else they seem to be transferring from the computer is this phenomenon of ‘clip-
ping’, when the image goes beyond certain invisible planes - what the computer programs call,
in a type of desperate poetics, the ‘hither’ and ‘yon' planes - and gets inadvertently butchered.
What this seems to do is suggest the presence of a definable, yet invisible picture plane located
somewhere in space, where mass goes from being something to being nothing. The Long
Beach School seems to have a number of ‘clipped’ lattices and wall segments. So do the details
in the SHR interior, in the Mack House, and especially areas around the pool at the Blades
House. The Science Museum School seems to be consistently interrupting its own picture
planes. What could one make of this? It seems as though the observer of these buildings is
being consistently displaced, as though any individual’s traditional visual pyramid is implicitly dis-

persed across a series of such pyramids located all around the structure, both above and below
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the ground plane. In other words, it seems as though those layered drawings are finally finding a
means of spatial expression, and finally addressing a viewer or, at least, constructing an ideal
superviewer. And, of course, these viewers are kept mobile. By placing vertical circulation and
other objects in the centers or along central spines within most of these buildings, the architects
tend to force the observers along various paths spiralling outward to the periphery. Perhaps this
is some type of latent futurist euphoria for dynamism.

Perhaps it is also an attempt to keep architecture always in the center of architecture. One thinks
of all of those monastic chapter houses, with their fat central columns spouting fountains of ribs,
or, perhaps more instrumentally, the eighteenth century Rotunda at Ranelagh Gardens, with its
giant heating machine that consistently upstaged the orchestra. That column aggressively dis-
rupting the cocktail hour at 72 Market Street, etched with its emblematic man worn by the col-
umn like a souvenir t-shirt, and with its steel lines drawn across the space of the ceiling that col-
umn remains perhaps the clearest glimpse of the hero that motivates these works.

This all points out the on going tendency for a Morphosis building to reveal itself primarily as a
construction. By construction, | suppose | am not meaning it very much as a physical construc-
tion, although that, too, occurs : buildings are built. But the Morphosis buildings do not appear to
be particularly concerned with revealing how they were built. Materials are clearly important, but
techniques do not seem to be particularly relevant. There is even a tendency to sublimate the
physical effects of gravity, to theatrically suspend the disbeliefs of the viewers along with the
beams from the ceiling. These buildings reveal themselves as constructions in the way that a
drawing might reveal that it has been constructed, that it is the disclosure of an intellected
process. They communicate the optimism of their private lives into a public world that can only

benefit from the disclosure.
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