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By his choice of materials and textures and colors, by the con—

trasting play of light and shade, by the multiplication of planes

by the accentuation, when necessary, of sculpture or ornament,

the architect does in fact turn his building into a special kind of

picture. a multidimensional moving picture, whose character

changes with the hours and seasons, with the functions and

actions of spectators and inhabitants. Similarly, he creates in a

building a unique work of sculpture, a form one not merely walks

around but walks into, a form in which the very movement of the

spectator through space is one of the conditions under which the
solids and voids of architecture have a powerful aesthetic effect,

not known in any other art. Lewis Mumford, ymbol and Function

in Architecture

[The Lewis Mumford Reader |

The architecture designed by Adrian Smith accomplishes the

Mumford definition of architecture as art —and more. The more is

art anchored in, and related to a distinguishable context —a form

and function of architecture that is rare among his peers, espe—

cially in the practice domain of the large corporate firms.

designs for major buildings that respect

Studied, and successful

and capture symbols of an existing context rare

have been

throughout both the architecture of modernism and postmodernism .

Through his keen eye, and his cultural sensitivity, Adrian Smith

has repeatedly demonstrated that buildings can be respectful  even

reflective, of a local urban, community, street, environmental or

cultural and that they also can be beautiful and well

context,
crafted symbols of new community futures. Through his excep—

tional design talent, and his knowledge of integrated systems and
technologies of construction he achieves both contextualism and

that pecial kind of picture hat owerful aesthetic effect

The work exhibited here is the work of an architect who has

developed a facility for cultural reading, and a process of inter—

pretation of the many ways that express the culture’s unique—

the reader should especially take note of the

ness. In this regard,

Banco de Occidente building in Guatemala City for its interpreta—

shade textures, and

tions of the local palate of light, colors



A BT s A — A JE BB 1, IRl -
ASERI AL B B 7 1, Bl )T A ke S fE )
ik 2 . (EIX TR, B R IR G e S R
AT, WA EsE T Ak, R, R,
b Bt B Ak 5 R i 4 A s 5 R i Z R T
i 1 7SO RAERUE AL, R 50 A i A7
FOMT s (B 10 Ludgate (B [ {5 iE FREEAY ST
Pt 4 R (R BL 1V A S SCIERERE i (B B
FIHRAE R A BRI E AR S SO RAE R L, 1X e T
R g — e B AR A ] AEAHREE 25 A9 SCIE AL 74
P ERTEZA, A — 1] s £ R i e if 2
1A — AR SE AR 38— A RS S Il

MoK, KEERE - LB -2 E bR EAH 2

HARBZIISOM 2 w0 i, X5 K2 w28 Mol 654,

R BTG Y, ) IRk . 2 iR i 1 o
Wi A, JREE R4 B LU, S YEA RERI G 11
H NI, %2 ] A E A A SR A EIL
(I SEERAE 1) TR EAREE R AR R

)

iy

EASOM EZAIR IR 2 —, KIER% - &
AR AR T B . Fresatont st ok, [ali i
it B OSSR T 2y Al R4S, skl 2wl i A
VN ESRYAV ISP & St X FoN 392 40 B S -1 I S |
T A Z IR 55 rARSHR SR T S (b, bkl
WP RIS SO ER B BB & g i ¢
Kt o CIERAEAAKNI S IR fERE LS o

REEAERL TE A UE] T B LRI A tHPE R b 25k

the building as social and comfort accommodation; the United

and its

the 10

Gulf Bank for its capture of cultural symbols and forms,
effective mitigation of the effects of an extreme climate.
Ludgate building in London for its skillful reading of the context

of the street; and, the Jin Mao Tower in Shanghai for its very

modern distinction as a unique cultural icon, and its symbolism
for a culture in a dramatic technological shift. Each of these pro—

jects has been made a distinct, and non—transferable  art form of

its culture and special place, not by a superficial attitude of copy
the principles

or reproduction, but, by a deliberate search for

which comprise a whole context.

Adrian Smith is  of course, a design partner of the internationally

respected and often awarded firm, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.

This large firm has now been in business more than sixty—five
years, exhibiting a remarkable record of transformation and prac—

tice sustainability. It has often reinvented itself, and has evolved

into an institution that recognizes and celebrates the individual

talents and strengths of its partners and employees, without dic—

tating a single corporate design ideology. The firm’'s primary
ethos has been, and continues to be, the pursuit of practice
excellence.

The design work of Adrian Smith as one of the principal design

partners of SOM personifies the transformative, continuous quest

for excellence while building upon the firm’s heritage through his
own convictions. Each of the design partners is encouraged to
but from his/her own set of

Adrian Smith’s

practice in corporate cooperation

aesthetic principles. The Chicago office, under

leadership, continues to search for the art of architecture which
will respect the contexts of culture, urban heritage, climate and

the environment, and the social needs of its architecture’s users
and clientele. These exhibits give willful testimony to excellence
and sustainable design as both the future and the past—as—pro—

logue.

W . Cecil Steward FAIA

Dean Emeritus, College of Architecture, University of Nebraska

President, Joslyn Castle Institute for Sustainable Communities
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I. Contextual Intervention. A Sense of Place

The streets and public spaces of the city are defined by the facades
of the buildings that surround them. The exterior wall is the element
that mediates between the two—between the public realm, whose

edges it defines, and the private realm, whose domain it encloses .

An urban building has the responsibility of making a connection to the
traditional urban fabric by maintaining—or restoring—a proper hierarchi—
cal balance between the public and private realms. The exterior wall
is the only element that a building has in common with the public
realm. If a building fulfills this first responsibility it can then be
developed to fulfill its other responsibilities—possibly a romantic or
picturesque silhouette on the skyline, a gateway to the city, a cor—
porate image, a civic symbol—but even the most low—profile “back—
ground” building must strive to make a good background by contribut—
ing to this definition of public space enhancing the cohesiveness of

the city as a whole.

In responding to the context in which we are intervening, we are free
to draw upon the historical, cultural and regional differences that
make one place unique from another. We are not bound by these
influences and characteristics, but we can draw upon them for inspi—
ration. T.S. Eliot, one of the 20th century ‘s greatest poets and crit—
ics, wrote an essay some eighty years ago called “Tradition and the
Individual Talent” . In this essay he asserts that The Tradition—the
collected literary “monuments” —exists as a body of work, complete
in itself before the arrival of the new work. For order to exist after
the intervention of the new work the whole context is readjusted in
the minds of the writer, and the reader, so that it all fits together
with a sense of continuity. The contextual architect approaches the
new work with the same respect for the traditional city that the poet
has for the tradition in which he is working. The thoughts one has
the inventions and discoveries one makes, can be additive to the built
environment. But they assume their place as part of an assemblage of

building so as to add to, not disrupt the continuity of the urban con—

text.

Having said this, | think it is worth pointing out that there is always
“the exception that proves the rule” . or as Robert Venturi has said,
“To perceive the ideal one must acknowledge the real. "  Venturi—
who is probably the first architect to introduce the literary criticism of
T.S. Eliot into architectural discourse—never believed that the Modern

Movement was a bad thing in and of itself. Rather, he thought that
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the presumption of an “International Style” as a way of making
buildings that could and should be applied in all cases and in all
contexts—was a wrong—headed approach. He admired individual land—
marks of the Modern Movement such as Ludwig Mies van der Rohe's
Seagram Building in New York, as an exception to the pre—existing
its contrast with the urban fabric the Seagram Building

When imita—

order. by

enhanced the “ideal” quality of that pre—existing order .

tions of Mies" buildings started popping up all over, however K the

urban fabric began to become unraveled to such a degree that the pre—
the power of

existing order was in danger of extinction. Moreover,

contrast became diminished to the point where even the best of the

modern buildings became trivialized. To most of the public, all glass

boxes look alike—the significance of Mies is largely unappreciated,
and as more of them were built and began to erode the traditional

fabric, the less special even the best of them seemed to be. At the

same time, there was too little left of the traditional fabric in most

of our cities to be perceived as an “ideal” order. Venturi's call for a

“complex and contradictory” architecture was as much an attempt to

call attention to the real achievements of modern architecture as it

was an appeal to stop destroying all that had come before it.

Like all revolutionary movements, the Modern Movement became a

crusade, complete with moral imperatives. Advances in building tech—

nology were among the major forces behind the Modern Movement,
and it was therefore, crucial to the movement that the vocabulary of

the architectural language reflect those changes. But as Eliot points out

. we must always take care
As Eliot

in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”
not to throw out the baby along with the bath water.

“Someone said, ‘The dead writers are remote from us

explains
because we know so much more than they did. " Precisely, and they
are that which we know.” The same can be said of the “dead archi—

tects” . We do know more than they did, in terms of building tech—

nology. But we also know them, and now the Modern Movement is

part of our history, and we can utilized all or our accumulated

knowledge to create architecture. New technology can offer opportuni—

ties to relate to the past while adding another element. It can rein—
force tradition by establishing a new methodology for keeping tradition

alive, bringing it up to date, making it more efficient and viable, and

thereby reaffirming a sense of continuity .

The case studies presented here are not re—creations or imitation of
old buildings. They are modern buildings which meet contemporary

but they add another chapter to the

needs. They relate to the past,

continuing evolution of the city. Some of them are clearly “modern”

9
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in their expression, but they are all site—specific and do not represent

an “International Style” which can be appropriated for use in other

contexts. Some of them, on the other hand, are more evocative of

“traditional© or “historicist” rather than “modern” architecture, but

they are not pale or thin imitations of older more expensive materials

and craftsmanship. Rather they are rich, expressive, solid, familiar,

and reassuring. They use both modern and traditional materials in har—

mony with each other, to provide efficient construction methods and

more economical use of materials than traditional materials and meth—

ods alone. In short, they speak of quality, permanence, and commit—

ment. They are not short—term investments k they are long—term

interventions.
II. Contextualism in a MultiCultural Society

The earliest forms of architecture existed some 7000 years ago when

man transformed primitive cave shelters into architecture through

embellishment by wall paintings, engravings and sculpture thus

establishing architecture as what Victor Hugo called, “The great book

of the human race. Man’s principal means of expressing the various

stages of his development.” He once said, “During the last several

centuries of the world's history, from the time of the pagoda of

Hindustan to that of the Cathedral of Cologne, architecture has

recorded the great ideas of the human race. Not only every religious

symbol but every human thought has its page in that vast book he

who was born a poet became an architect.” Hugo's masterpiece,

Notre Dame de Paris, has as one of its chief aims the advancement

of the idea that architecture was a form of literature expressing

national culture. British writer John Ruskin proclaimed in his celebrated
“Seven Lamps of Architecture” that a building could become “the

history and religious faith of nations”

Like Hugo,

embodiment of poetry, life,
through an architect’s hands. Ruskin believed that “all

good architecture is the expression of national life and character.”

Both Hugo and Ruskin were advocating theories and ideals narrowly
focused by the confines of Western culture and civilization, and
therefore limited by comparison to today s broad instant world frame

work . At the root of the conceptual structure of their thought was the
and Delight,

It is necessary to connect elements

Virtuvian triad of Commodity, Firmness, or as one might

say Utility, Structure, and Beauty .
of art (Delight) with elements of futility of structure, mechanicals and
enclosure (Commodity and Firmness) in order to create architecture
which is connected to its place. A contextual architecture embodies

utility as well as poetry. A tectonic architecture can be a contextual
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piece, but not all contextual architecture need be tectonic. Culture is
complex and contradictory to the Modernist urge to reduce complexity
to simplicity and essence. Joseph Giovannini wrote, “Advocates of
one—and—only truths overlook solutions whose complexities are rich
matrices of form  philosophy, technology, meaning and culture .
Rather than repressing form architects like Luis Barragan orchestrated
the Mexican wall, farmlike troughs of water and courtyards, into a
contemporary architecture embedded in traditions of local culture.
Barragan“s form has beauty and meaning. Form does not preclude cul—
turalism; it acts, in architecture, as an instrument of culturalism * It
should also be pointed out that Barragan's architecture is uniquely
suited to the place and, like most great contextual architecture, is not

literally transportable .

A dilemma exists when designing in an environment increasingly
dominated by stylistic diversity brought on by globalization which has
resulted in the replication of universal design thought. No longer are
cities being designed for the particular needs of their regions with
regard to climate, geography, local and indigenous materials, cultural
symbolisms or cultural mannerisms. Instead, architects and builders are
globalizing their practices and designing buildings to their idiosyncratic
style, regardless of the place or context in which they are placing the
work. To some extent this has always been the case; however,
materials remained vernacular, as did the concern for solar impacts as
Beaux Arts or Colonial approaches were adjusted in order to relate to
their new surroundings. In the modern world of urban architecture
cities are losing their uniqueness of place. Many urban structures built
in the last thirty to forty years appear the same, whether they are
constructed in Cleveland, or Singapore. Cheap energy and efficient
mechanical systems for heating and cooling have nullified one of the
basic criteria for designing to meet localized climate conditions
through architecture. Materials and construction practices have also
become globalized. It is now less expensive, and has been for some
time, to buy granite in Sweden Spain or South America, ship it to
ltaly for fabrication and deliver it to almost anywhere in the world for
installation, than it is to use the local stone traditionally quarried and
fabricated nearby. Stome fabrication technology has advanced, making
mass fabrication inexpensive and. thus rendering local or regional fab—

rication techniques obsolete.

Culture is a way of life. an ancestral history in which religious
beliefs, rituals, economic status, mobility, habitat, and memory all
play a role; a continuum from one generation to the next modified by

new technology and invading cultures. Transition occurs as the assim-—

11
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ilation of counter—cultures takes place. When assimilation is resisted
or avoided due to segregation, bias, or irreconcilable belief systems,
nullified transformation results in a multi—cultural social system, or
conversely, the basic impulse in multi—culturalism brought on by the
politics of identity is to break the normative molds of dominant cul—
tures to allow the many constituent cultures their own space and
legitimacy .

Architecture is and has always been a symbol of culture. It speaks
about is users. It has become an individual tool of expression, not to
build a homogenous society, but to exemplify the designer’s percep—
tion of its owner’s social beliefs. Urban architecture in this era has
largely been shaped by the rationales of the corporate user. It has
become an economic tool for investment Its identity has been paci—
fied by the constraints of normality and collective acceptability largely
reduced to universal shelters of glass and stone facings void of rooted
contextual meanings. In the struggle for social expression has emerged
an expressionless series of misfits of blandness and contrivancy .
Witness the new cities of urbanism where architecture has no roots in
history or memory of the place; no paradigm of influence to draw
upon, or only transient and fleeting universal stylistic fashions to
emulate. The new Tokyo city is like this. In its drive to become a
model of modernism and progressiveness, it is void of Delight and
stripped down to its utilitarian essence. It has become unemotional . It
is difficult to find a sense of place outside Tokyo's traditional core.
Ironically, Japanese culture can be deeply traditional and thoroughly

contemporary at the same time at home in its contradictory cultural

paradigms .

Only by searching for the meaning of a place through its past, its
climate, and its people’s culture, can we forge an architecture which
provides an environment of richness and collective identity—site spe—
cific architecture recognizing its place. Cities can emerge to achieve a
connected  indigenous vocabulary constantly enriched by technological
innovation, but not overcome by it. By an attitude of additive inven—
tiveness, our cities can re—emerge with personalities expressive of
their collective cultures, but not devastated by them. The Tall
Building has always had a key role to play in establishing a city's
identity—from the great Tower of Babel, the Pagoda structures of
Hindustan, the Islamic minarets, the towers of commerce at San
Giminjano, the bell towers of Europe, the spires of Gothic cathedrals
to the super—tall edifices of our corporate culture today. The hope is
to establish a set of constant parameters rooted in the history of the

place, the memory of its people and especially its specific natural
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characteristics . above the individual building or

Put the city first,
architect. Maintain and reinforce those elements shaped by the city's
inhabitants which have expressed its culture in physical form. Only
then should the personalized approaches of the architect be layered to
provide a micro—expression within the larger framework of the urban

habitat .

My design philosophy is about identifying the nature and the character
of a place and the people that occupy that place. Ultimately | design
buildings and environments that attempt to strengthen character by
adding context. On one hand, the context identifies with the culture
of the surroundings. On the other hand, it brings a new vocabulary to

the language of architecture and supports the particular environment.

Many cities have multiple characters. And through time K many archi—
tectural styles have been layered over each other. Those things con—
sidered, | look for the essence of a place, its spirit, its ethos, and |
try to identify the indigenous aspects, both physical as well as cul—

tural, which make it unique and different from other places.

| work to strengthen a sense of place by relating to its memory; a
sense of familiarity. Yet, | attempt to develop a building in ways
that could only be done in today's world with today’s technology. |
try to add time to the familiar and connect past to present, linking

the identity of new environments to established ones.

My influences include indigenous materials, forms and surfaces derived
from a region’s past functional necessities. Also, the nature of the
climate and the culture of the people are always analyzed. | am
influenced by geographic amenities that formed the occupant’s liveli—
hood. The quality of light on vertical faces and idiosyncratic forms

familiar to the region all have an influence on my architecture in a

particular place.
IlI. My Origins Of The Contextual Approach

The origins of my search for contextual influences and their appropriate
adaptation and application to today’s needs date back to my first
experiences with Ricardo Legorretta, Raul Ferrera and Luis Barragan in
1975 when we were engaged with them on the Grupo Industrial
Headquarters project in Monterray, Mexico. During that time Ricardo
would preach contextualism using influences of simple adobe houses as
views

examples of a distilled architecture where climate, the sun,

and vistas, natural ventilation, local available materials, and topogra—
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phy played significant roles in forming these simple modest habitats.

He pointed out how misplaced the international style glass box was in

Mexico’s hot and arid climate, and how inefficient this style was in

He used the work of Luis Barragan, his mentor

energy conservation.

and previous employer, as an example of a contextual approach to

architecture in the region and how by using today’s construction

technology , architecture could be both modern, and have strong rele—

vance to its culture without duplicating examples, but by using

indigenous principals to inform its contemporary counterpart. Luis

Barragan took us into his house and talked gently about his love of

primitive cultures and their influences on his work .

At Grupo Industrial Alfa, the design of the Headquarters facility was

done not in an anonymous international style of Northern European ori—

gins, but in our approach which took each program element, one by
one and developed rooms with proportions to suit each space. We
created window placements to take advantage of the best views from

each place, and colonnades to shade users from hot sun. Our court—
yard spaces became outdoor rooms with orange groves to landscape
side yards. All of our designs were indigenous to Mexico.

The experience on Grupo International Alfa, although it was never

built
been accustomed to at SOM, where my training was based on the

and principles developed " from the teachings

was exhilarating. It was completely different from what | had

international modernism
of Mies Van Der Rohe.

Shortly after this experience, SOM was engaged to design the Haj

Terminal in Jeddah Saudi Arabia and although | was not involved in
the great structural engi—

this project—my partner to be, Fazler Kahn,

neer of the firm, started working with Gordon Bunshaft from the New
York office. The scheme they developed was both contextual and
structurally inspired. The use of tent structures was a perfect fit to
the Bedouin tribes who roamed the Saudi desserts and the use of fab—
ric in tension suspended from cables above allowed for natural venti—
lation to cool the 100 acre tent structure and its inhabitants below .
Fazler Kahn began talking more about the influences of context in
architecture, and its relevance in our architecture.

In the late 1970"s, we were commissioned to design a bank building

in the historic district of Guatemala for Banco De Occidente. Bruce
Graham, initially the Design Partner on this project, and |, the Studio
Head, went to Guatemala City. We saw this project as a great
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opportunity to apply the principles of contextualism that we had

learned from Barragan & Legoretta. During the next several years. we

designed two bank branches and a headquarters for Banco De Occidente

using local materials, indigenous color palettes, solar orientation —and

natural ventilation principles in the design process. Bruce Graham at

the time stated that he felt like Bernini. | felt like a Guatemalan using

what was at hand; developing new ways to see spaces and enter
due in large part to our client

As a

It was a wonderful experience,

who wholeheartedly embraced our concepts.

rooms .
Hurculano Agierre |
the banks are able to operate without air conditioning and can

The buildings need very little

result
function when power failures occur.

and they blend into their context in a distinctive natural

maintenance
way .

Experiencing the process of looking at the place, one designs for and
obtains cues from the visual energy and cultural stimulation embodied
intoxicating, and it changed my approach to
No longer would | be bound by a

in the site. It was

architecture from that point on.

particular style, or signature of current practice. | was beginning to

see where my buildings would go,; learning about the place, what

was common, and what was unique, studying how a new building

could draw upon these influences to add to what was already there.
Boston

Through a successive series of commissions in Bahrain,

Chicago, London, and China, with enlightened clients in each city, |
was able to practice and expand on the principles of contextual
design. | learned that most contextual design by definition is familiar
if not in all cases, popular to the inhabitants who come into contact
The works transcend the familiar in a new way that is read—
Many of these cities have layers of culture

The challenge is in distilling these

with it
able and understandable .
and civilization to their context.

elements of physical history into a subject that can create a contextual

approach of innovation and invention.



