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The Scale of Things, by William Marlin
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Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates work near
New Haven, Connecticut in a little historic spot called
Whitneyville.

This is where Eli Whitney, inventor of the cotton gin,
manufactured muskets—very fine ones, we are told, with
standardized, interchangeable parts.

And it is where the Roche Dinkeloo team, numbering
about 60 people, are producing some very fine architecture
—works with the precision of industry, the passion of
craft.

Since the untimely death of the firm’s founding force,
Eero Saarinen, in September 1961, it has been ensconsed
in a big brick mansion overlooking the Whitneyville re-
servoir and the bluffs of East Rock. Built by a German
cigar maker who wanted, it is said, a kind of ‘“‘castle
above the Rhine,” Saarinen purchased the mansion to
move from Bloomfield Hills, Michigan—the state where
he had come to maturity under his famous father Eliel
and where, by way of the General Motors Technical
Center (1948 - 56), he had come to international acclaim.

It is worthwhile to recall that Eero Saarinen prided
himself on being a creator of, among other things, crea-
tors. And this guiding grace must be accounted for in
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considering Kevin Roche, who joined in 1949, and John
Dinkeloo, who joined just a few months later, in 1950—
both to work on the General Motors job.

Roche’s bearings on design were brightly burnished
during Saarinen’s 1950’s solstice, as were Dinkeloo’s
bearings on technology. The architectural swath cut by
the romantic Finn granted no division between art and
science. Programmatic analysis was unnervingly thorough,
with both design and technology pulling tight the final

‘ring of a solution. Saarinen left no lock-step lineage but, |

rather, a tightly drawn way of approaching problems
and, as important, a way of seeing life as a plurality of
events and experiences in which a priori theories of ex-
pression are humbled. Deifying the architectural problem
as the source of its own solution, much in the way that
the great Louis Sullivan described, Saarinen brought
differentiation in from the conceptual cold—the empirical
brought to parity with the rational.

Since establishing themselves on an independent basis,
some ten years ago, Roche Dinkeloo and Associates have
taken up the cudgel with a wide variety of problems.
And during these ten years, they have produced a corpus
marked by its attention to the many levels of experience



LA EAFRRE o 75 BRIAMA » mMEREHHRWE EWRT
HEMRE  BHEAENRAKCREBRMWER  YHHLABLEE
FYRHERRERE ; A MMETRON - BEXEHOARERG
W BEDAN EHE R CER s BECBENKBEZERTES
RB2ME > DUXBEYRENMREBEE -BNRERBRESE
PR itk il M R FE 4 2 R L T HE B IFRUBER o
BEFNHTR ~ HBRRFAEMPH D LEL%EEHEE
TREEAEFTHEZ [ #EM: | (appropriateness) FyiEHy »
BERDEARER > RBEMS » MANERERBEZ2BE - M
TR 2 B ~ B T 2R M%EHE - fMERE AT B2 g
4 o
FEREBFNEERTR S  BEBATRIEE TR K eE =
CREEHNRHENS > RS MENFEARRELEZEREREL o
MER=EERENE —EEREBR » MERES —ETTEE ML
ABRAERES o M RBEOW ~ FHANEE - MEHFHES
Eam 0 HE o —ELIRMERAKMATE HRNBEERBEAR BV o
THERRE . [ BEYNWHEETES I EEE H iy —&ER Y

and, thus, scale which a building embodies; attention to
the nature and nuances of light; to the modulation of
space within and around a building; to the functional and
symbolic ties with a city-scape or landscape; and attention
to how a building should best bear witness to them.

While some critics, historians and colleagues debate
whether or not all this attention has yielded what Kevin
Roche calls “appropriateness”, few debate that it has
yielded, overall, a body of work quite without parallel in
richness of expression, rigor of detailing, and care of
execution.

Using its model shop as much as, or more than, its
drafting room—both of which are built in back of the
big brick mansion, the firm considers every cause and
effect in three dimensions, each commending a model.
Gradually, this scrutiny gives way to synthesis. A con-
figuration, indigenous to the problem, is distilled.

John Dinkeloo explains, “A building problem is a prod
toward a direction. Finding that direction precedes
design—or, more properly, it is design”.

On the following pages, we are shown two designs or,
if you will, two directions by Roche Dinkeloo and Associ-
ates.
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The Aetna Life Insurance Company Computer Center
(1966) i1s in downtown Hartford, Connecticut.

The College Life Insurance Company Headquarters
(1967) is on the northern outskirts of Indianapolis, Indiana.

Both are compositions of load-bearing concrete, counter-
pointed to expanses of reflective glass. Aetna’s concrete
is granite-clad; College Life’s is exposed.

Both buildings are assertively, even aggressively, formal.

And this formalism, encased in uncompromising geo-
metry, poses questions about Roche Dinkeloo’s approach
to the scale of things. Such questions are not posed in
negation, but in an effort to discern the many levels of
experience which were considered, in the evolution of
each design—those levels being, one feels, the sources
of scale. For we have here a building which is in a city
(Aetna) and a building which is in the country (College
Life). If both do, in fact, express the nature of an in-
digenous problem, and if both are, in fact, distillations
of their respective place and program, how is it that both
have such similar moods toward their surroundings? How
is it that both are so impassive—one toward the city,
one toward the country? How is it that the scale of
things in downtown Hartford yielded a building which
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is impervious to its surroundings, while a completely op-
posite scale of things, outside Indianapolis, has yielded
the same characteristic? In other words, what does each
defer to? Which levels of city and countryside experience
intersected to generate such similarly unyielding forms?
Where is scale?

Consider Aetna. :

Here we have a seven-story, 747,000-square-foot struc-
ture, two of those stories below grade. Built next to a
busy highway, it has a base measuring 364 by 307 feet,
housing the first three floors which contain computers
and related functions. Rising above the base is a set-
back mass, housing the upper four floors which contain
440,000 square feet of office space.

The set-back is, really, a slant-back. For the ladder-
gasketed reflective glass, forming great sheets of skylight,
slants up from the top of the base, its iridescent planes
folded around the building’s four corners, stippling the
space inside with gentle patterns of light. As the sky-
lights meet the set-back, the planes of glass are folded
once again, this time into the vertical, where the ladder-
gaskets shimmer upward, running between the massive,
granite-clad walls which are, in essence, rectangular
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towers containing vertical circulation, storage and mecha-
nicals. At the mid-point of the building’s four sides, the
walls are broken, marking entrances. And in these breaks,
relieving the hard-edge stone, vertical ribbons of glass
are inset.

The building’s deep floors are also lit from within by
way of a five-story-high, 6,700-square-foot central court.
Beneath the floor of this enclosed element is a 22,000-
square-foot cafeteria for the 3,000 employees.

'Regimented around the cafeteria and court are the
massive, impeccably detailed concrete columns which, in
turn, help compose the building’s 52-foot structural bay.
These columns lock into a criss-cross system of double
concrete girders and, bridging them, concrete beams.

What are the levels of experience here? Where is scale?

Aetna is, bluntly, a place of business. It is a very big
place, where lots of people deal with Iots of data. And
if a computer can dispense with personality, so can a
computer building.

This building has amenity—slanting skylights to let
light in, great windows to let it in (and see out of), a
cavernous court to let it in, and a nice place to have
lunch. The interplay between glass and mass may also
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be said to constitute amenity—as may the articulation of
the structural system. But finally, however, there appears
here a troubling detachment between what may be said
to be amenity and the on-going life and function of the
building. The spartan splendor of its highly honed sur-
faces, be they of concrete, granite cladding or glass,
speak more as symbol to the external world than as scale
to the company worker. This is especially interesting
because the building, as seen from the outside, is an arma-
ture against the pollution and noise of the nearby traffic
—an introverted ambiance but, it turns out, not an intro-
spective one. In fact, as internally focused as Aetna is, we
find ourselves more disposed to deal with the external
effects of this focus, and not to dally among those well-
detailed columns around the court and cafeteria. By
turning inward from its city context, a practical and pro-
grammatic move consistent with the building’s main
function, Aetna turns out to be markedly in scale with
its context. The introvert, calling attention to measures of
protection, becomes extrovert. Deeper traits are betrayed.

Such qualities of personality may be assigned to Aetna
in the same way that it abstracts a formal arrangement
of glass and mass from the collective of people and
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machines being housed, or in the same way that it
abstracts scale from an innately de-personalized business
function.

Aetna’s scale is cryptogrammic, a partially cracked code
of structural and spatial ciphers which allure the human
senses toward translation, ensnaring our attention but
not necessarily comprehension. It serves symbolic notice
on the passing driver and, secondarily, on the desk
worker or technician using the building, arresting us with
its almost surreal contrast to the jungle of pavement
outside and the jumble of paper inside. It is a work
which we can physically enter, touch and move around
in, but not one which can psychologically absorb us. Like
markings etched by some cybernetic stylus, Aetna’s formal
qualities derive from other than personal qualities associ-
ated with everyday emotions, expectations and needs.
Our attempt to infuse personal scale becomes a shadow
barely cast on its concrete and granite surfaces, for the
Aetna Computer Center embodies the presumed perfec-
tion of a collective wisdom.

Similar concerns crop up in considering the College Life
Insurance Company Headquarters, despite differences of
place and program.
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College Life is composed of three, 11-story pyramids
which add up to about 421,000 square feet. They occupy
the 160-acre core of a 640-acre development by the com-
pany which, to date, includes a dinner theater, some
apartment units, some single-family houses, a few one-
story office buildings and, eventually, a shopping center.
The overall site nestles in the southeastern quadrant de-
fined by the intersection of two major highways—an older
one running north-south along the site’s west boundary,
and a new one running east-west along its northern edge.
Roche Dinkeloo and Associates conceived for the head-
quarters an incremental program so that, in coming
decades, six more pyramids will be arrayed on the core
site as the company expands.

It is difficult to understand why three pristine pyramids
would just wander onto the Indiana landscape without a
very good reason. Initially, the client wanted a single
25-story tower. Aware of the future super-highway to
the north, Roche Dinkeloo decided to break up the pro-
jected floor area into smaller units and to orient them to
the south, away from the traffic and toward the congenial
sun and countryside. Accordingly, each pyramid has two
massive core walls, at 90 degrees to each other, and 14
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feet deep, which contain elevators, stairs, restrooms and
storage. These walls are pulled apart at the corner,
admitting a vertical strip of glass which, in turn, admits
northern light.

The pyramids are arranged serially on a broad concrete
deck, overlooking a man-made lake to the south. Roche
Dinkeloo reasoned that varied internal functions would
be appropriately expressed by varied floor areas—14,000
square feet at the base, 3,500 at the top. Thus, inter-
pretation of program became the assertfon of form or, as
some observers have commented, the assertion of form,
once arrived at by the architect, became the interpreta-
tion of program. The pyramids are sheathed, on their
two southern facets, by fantastic sheets of reflective glass,
rising at a steep angle between the concrete core walls.
In the window grid, panels of clear glass are topped by
panels of glare-cutting stippled glass.

Inside, the grid of the hung ceiling is filled with panels
of stippled plastic which, in turn, pick up the texture
and opacity of the slanting external surface. By way of
this deft detail, where the ceiling meets.the outside wall,
the slant of stippled glass, at every floor, seems to be
folded into the working space, dissolving the line of
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demarcation. In. contrast to College Life’s impassive, al-
most mute external appearance, its interior spaces are
warmly, richly furnished. Cylindrical columns of exposed
concrete, supporting the 12-inch floor slabs, together with
the cold, unfinished texture of the concrete core walls,
are balanced by gleaming stainless steel, the crisp planes
of glass, the diffused light, abundant plantings and, cover-
ing the floors and the 52-inch-high work-space partitions,
rust-colored carpeting. These internal elements establish
a compelling spatial and visual effect whereby people and
objects dissolve into one another, and whereby the in-
terior and exterior becomes reflections of one another—
a continuity held barely in check by the orthogonal
pattern of the black metal mullions of the sloping glass
walls.

This enervating scale within is not seen from the outside.
The life within gives no hint. External experience of these
three pyramidal units is mystifying. They are inert on
the landscape. One doesn’t know how they got there, or
where they came from. Their prismatic parti would seem
to derive from some obscure, ghostly Greek geometry,
especially as one encounters them from the highway. Up
close, on foot, College Life’s adroit, repetitive details and
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surfaces conspire to create a lyrical, if monumental, scale.
The surrounding landscape recedes from attention. One
gropes to understand this seemingly incongruous grandeur
—a sensory enlargement comparable to listening to Gustav
Mahler’s Eighth Symphony, all alone, in the middle of
some vast meadow.
One is caught up in the cadence. |

There is no sense of being cut off from the world you
have just left, nor of being closed out of the world you
are trying to enter. The sculptural cadenza of College
Life leads, at last, to a humanely scaled internal state
where, in a working ambiance of harmony and efficiency,
the external state is lucidly admitted through the view
to the south. There is, here, the presumed perfection of
individual wisdom—a structure which, in defying human
scale, redeems it.



Aetna Life Insurance Company Computer Building
Hariford, Connecticut. 1966

College Life Insurance Company Headquarters
Indianapolis, Indiana. 1967



o AL
i : ﬁ;’v
S o

; N o . e

s § e

p o T 3 o At g g TR e 20 w Y 4 Nt e o o
. W‘W'ﬁﬂﬁ AR '9'-3““'%;:‘:”‘!&??”' Al b T, TR . gt ~
w ”. L < ') ., L n ' 7 v

lftjjbfﬁlj;, ﬁ%%ffﬁ}’[)l*‘ ﬁzjjbﬁ fA] \\w ;I;t(>ngk)c)ok. com COllege LiJC e ] nsurance Comp any Headquarters 9

Bl






e W., i
i T

1






-Ihnh- '
-- E:\i

BB 0 AR s g
.n---n-nn
W

_========‘=====%
e % e
B o
-‘E‘--nnun'unnn
B WA 151 5 g
T
n-nu==“--
) %ﬁ

Ry
e =EE‘ i

bl Ll

-
‘H‘i&mﬁnﬂﬂﬂnﬂ
Eev L e

13






e

A oy

g

. -
o L ¥
| %
'» . ;
% y h : r
v ¢ W | ‘
y L i ¢ . y A
: ‘ A : gy
. " W ¥ W i B i g i e ¥ B '@ 5 . } /’.
; g ; : ¢ ‘ | .
¥ 4 : . ; i |
i i " ! 4 L o ok i : :
: i & . ;
7 * Y x » . .
» W » » ) ’ & : : |
’ W jg . 3 y
N i : ‘
' i 3 A
| | ‘ 1 " Ll
| | . » y ¥ -
| 1 ) : 4 w
L £ ” i A " : |
& 1 % o~ . w p |
! 3 R .
! . 1 s il ; _
g Ee
( 1




