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INTERVIEW

Frances Anderton
Buzz Yudell

John Ruble

James Mary O'Connor

Participants:

FA: This Report contains your most contemporary
built and unbuilt work. What are some of its dominant
themes?

BY: There are themes that have been important for us
throughout our careers—30 years or so—such as: how
buildings have a dialogue with the landscape, and how
buildings shape spaces that are crafted for the inhab-
itants. But now the question is: how can we maintain
these same aspirations at much denser scales, particu-
larly in China?

In some of the recent projects, where the scale was ur-
ban, like our student center in Cincinnati or the Tango
Housing project, there was a challenge of making large
buildings that also developed at more intimate scales.
And now in some of the work in China there’'s a quan-
tum jump. In a project like in Chongging where we have
several thousand units at a very, very high density with
very tall towers, how do you create a sense of commu-
nity? How do you create a sense of identity for indi-
vidual inhabitants and their units? How do you create a
sense of neighborhood, and even what do those things
mean at that scale?

FA: And how do you?

BY: Well | think it’s the accumulation of a series of en-
deavors. First there’s reading the land, and by land |

FRANCES ANDERTON
B =P Hr - R

mean the urban landscape, and trying to understand
how there can be a particularity about the way the
buildings engage at whatever scale they're at. So even
if it’s towers and mid-rises they can have a strong sense
of connection to that landscape in the broad sense of
the word. That’s one element. | think another is always
thinking about designing at multiple scales so you're
thinking about how either an individual or small group
inhabits a space, moves through a space, how the space
is choreographed.

For example, there was an apartment building we did
in one of the German social housing projects where we
thought very carefully about the stairway as being a
place filled with light, that had a shape, that felt good
when you moved through it. Then two years later we
were back there for an event and this couple came up
to us and asked if we could sign a book they had made
called Unser Haus (“Our House™). They used the word
house to refer to the whole apartment block with mul-
tiple units, and they had pictures of all the events that
had happened and they actually talked about how that
stairway had become a party space. So those multiple
scales end up being very important.

Then | think another element is actually the kind of tec-
tonics, how you scale and manipulate materials and put
them together in a way that people understand how
they were made, or read how they were thought about.
| think Tango is one that was quite successful, where
the expression of the way it was both organized geo-
metrically and built had a lot to do with how it sat in its
urban form. So there was a certain urban presence that
had one scale, one palette. And thén there was a sense

Frances Anderton conducted this interview at the studio of Moore
Ruble Yudell on August 17, 2006 in Santa Monica, California.
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of discovery and a completely different set of materials
that had to do with the more intimate places inside.

FA: Have you found your clients in these new countries
that you’re working in, receptive to your approach, es-
pecially in Asia, where one might not necessarily ex-
pect that?

JOC: What's happening in Asia is extremely competitive.
They invite Californian firms to show something com-
pletely 'different, We offer an alternative. Some foreign
firms are proposing a kind of iconic architecture that
doesn’t connect to local place and culture. Some devel-
opers are offering a replica version of Orange County in
China. We are looking at how to connect to the ancient
culture in a contemporary way, without imitating it.

FA: But how do you create a sense of place in this cul-
ture that’s moving so fast and eradicating so much of
what’s there?

JOC: When | first went to China | thought I'd find all
these exotic places and wonderful places. So much
of it's gone and transformed. We're very interest-
ed in how architecture can help to preserve human
memory and engage with local culture. For example,
on our particular site for the project in Chongqing,
there is an ancient path where people have walked
for thousands of years through the city to the riv-
erfront. We decided that it would be interesting to
keep that path running through the project as a main
circulation spine for the new neighborhoods that we
are creating. The ancient path will take on a new life
for the future.

We also discovered there’s a lot of existing rock forma-
tions on the site. The Chinese people have always had a
strong connection between landscape and rock. In our
discussions, we pointed to the government and said, lis-
ten, this is something you can keep, it's in your history,
this connection with rock. All agreed. In Chongqging, we
are trying to connect the past with the future. There's
a real openness there. We're only just seeing the first
wave of development in China. | think it's going to get
more sophisticated as time progresses.

FA: You're a firm whose work is very thoughtful. But
being in China where everything’s happening on such
a wild scale, do you ever feel a desire to be a bit more
zany? You know, do the crazy icon buildings?

JR: Well there's no question, one reason to work in a
place like that is to explore things you might not be able
to do at home. There's a mission to create something
extraordinary, however you define that, because, again,
the big scale asks for that in some ways.

Probably the most striking example of that is a com-
petition design we've submitted to some developers in
Southeast China. It's a kind of resort housing project.
And this project has a scale that really exceeds anything
we've ever developed, in which a series of 40-50 story
buildings literally define a kind of grand garden, mostly
a water garden, and in the process of doing that you
create a kind of micro-environment or a micro-climate
probably, that will achieve an identity through archi-
tectural design entirely. The kind of community we can
make is based largely on the visual identity of the proj-
ect, and then, secondly, on the opportunities for social

top left: Joseph A. Steger Student Life Center, University of Cincin-
nati; top right: Chun Sen Bi An Master Plan & Housing, Chongqing,
People’s Republic of China
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interaction in this beautiful garden of sports facilities
and spas and retail shopping, and all these goodies you
might say, gathered in one place.

FA: So, do you think it is possible then to create a hu-
manistic quality at a gigantic scale?

BY: | think you've hit on the core question. We are try-
ing to figure out what are the strategies from a design
point of view by which we can start to achieve that. |
think somehow in the confluence of how the landscape
is shaped, how the buildings become partners with the
landscape, how there’s an understanding of the hierar-
chies of scale, how there’s an understanding of commu-
nity; | think those all contribute to it.

JR: In the Southeast China project though, despite the
large size of the buildings, they are not simply a col-
lection of iconic forms. They are all rather purposefully
bent to the creation of this common kind of community
place that they're making. Which happens to be a beau-
tiful kind of resort atmosphere, pleasure-garden. But
nevertheless, | think the sense of the humanistic comes
from the fact that the buildings are more interested in
the space they’re creating than they are in themselves
individually.

FA: Your firm has a certain set of values. Do you find
that your clients overseas are seeking your values? Are
you changing your values in accordance with the dif-
ferent places that you’re working in?

BY: | think there’s essentially a cross-fertilization hap-
pening and the degree to which we're being influenced

and the degree to which we are contributing fresh ideas
really changes from place to place.

Just to take one example from the social housing
that we've done in Germany, we won a competition
there and the next day there were headlines in the
newspaper—because Berlin's a place where urban
design stories make the headlines, which is amazing.
And one of them said “California Dream,” in German,
Kalifornische Traum, and | thought well, maybe it's
just a funny tagline, but it was actually because they
saw our project as being less rigid, being a little bit
more improvisatory, being more connected to the
land and the elements, just to take that one example.
The flip side of that is that we've always been inter-
ested in social issues, having matured as students
during the late 60s. We've always cared a lot about
issues of housing and social housing. But in the U.S.
we hadn’t had a lot of opportunities to flex our mus-
cles, whereas in Germany and Sweden, that’s such an
established and supported part of the culture that
we got to learn a tremendous amount about how to
realize affordable housing or social housing that has
a lot of dignity. So | think being immersed for years
in that culture brought us a tremendous amount of
understanding, not just of the ideas but how you ac-
tually can make them happen in the world. So it’'s al-
ways some kind of cross-fertilization, which is prob-
ably why we do it, why it's exciting and | think it's
important that it be a two-way dialogue.

JOC: In China we sometimes find that we're offering
social values to capitalistic entrepreneurs. Qur values
remain humanistic at the core.

top left: Resort Development, South East Asia; top right: Workshop
for Karow Nord Master Plan, Berlin, Germany
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FA: And I’'m also hearing that you’re the humanists.
Humanism used to be associated with Europeans. And
now it’s you that’s bringing context to these old cul-
tures. Doesn’t it seem odd to be coming from California
and telling people how to respect their heritage?

JR: But | think that's probably because the whole expe-
rience of living in North America is one of course of try-
ing to manifest culture in a huge landscape where there
isn't a human culture already, at least not the European
kind. So | think we're much more oriented in the United
States to preserving, creating, making places, trying to
bring things together, trying to create some sense of ur-
ban place, although that’s of course very contradictory
because of all the highways we have in Los Angeles and
so forth. But | do think that we want to make places, we
want to reinforce places. We don’t want to just create
an architectural counterpoint to an historic context.

FA: And let’s, since you’ve just mentioned North
America, talk a bit about your projects here.

JR: Well we have generally been known here for our
work in universities and institutional buildings, and
we’'ve done some work recently that we're very proud
of in those areas. The Santa Monica Public Library, the
Fresno Courthouse, some beautiful work at UCLA for
Glorya Kaufman Hall, which was a very sensitive remod-
eling and reworking of an historic building. And | think
that our work does show the full range of what we do,
albeit it doesn’t go into some of the extremes that we
have gone into in Europe or Asia in terms of scale. But |
think the opportunities to work close to home where we
can take the work through all phases and do construc-

tion documents is very important to us and we ardently
seek work in California.

FA: Does that mean you can’t take your work through
all the construction phases in some of your projects
overseas?

JR: It's a different process and you know it’s going to be
somewhat more at arm’s length so that is going to be
a challenge.

FA: But your firm’s work is known for its attention to
detail and the really strong resolution of the ideas. Is it
frustrating to be limited in that way?

JOC: Well, we have different kinds of collaborations in
different countries. Like say in Sweden for the Tango
project or the Potatisakern project, you're taking two
very good firms, SWECO and FFNS, that we worked
with locally in Malmo, and ourselves. Putting the two to-
gether you're getting something very powerful, a high
level of architecture. In China it’s quite different. Coming
from the old system they have the institutes that origi-
nally grew out of the university system. But there are
all kinds of levels of ability. We’'d never get involved in
a process where we would hand over the drawings and
say here you are, we've finished our design, good luck.
We have to have it so that we're involved all the way
through construction.

But it’s hard. In Tianjin, which includes ten thousand
units of housing in all, | remember a scene during one of
our trips there for meetings. The Client wanted us to do
the final review for all of the Construction Documents

top left: United States Courthouse, Fresno, California; center: Glorya
Kaufman Hall, University of California, Los Angeles; top right: Tango,
BoO1 Housing Exhibition, Malmd, Sweden
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for the first phase, which is about 1,500 housing units.
They decided that they couldn’t send these construc-
tion drawings over to our offices in Santa Monica for
review, because that process would take too long and
they needed them right away. So they almost locked
us up in a room for a week, with three architectural in-
stitutes, and 20 architects, lining up with sets of draw-
ings, and told us, please correct them. Halil Dolan, Akai
Yang and | would review the drawings, mark and redline
them up, and they would come back the next day with
the revised drawings for us to review again, and so on.
Everything had to be done on the spot and it was an
exhausting week of review and coordination.

FA: There are some issues that are common to archi-
tects in general, at present: sustainability, for example,
large scale, densification of cities, materials, and the
digital revolution. How are those factors affecting
the—I don’t want to use the word style—aesthetic ap-
proach in your work?

BY: Well, I'll just use one example of a project where
we’re having the opportunity to study those issues very
carefully, which is the new Sloan School of Business for
MIT, just now in Schematic Design. MIT is an interest-
ing place because for a number of years, as you know,
they have raised their aspirations about architecture
and planning, with people like Bill Mitchell and others
on campus. And now they're raising the level of am-
bition about what we loosely call Integrated Building
Systems, which means thinking about the building very,
very thoroughly from the beginning as an integration of
a series of systems and materials and how that affects
sustainability, affects performance, affects the experi-
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ence of it, including all the systems, mechanical, electri-
cal, plumbing, structural, landscape. We have this fellow,
Marc Rosenbaum, who's one of the great sustainability
consultants and is a spectacular consultant for all the
mechanical systems. So in the end the building may not
shout that this building is about sustainability, but it will
be woven into the fabric of the building.

| think another one that has been quite interesting re-
cently is the University of Cincinnati. They've been very
ambitious with their architectural program, and having
done a Frank Gehry building and an Eisenman and a
whole series of adventurous buildings, they were at a
point where they said we have wonderful new buildings
but they're all icons. How do we make a place where the
public spaces are at least as important as the buildings?
And they brought in Thom Mayne and us and Charles
Gwathmey and George Hargreaves.

The primary issue was how to shape community, and |
think what was really fascinating there was to see three
very strong buildings come out of it, and if you pulled
each one out they could be iconic but your experience of
it, even with Thom’s building which is very dramatic and
very beautiful sculpturally, is that you don’t walk through
and say, oh, there’s a Morphosis icon, there’s a Gwathmey
icon. You walk through and you experience different kinds
of community, different scales of opportunity, different
sort of rhythms of how this, the campus heart, functions.
It's been a chance to integrate these timeless humanistic
principles with new and evolving ways of building.

JOC: You mentioned the digital revolution. Well, the
older Santa Monica Library was always a quiet kind of
place where people would go and you'd keep quiet.

above: View of Main Street with the Student Recreation Center
(Morphosis), Student Center (Gwathmey-Siegel), and the Student
Life Center at the University of Cincinnati
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Today kids are so used to a very interactive environ-
ment, downloading, iPoding, IMing, e-mailing each oth-
er, checking myspace, it's a very different kind of place.
When we go to the library now, it's more of a meet-
ing place, a room for interaction, a kind of community.
That's kind of an exciting time for a building. Many peo-
ple thought the library would actually disappear with
new technology. In fact what's happening is that it is
actually transforming it.

FA: Can you single out any other projects that are in
some way pivotal for the firm?

JR: Well, | do feel the Santa Monica Library works that
way. It's not entirely new in the sense of physical form,
but for us | think it represents a very high level of bring-
ing so many different considerations together.

We pride ourselves on being multi-valent, or building
places that are kind of organic in the sense that they ad-
dress many different considerations at once. Our work
is not just about form. It's not just about cultural shock,
or maybe it isn’t at all about cultural shock. But it’s defi-
nitely about creating whole places that have many at-
tributes and | think the Library is a good example of that
because | would say there is nothing in the building that
is not in some way purposeful. We're striving for a Gold
or at least a Silver LEED certification so it has many sus-
tainable features, but | think above all, our hope is that it
will turn out to be socially or culturally sustainable in the
sense that people will care for it. And that’s one of the
things we're proudest of, that we've created places that
people identify with so strongly and care about that they
actually maintain them and invest a great deal in them

in that sense. That is what | think of as a kind of cultural
sustainability, which | think, is extremely important.

JOC: A new project that we're doing is the Santa Monica
Parking Structure. After we came back from Sweden,
where we were learning a lot about sustainability, we
were looking for projects in which we could use some
of that, and along comes a project like Santa Monica
Parking. You don’t normally think of architecture when
you think of a parking structure.

This one is a parking structure for 900 cars, right in the
Civic Center, which will help to create a new gateway to
the Civic Center. We talked to the City Client and asked
if we could use this opportunity to design a sustainable
parking structure. The City had just written their new
sustainable green standards and we thought that the
Parking Structure might reflect these newly developed
standards. The roof will be clad in photovoltaic panels
and this will shade the cars while generating electricity.
The street level will have public uses; there will be a café
at Civic Center Drive. The glass panels with different
colors on the exteriors will harvest light into the struc-
ture, reduce the apparent scale of the building, and add
a sense of syncopated movement to the building.

I think it'll be one of the first sustainable parking struc-
tures in the country. It extends architecture to the ordi-
nary buildings that make up our cities.

FA: You say the parking structure was inspired by les-

sons learned in Sweden. What else have you brought
back into the office from your overseas experiences?

above: Santa Monica Public Library, Santa Monica, California
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JR: We're just about to have an exhibition early next
year in the Santa Monica Library about Nordic modern-
ism, mainly furniture and lighting design of the early
post-war period into the current time, and also show-
ing its influence on the design of the Library. So in one
sense our experience in Sweden and Scandinavia has
worked its way on us in terms of really developing a
very, very strong feeling about that functional but beau-
tiful approach to architecture and design.

FA: And James you’ve spent a lot of time in China.
Does anything stand out that you’ve brought back or
has changed you as an architect?

JOC: Working in China has really stretched me as an ar-
chitect and as a human being. It has exerted incredibly
high personal demands on me. China is certainly the fu-
ture and it's certainly going through dramatic change.
| think it's very early on in terms of where it’s going to
end up. | like to think that on our projects over there, we
are bringing a sense of hope for the future.

FA: What do you think Charles Moore would have to
say about Moore Ruble Yudell, 2007?

BY: Charles loved nothing better than interacting with
other cultures and bringing back pieces of them and
cross-fertilizing from culture to culture. So | think he
would be excited about the interchange, the change
that you experience in different cultures and the kind of
energy that brings.
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AFTIE, X2 - MUXEXENAERNSH ., T
HEMBEFTRAEGERMNILE.

JOC: fR{28| THEHHE, FAMNXEREERBIE—H
BENEZHNMT, AMIERENAE R, BEEELE, HI
TEHFIEL B FHRMBEEWNIGT, MIIERETF
#, AiPod. IM, Ax A, BEEMNATAE, X
E—MEeAEERMNMS. MEMRBMNEERE, B
HEtEZ WA N — P EEHWEFR, —1EshSE, —§#
HE., X —@E@RAKEEHALH. REAEREUNE
BiESEAHFREARmME L. SShxE, FIRREEGE#HT

FA: IRATHE Pk B LA X RATHY 2 5 2R 58 & 21 3¢ 8 1F
Wy I B A 2

JR: HALKEXZEEFEBIEMRE . NIEES
MAEREREHAZLHFN, ERERANERBFLZARH
HY 2 S AE — i Y & K kB,

BME “Z20H" WM, & RENEZENERNEFIH,
EAENRANRETIFLRANEE, RIRNEES,
HIMWRITAREZEXFEAN., ELARAREXFX/AE
B, REWATBEEESXMBEBRALZR, BEEES5EE
BEEZEMRNEBERERER, RAAXTEBEHLX
H—TEENRG, BAONEMBE, FHalblid7F X
BRERAERAZEABNR., FIENKELEEDIEHA
M, EZELRVEMB I, MU ENERLAIFL
TEAURRE, ERBEEENE, RINFEERERATS
EEsc il BRI, MIAfTSX EmPLEE, fiXE &
BIONEHSENEBEZ —, FHN160E R = RS2 A
PUHDARRI R, fRAT46 M fREF & X =n], EEHPHRA
R%Z. REBXFHE ML HEENE, RIAAERRHE

EE: IMMNEZEEREREES



