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Preface

( For* Great Masters of Architecture of the World”
Book on Philip Johnson)

by Philip Johnson

As a fitting and logical introduction to my work, 1 thought it would be most
helpful and apprepriate to address how I work: whai goes through my mind when
that awful moment comes in which I have to face the blank paper on the desk; what
determines the direction of my thoughts; and, ultimately, what makes the shapes of
the buildings that come off the board.

I know what it used to be: the strict disciplines of the old International Style.

We really believed, in a quasi-religious sense, in the perfectability of human nature,
in the role of architecture as a weapon of social reform,in simplicity as a cure-all{less
is more” ). We believed in expressing honestly the structure of a building. We believed
with Laugier, Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc, and Emerson in usefulness a.é an aesthetic criterion.
If someth ing was useful, then a sort of halo descended upon it. The puritan ethic triu-
mphed at last: only simplicity was allowed —straight lines, narrow supports, cheap
materials; only flat roofs, flat walls, and cubes were permissible. A style easier to
describe with negatives.

But these visions of sixty years ago sound quaint indeed today: a time when everyone
would live in cheap, prefabricated, flat-roofed, multiple dwellings—heaven-on-earth. The
utopia, however, did not arrive.
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But beliefs are not related to actual results. And there have been many faiths in
modern architeciure. Besides the patent absurdity of machines a habifer and * less is
more,” recall Frank Lloyd Wright with" the horizontal line is the lines of life”, and Lou
Kahn’s * 1 ask the brick what it wants to be. ”

The day of ideology is thankfully over. Let us celebrate the death of the idee fixe.
There are no rules, only facts. There is no order, only preference. There are no
imperatives, only choice; or, to use a nineteenth-century word, * taste”

I am of the opinion that we have nc¢ faiths. 1 have none. * Free at last, ” I say to
myself. However, shapes do not emerge from a vacuum. There are currents in the
air. For example, historical architecture is “ in” after almost a hundred years of
neglect by the various “moderns” of the late nineteenth and twentieth century. True, we
den’t build in the Gothic style or the Renaissance style, but we are not averse to inspi-
ration at least. Simply, we cannot not know history.

Whenever I start a building design, three aspects—as I might call them—act as a
sort of measure, aim, discipline, hope for my work.

First, the Aspect of the Footprint—that is, how space unfolds from the moment I
catch a glimpse of a building until with my feet I have approached, entered, and arrived
at my gozl. .

In a church, the aspect of the footprint is simple; the hieratic procession to the
altar itself. In a home, from the automobile the footprints may lead to a seat by the
fire; in an office building, from the street to the elevator door. ( The elevator, of
course, being the death of processional architecture, my mind stops at its door. )

The processional for most buildings, including homes, is complex, and in different
eras is differently complex. At Ur in Mesopotamia five thousand years ago, the processi-
onal was also the architecture. Three encrmous staircases that ascended eighty feet

without landings, from three different directions, but all visible from the approaching
visitor’s path.
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In Egypt it was a straight line, but what a straight line: very high, very low,wide,
dense, straight to the holy of holies. .

Most complex, on the Acropolis at Athens. You ascend on foot( the only tourist
attraction that cannot be reached by aute, thank God) through the stark gateway. The
colossal Aihena Promachos on the right, near the back wall of the Pantheon, then the
Erechtheum. on the left, until in the fuli face of Mount Hymettos you make a 180° turn to
face the unenterable Parthenon.

The medieval approach was 2 smail diagonal street leading to a small squére,
where, facing nothing at all, usually off center in the piazza, stood the church. The
bursting into the Piazza San Marco in Venice is a huge example.

The Baroque processional was symmetrical, straight, and grand; Versailies or St.
Peter’s, the grandest of all.

In modern times, at Taliesin West, Frank Lloyd Wright made the most intriguingly
complex series of turns, twists, low tunnels, surprise views, framed landscapes, that
human imagination could achieve.

In urban street and plaza design, we find the same differences of processional in
different periods: the Greek, the interrupted gridiron street system, the medieval
diagonal, the Baroque allee. ’

It is with this richness of processionals in mind that I try to imagine buildings

Second, the Aspect of the Cave. All architecture is shelter; all great architecture is
the design of space that contains,cuddles,exalts,or stimulates the persons in that space.lt
is the design of the cave part of 2 building that overrides all other design guestions.
Like Lao-tse’s cup, it is the emptiness within that is of the essence.

There are lots of * insidenesses” to be studied besides the obvious interiors like
Chartres Cathedral or the Grand Central Terminal . Nowicki once said all architecture
is interior architecture—the Piazza San Marco in Venice, even ihe Acropolis in Athens ,

since walls that descend around you can hold you as securely as walis rising around
you.
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A plain box can hardiy be an exciting cave; visit your local auto factory building. Nor
does size alone count; once more visit your local auto factory. The modulation of interior
space must have complexity: the side chapels of Brunelleschi’s Santo Spirito, Michelangelo’s
transepts in St. Peter’s, the spiral walks in the Guggenheim, the aisles of a hall church in
the thirteenth century, the polychrome columns of Le Corbusier's High Court in Chandig-
arh,the scale-shifting boulders floating in the Ryoanji Garden of Kyoto, are ail tricks of
molding caves (o excite and thrill the observer. Spaces go in and out, up and down. They
overlap, they cheat or suggest, all the time enriching the architectural experience. With ail
these noble paradigms in mind, I still like to try my hand at caves.

The third aspect, the most difficult, is the Building as a' Work of Sculpture. Architecture
is usually thought of as different from sculpture and indeed not much great architecture is
sculpture: Pyramids,'yes; Taliesin West, no; Stonehenge, perhaps: Versailles , no; the Gugge-
nheim Museum, maybe; the Parthenon, certainly not (columns and entablatures see to that)
Frank Lloyd Wright roofs, arcades, colonnades, all speak architecture, not sculpture.

In the last decade or so, however, it seems to me sculptural forms, not necessarily geo-
metric, have become a mark of architecture. As we have become impoverished in our exte-
rnal architecture by the lack of decorative motifs our forerunners could use - - steeples,
pointed and unpointed arches, and the like - - we have turned to other modes of expression.
Since there are no structural limitations today like the lintels of Stonehenge or the Parthe-
non, we can warp or carve or tilt our buildings the way we will. A wonderful example comes
to mind: the fantastic gouges and the slithering angles of I. M. Pei's Naticnal Gallery addi-
tion - - majestic, playful, abstract sculptures. :

The most successful sculpture that John Burgee and I have built is Pennzoil Place in
Houston. Two trapezoidal buildings each composed of a square plus a right triangle, that
almost meet at a point in their corners, each roof sloping 45 ° toward each other. In plan,
each building of course has a 45° point at the triangle. The ridges of the buildings,however,
are also broken to slope away to a corner, giving the rather absurd impression of a twisted
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parrot’s beak. At the base there are two courts, again with roofs that pitch 45° up a hu-
ndred feet high, tapering in plan to ten feet wide.

The work of sculpture sounds more complex than it is. Straight walls, or 45° slanted
walls; no roof at all. The plan is orthogonal with occasional 45° elements. All is play of
simple angular volumes. But these simple volumes meet at the all important ten-foot siot
which is the key of the design - - a nonvolume which makes the sculpture. The gap is visible,
but only sometimes; the rest of the time it is a mystery known about, but unseen.

Another building of John Burgee and mine which illustrates the processional and cave
aspects of our work is the L.D.S. complex in Minneapolis. The Crystal Court there has
become the “living room” of the city. The crowds are huge. They come to buy ice-cream
cones and people- watch - - and our balconies and our processional make it easy, nay,
inevitable, for them to enjoy the experience.

Luck we certainly had. Bridges on all four sides bring in more people then the four
entrances on the street level. Minneapolitans are trained by their Siberian climate to bridge
their streets to keep warm. So we had our two-level city to start with - - a dream situa-
tion for an architect. To help our luck,however, we were very careful about our main entra-
nces. On each of the four sides, a zigzag funnel pierces the facades, narrowing often twenty
or thirty feet to an eighteen-foot wide entrance. The visitor then bursts after a short tunnel
into the Crystal Court: a room covered with clusters of glass cubes that pile asymmetrically
to a hundred-foot-high apex. Again asymmetrically placed against a diagonal wall, we
placed a high-speed escalator to the balconies, which wind their way around the Court and
lead in turn out over the lower funnels to four buildings across the streets.

Thus, we like to think, the eight entrances to the cave, the enforced diagonal of the
balcony, the clarity of four entrances, four compass points, make pleasant processions.We like
to think that the design of our cave—mounting to a crazy high point,decorated with the
balcony ribbon and its slanted escalator and its peculiar pentagonal shape, with no two sides
the same length, making an odd centrality with its surrounding walls constantly zigging and
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zagging in 5-by- 10- foot orthogonal modules creating a basic thythm - - helps the excite-
ment that ail people seem to feel in the room.

John Burgee and T have had fun in many of our designs with shapes and funnels, plazas,
main entrances, indoor streets, sloped sides and/or roofs, making processionals, spaces and
sculptures. We have been liberated by our commitment to refuse to be bound to rules and our
architecture, we believe, has profited.

In conclusion, it seems that we as architects are living in a grand period today: illogical

constraints have been lifted, and our *“audience™ - - those who commission buildings, as
well as those who use them - - have developed a renewed appreciation and demand for good
design.

We have, once again, the freedom, incentive, and responsibility to create exemplary
architecture.
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