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Dénver International Airport and the Travma of
Disassociative Architecture* -~ '

Anyone who has flown freqiiently in the United States has
probably been thro B the réw \C airpo!!f af Jeast Of
course, most of th cgl géh oP" his m v:rs |
penned’ sometime ago hing from thé i it
overrun to the baggage/ca l‘ %% nge fuli in the
local and, to a certain extent, national H&ha ﬁ\Tow that it is be-
ing used and abused some very interesting traits have come to the
fore.

The most fascinating aspect of the Denver Airport 15 how
well it is laid out, and how poorly that layout is communicated to
the user. Based to a certain extent on the Dulles design , the main
terminal building is connected, not to individual gates, bt to
three gate complexes, via an underground rail system. The ter-
minal building features a suspended roof that echoes the Rocky
Mountains®, wisible in the distance, and is almost completely sur-
rounded by parking ramps*.

The problem with DIA® is that 1t was programmed by one
group of people and Had the surfaces and spaces designed by, ap-
parently, = totally different group of people, the end result being
that the baggage claim and ticketing stands are located in dim
nooks® off the main concourse. It need hardly be stated that the
most important parts of the airport are the check-in and baggage
claim areas, where EVERY passenger must spend at least scme
timé¢ both befere and after a flight. Yet, at the DIA, even
though these areas are placed near the entrances to the airport
terminal, they are not well marked, and spending time in them
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comes close to experiencing what purgatory’ could be expected to
involve. There is a surprising lack of, well, everything in these
spaces, and they are far more utilitarian®, and even pomly de-
signed utilitarian at that,, than they need he. By contrast, the ar-
chitects have lavished® great care on the common spaces (the ter-
minal majl and the “stations” where the trains arrive at each gate
complex). These spaces abound with eye-catching (if not terribly
original) art and are well lit.

_Once one has arrived at the gate, one comes face to face
with the essential conflict of the Denver airport. All three gates
complexes are linear'®, the trains arrive in the center of each con-
course'!, and the gates are evenly spaced on either side. Howev-
er, once one has arrived at the concourse’s main level, the logical
layout one spies on the directory map disappears completely. One
is soon disoriented, and the legitimate signage fights with non-
stop advertising to pass on important (versus unnecessary) infor-
mation. The surface architecture defies'?, betrays, and disguises
the programmed design of the gate, and one is left wandering a
hopelessly cluttered'® space looking in vain for some sense of di-
rection.

Apparently, dislocation is such an expected part of air travel
that the chief failure of the Denver airport was accepted as in-
evitable, It seems also that architects have become 80 used to be-
ing reduced to the surface decorators of a building already pro-
grammed that they can only achieve artistic and creative expres-
sion by coming up with surface ornamentation of such loudness
that it makes itself heard above the program that was determined
before the architects were involved. Sadly, this appears to be ac-
curing frequently even within large established design firms. One
team programs a space and turns over final design of the space to
a different team, often with little if any crossrtalk or communica-
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tion. The results do little to inspire public confidence in architec-
ture.

W Notes
14 ABEFELFATHMATH M), L 8 R LOEH)
# & trauma n. 45 ydisassociative 2. WE FH W, L
TEREN
penv. §
the Rocky Mountains % %L b &
ramp n. H K
DIA = Devaver International Airport
. nook n. MK
7. purgatory n. MR ;EH R F WY
8. utilitarian . HH £ X H
9.lavish v. # B
10. linear 2. M /KW
11. concourse n. F B AT/ 3
12. defyv. AR EHH FHK
13. clutter v. ¥R R E

D 1 o W
- e



Hollywood’s Egyptian Theatre'

Sid Grauman’s 1922 Egyptian Theatre will soon be trans
fotmed into the iew cineratic and architectural flagship? of Hol-
lywood Boulevard®. Closed since July of 1992, the new home of
the non-profit theater American Cinematheque! will feature inde-
pendent, alternative, international, and documentary® film. One
of the most historic theaters on Hollywood'Boulevard wiil be used
as a base for the most innovative and best-designed adaptive reuse
project® recently seen in Hollywood. The project is a model of col-
laboration between architects, engineers (both structural and a-
coustic’), decorative painters and conservators®, and the de-
mands of a historic building. The major public spaces of the facil-
ity will be restored, and the auditorium® will be upgraded through
the use of a system which does not interfere with the historic
shell.

The American Cinematheque at the Egyptian Theatre pro-
ject comes at a time when the Boulevard is slowing making its
way uphill and emerging from an economic, physical and social
low point to which it had been sinking for many years.? It is
posed to provid- the kind of meaningful activity, historic revital-
ization, and sophisticated design that many hope will resurrect’
Hollywood.

Despite conditions there, tounsts continue to be drawn to
Hollywood Boulevard. An estimated nine million people a year
visit Hollywood, and it’s safe to say that the vast majority of
them are, to be polite, underwhelmed'? by what they find. Who,
then, is to step forward to imbue'® the Hollywood visitor’s expe-
rience with meaning? American Cinematheque rises to the chal-
lenge.
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Hollywood Boulevard has seen little other than hardship and
degradation in the-past five years. In June of 1992, the area fell
victim to much destruction and fear during the civil disturbances
surrounding the Rodney King verdicts!*. Several buildings, in-
cluding at least one listed on the Mational Register'®, were de-
stroyed by arson'® fire. These incidents also discouraged many po-
tential investors. A year and a half later, the January 17, 1994
Northridge Earthquake took its toll on!’ several more historic
buildings within the National Register-listed district. Several
damaged buildings of landmark quality were demolished.® Vine
Street was more or less destroyed; it will suffice to say' that
there is now ample parking, but very few businesses or attrac-
tions for which people would need to park.

The Hollywood Brown Derby restaurant, owned by parking
lot interests, was one of the casualties, and one can’t help but
feel sorry for any celebrity whose star on the “Walk of Fame”®
now lies in front of a chain-link-fenced” square of tarmac®. Sev-
eral damaged buildings still remain unrepaired, wrapped in chain
link to prevent their pitching® pieces of themselves down on to
tourists.

Meanwhile, a project that is expected to bring many more
residents and tourists in and out of Hollywood with speed and ef-
ficiency caused Hollywood Boulevard to sink even further; literal.
ly, this time. The tunnel being dug by Metrorail for the Red
Line beneath Hollywood Boulevard allegedly caused the street and
sidewalks to sink several inches in the course of one day.

The triple threat of social, natural, and infrastructural dis-
asters only dragged an area already suffering from general poverty
and decline down even further from the public image of glamour
and excitement which it holds worldwide.

Many of the old property owners have moved on. Businesses
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that oceupied its storefronts such as C. C. Brown’'s ice-cream
pariory Barker Broa: Furniture Compeny, @ Southern Pacific rail
ticket office, men’s and women’s clothing stores, and depart-
ment stores are gone. Without a formal survey, one could proba-
bly estimate that more storefronts than not are currently filled by
cheap electronices stores, t-shirt and tacky™ souvenir shops, and
trashy lingerie® emparia®. There is no longer a single bank locat-
ed between La Brea and Vine, but several cbeck cashing places
do a brisk business®.

Hollywood was once a separate city, but it was incorporated
into Los Angeles in 1910. Only in recent years has the city truly
demonstrated alarm at the crime, poverty, and physical decay of
one of its major tourism magnets. City Councilwoman Jackie
Goldberg represents the 13th Council District which includes Hol-
lywood. She announced last year at the annual “State of Holly-
wood ” luncheon that in the distribution of resources and atten-
tion, Hollywood Boulevard should not be treated as just another
neighborhoed commercial district. Rather, it should be regarded
as a city-wide asset on a par with? facilities such as the Port of
Los Angeles in 1ts importance to the city’s economy.

Through that more optimistic glass, one can see that there
have been many concerted efforts made and improvements mani-
fested. The Walt Disney Company has fully restored the El Capi-
tan Theater, using the theater since 1991 to premiere? the
studio’s new films and for long runs of their animated features®.
A magnet for family entertainment on the Boulevard, this theater
is said to be the top-grossing® single-screen theater in the coun-
try. The spectacular (but not original) neon marquee® and exu-
berant® decoration of the building make the El Capitan a beacon
for the west end of the boulevard, rivaling even Grauman’s Chi-
nese Theater which continues to thrive across the street. Movie
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theaters serve as the institutions holding the Boulevard together,
continuing to host premieres and special events and draw large
crowds.

Hollywood, after ally is synonymous with enmtertainment.
Even as Hollywood the industry has moved out of Hollywood the
physical place, the equation of the two has remained. Conscious
that this slip™ was occurring dnd damagirig the economy of the
area, the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce has encouraged cer-
tain types of industry-related businesses to locate in Hollywood,
and merchants have recently approved the formation of a Business
Improvement District. But in terms of the public experience of
Hollywood, the purchase of the Egyptian Theatre by the Com-
munity Redevelopment Agency (CRA) and its subsequent acqui-
sition by American Cinematheque may be the most important
progression® of the past five years.
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