James Wines

il

T

1 b‘;

GREEN
ARCHITECTURE

RhERRALL
..-,_‘ | .__...__

ERERRRRRAN







James Wines

Green Architecture

Edited by Philip Jodidio

KOLN LONDON MADRID NEW YORK PARIS TOKYO




Dedicated to my daughter Suzan Wines

© 2000 Benedikt Taschen Verlag GmbH
Hohenzollernring 53, D-50672 Kéln
www.taschen.com

Edited by Caroline Keller, Nicola Senger, Cologne
Design and Layout: Marion Hauff, Milan

Printed in ltaly
ISBN 3-8228-6303-3




16

35

64

69

78

102

132

146

161

184

194

226

238

239

240

Contents

Preface
Foreword

Nature’s Revenge: A Brief Survey of
20th-century Green History

Eco-Philosophy an Early Green History
Environmental Architecture Today
Integration of Architecture and Landscape

“Borrowed from Nature” -
Organic Forms and Cosmic Symbolism

Architecture in its Cultural Context
Translating Technology into Art

Green Design Research and Technological
Innovations

Building a Bridge to the Common Client

The Sociological Aspects of
Green Architecture - Urbanism

Prophetic Visions for the Future
Conclusion - Turning over a New Leaf
Bibliography

Index

Credits and Acknowledgements









Preface

Page 6/7

Hill town
Southern.ltaly
c. 1400

Page 7 and 8
Plan Voisin

Le Corbusier
Paris, France
Project, 1925

Man can hardly recognize the devils of his own creation.
Albert Schweitzer

Architecture in the 20th century began as
a celebration of the Age of Industry and
Technology; but this is rapidly changing in
response to a new Age of Information and
Ecology.

This book is intended as a general explo-
ration of one of the most complex and prob-
lematic issues facing humanity over the next
century — that is, how to construct a human
habitat in harmony with nature. The purpose
is to set the stage for an expanding creative
dialogue, but not pretend to offer utopian
solutions for the damage wrought by construc-
tion technology and the waste of resources
during the past 50 years. The text is really
more about opening up ideas and issues for
investigation and identifying new directions
in green design.

The chapters include a review of 20th-
century green architecture, a history of eco-
logically oriented shelter from Neolithic times
to the present, and a survey of architects who
are seeking to change the relationship between
buildings and the environment. It is a com-
pendium of these designers’ constructed and
proposed works that, with varying degrees of
success, are dealing with such issues as envi-
ronmental technology, energy conservation,
sustainability, and the conversion of all these
elements into architecture as art. Too often
the problem with so-called green architecture
is the conflict between having a strong sense
of mission and an admirable commitment to
ecological design principles, versus an overly
righteous moral posturing and a failure to




convert noble objectives into an equivalent
artistic expression. For example, there is
much talk of “sustainable architecture” as
an alternative to the industrialized societies’
wasteful legacy of short-term construction.
However, without art, the whole idea of sus-
tainability fails. People will never want to keep
an aesthetically inferior building around, no
matter how well stocked it is with cutting-edge
thermal glass, photovoltaic cells, and zero-
emission carpeting. While there are many pub-
lications today that cover the scientific and
technological side of the eco-design revolu-
tion, this book approaches the subject from
a conceptual, philosophical, and artistic
perspective.

In 1923 the great Modernist pioneer
Le Corbusier hailed a “new epoch” and pro-
claimed: “There exists a new spirit! Industry,
overwhelming us like a flood which rolls
toward its destined end, has furnished us
with new tools adapted to this new epoch,
animated by the new spirit.” Today, 75 years
later, we see this overwhelming flood as the
enemy of nature and a problem of global mag-
nitude that must be reversed — or, at the very
least, radically modified - for human survival.
The building of shelter consumes one-sixth of
the world’s fresh water supply, one-quarter of
its wood harvest, and two-fifths of its fossil
fuels and manufactured materials. As a result,
architecture has become one of the primary
targets of ecological reform. Oblivious to these
sobering statistics, the majority of architects
continue to design buildings rooted in the

style, spirit, and industrial technology identi-
fied with Le Corbusier’s once prophetic "new
epoch.” Unfortunately, it is an inspirational
source that has become tarnished and dis-
credited in the face of current environmental
realities.

Whereas Le Corbusier referred to the
house as “a machine for living in" — acknow-
ledging his debt to industrial sources — there
is a new generation of architects who regard
the earth itself as the ultimate “machine”
and the human habitat as an extension of
the concept of Gaia, or the earth as a living
organism. If the designers of this century's
earlier machine age could forge convincing
new paradigms for shelter out of the mecha-
nisms of industrial production, then one can
only imagine the potential explosion of future
creativity in response to the ideas found in
nature. The science of ecology has provided
a radically expanded view of the natural envi-
ronment, insights into its working processes
that never existed hefore, and the inspirational
foundation for a new architectural iconogra-
phy.

This book explores how a heightened
awareness of earth-centric information has
influenced architecture in the 1990s. Itis a
preface for revised thinking about the relation-
ships between construction and environment,
an exploration of new sources of form and
content, and a confirmation that the building
arts are in the nascent stage of a revolutionary
transformation that will ultimately change the
way we live.
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The ‘control of nature’ is a phrase conceived in arrogance,
born of the Neanderthal age of biology and the convenience of Man.

Compared to the environmental crisis, all other
social, political, economic, and scientific issues
pale into insignificance. Obviously if humanity
expires from global warming, over-population,
pollution, starvation, and a lack of water, it will
matter very little whether civil rights have
been achieved, the Middle East is at peace, an
Aids vaccine exists, or the national debts have
been paid. In point, all of these threats to our
survival are directly or indirectly related to
environmental destruction.

Unfortunately, the cataclysmic predic-
tions of some of our finest environmental spe-
cialists still go unheeded, or they are watered
down for reasons of palitical expedience and
corporate greed to a level where the public is
deluded into a state of complacency. There
seems to be no human enterprise that is not
based on the premise of Man’s dominance over
the earth and the delusion of some spiritually
ordained right to clog the rivers, pollute the
air, foul the beaches, poison the soil, and
impose general havoc on nature. Within this
scenario | have written this book on environ-
mental architecture, exploring the role of the
building arts in a new Age of Ecology.

In many ways this publication could be
considered both too early and too late. From a
design perspective, it is too early. While there
is brilliant work being done today that quali-
fies as “green” and “sustainable,” most archi-
tects’ actual choices of visual interpretation
are still locked into timeworn 20th-century
stylistic idioms which tend to confuse, rather
than reinforce, a progressive image of earth-
friendly architecture. On the other hand, from
the standpoint of advocating some much
needed environmental reforms in the building
arts, this book is too late. A major proportion
of the architectural profession has remained
oblivious to the magnitude of its irresponsible
assaults on the land and resources for many

Rachel Carson

decades. Furthermore, given the long-standing Foreword
need for an environmentally oriented philoso-

phy in architecture, the main messages of this

book are actually a half century overdue.

There are many publications today that
have examined the subject of green architec-
ture as though it was simply one more set of
problems to be resolved through advanced
technology. While, obviously, the goal of sus-
tainable living can be strengthened by such
environmentally progressive innovations as
the use of recycled materials, thermal (smart)
glass, energy efficient construction methods,
and photovoltaic solar collectors, most of
these solutions tend to isolate the means from
the mission. This ‘mission’ calls for a commit-
ment by societies everywhere to unite in a
common cause and connect to the natural
environment on a more profound philosophi-
cal, psychological, and cultural level. Other-
wise, the basic incentives for survival may be
defeated by a diversionary proliferation of
remedial mechanisms that do not address the
deeper social conflicts caused by a collective
state of denial.

Returning to the questionable choice of
early Industrial Age imagery that still charac-
terizes a great deal of green architecture, there
are frequently some justifiable solar energy,
resource conservation, and air quality related
rationales for the continued use of expressed
technological features - for example, expan-
sive plate glass walls, skeletal steel construc-
tion, and exposed duct systems. But there also
remains a lot of stylistic baggage that needs
to be discarded - or at the very least, seriously
re-evaluated - to accommodate the develop-
ment of a new ecology-based architectural
language.

This book is a modest endeavor to exam-
ine green design in this context. The origins of
this critique began with an earlier book, enti-




tled De-Architecture, that | published in 1987.
It was written as a protest against the ubiquity
of certain types of Modernist-derived struc-
tures and the oppressive anonymity of cities
and suburbs resulting from this influence. It
introduced some aesthetic propositions and
critical thinking about the relation of architec-
ture to context that | am expanding upon here.

In many ways De-Architecture was
indebted to Robert Venturi's pioneering 1966
treatise, Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture. His seminal book opened design-
ers’ eyes to the parallels in communicative
imagery to be found in historic civic and reli-
gious architecture, contemporary commercial
structures, and American vernacular buildings
which had been excluded from consideration
among adherents of orthodox Modernism. By
means of searing critique, trenchant insights,
and radical design ideas, Venturi ripped
through the heavily insulated walls of acade-
mia and let in a welcome blast of fresh air. He
admonished architects for their inflexibility and
enslavement to hand-me-down and derivative
design vocabularies. He opened up new hori-
zons by creating an awareness of the potency
of an architecture of signs and symbols and
revealed the deeper implications behind the
popular culture iconography found in American
main streets and commercial strips.

The initial triumphs of Modern Architec-
ture were inspired by the industrial dream.
From the turn of the century through the
1930s, architects passionately believed there
was a direct equation between the combustion
engine and a spiritual vision for shelter. Today
one only has to observe the bleak and hostile
legacy of this vision in cities around the world
to see how these ideals have degenerated
through endless repetition in the hands of
mediocre followers of the Modern Movement.
As long as buildings are conceived as isolated
“big events,” as monumental statements by
their designers, all the same mistakes will be
compounded over and over again. Venturi
understood this problem perfectly and became
a prophet of change; but the revolution has
been slow in gaining a secure foothold.

The fundamental message of my book
proposed that architecture in the 1990s should
examine new ideas for the built environment,
based on subliminal connections to what C. G.
Jung referred to as society’s “collective uncon-
scious.” My text supported a content-oriented
departure from Modern Design conventions
(which are still as rigid in their doctrinaire pre-
scriptions as the formerly disdained Beaux Arts
ever was), with the premise that Western civi-
lization is now in the Age of Information and
its architecture should conceptually and icono-
graphically reflect this radical change of source
material.

De-Architecture points out that, during
the past decade, people’s collective uncon-
scious — in fact, their entire perception of the
world — has been moulded by the supremacy
of television, cinema, mass media, and the
computer, This has resulted in a set of sublimi-
nal references that have little to do with the
industrial and technological forces that shaped
the economy, social structure, and habitat of
the early part of this century. For example, Le
Corbusier’s sacred architectural geometry of
“cubes, cones, and spheres” and his corre-
sponding enthusiasm for mechanized wonders
of automobiles, airplanes, and railroad trains,
gained their original currency from a
metaphorical association with the 1920s vision
of a new Machine Age. Now, as a result of the
total assimilation of a technology-based design
language into architecture, the potency of this
imagery has been lost. From our present infor-
mation era viewpoint, the Modernist legacy
has become too ponderously specific to reflect
the ephemerality and exchange-of-information
spirit of such influences as mass media, the
Internet, and satellite communications.

My early arguments also suggested that
the aesthetic value of buildings should no
longer be seen exclusively as a sculptural art
of abstract form, space, and structure, but
should, rather, shift the focus to informational
and contextual associations relating more to a
dialogue in the mind. This conversion from
physical to mental is consistent with the infor-
mation revolution and it also opens up archi-
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tecture to a range of ideas and options that
have been closed off for most of this century.
These alternatives include buildings seen as

a means of critical commentary on the basic
definition of architecture, buildings as hybrid
fusions of representation and abstraction, and
buildings as “environmental sponges” which
absorb their imagistic clues from the widest
possible range of contextual sources.

Given the explosion of the information
revolution during the past few years, the prin-
cipal message of De-Architecture for the 1980s
was its proposed shift of priorities in architec-
ture from structures as self-contained abstract
objects, to buildings as “filtering zones” for
receiving, absorbing, and communicating out-
side sources of information. It is a concept that
can be regarded as a logical bridge to the ideas
proposed in the following text on environmen-
tal architecture. This book represents an evolu-
tion from the philosophical perspectives of
De-Architecture to the major concern of the
building arts in the year 2000 - that is, how to
design the human habitat with a sensitivity to
ecological principles and translate this mes-
sage into a new architectural iconography.

While architectural discourse in the
1970s and 1980s (including my own contribu-

tions) tended to treat building art as an insular
subject, isolated by its own theoretical obfus-
cation, | now prefer to see my writing of this
period as transitional and leading toward the
far more urgent challenges of an ecological ini-
tiative. This hermetic situation in architecture
has been much like the tendency of psychol-
ogy to base its analyses on an interpretation
of the mind as a sanctuary of introspection
and narcissism. Today, in contrast, the rapidly
growing field of eco-psychology is displacing
this limited perspective through the realization
that mental disorders are frequently the conse-
quence of humanity's alienation from nature. In
a similar way architecture, as a fundamental
part of the matrix for human survival, can
hardly afford to remain separated from the
larger environmental picture.

The universal recognition of the power
of ecological forces is influencing all fields of
endeavor. Lester Brown, President of the World-
watch Institute, describes this epochal moment
as “nothing less than an environmental revolu-
tion, an economic and social transformation
that ranks with the agricultural and industrial
revolutions.” In critical terms, this suggests
dumping all of the ego-motivated excesses
associated with most architecture of the 20th
century in favor of a more socially responsible
and environmentally integrated approach. It
basically proposes that architecture has one
primary mission — to progress from “ego-cen-
tric” to “eco-centric.” This evolution refers to a
mental state of transference where the habitual
notions of an insulated psyche (detached from
the natural environment) are exchanged for
the re-awakening of an expansive sense of
‘oneness’ with nature.

The supply of philosophically based liter-
ature dealing with ecological architecture is
still limited. This is partly a result of the obvi-
ous urgency of the environmental crisis and
the fact that most authors consider doomsday
warnings to be far more important than con-
templative musings in architectural theory. It is
difficult to ignore the fact that industrialized
societies everywhere appear to be on an earth-
ravaging suicide course. In response, there are




now hundreds of publications on environmen-
tal reform and its relationship to every aspect
of survival - including resource conservation,
land use, waste disposal, government legisla-
tion, economic policy, and health care. Very
little of this literature places the burden of
responsibility on re-shaping contemporary
societies’ mental attitudes toward the earth
and the awesome challenge of setting the
stage for the possible emergence of eco-cen-
tric philosophies and religions. One notable
exception is Charles Jencks’ 1995 book, The
Architecture of the Jumping Universe.

Jencks' basic thesis proposes that con-
cepts in astrophysics — specifically quantum
and chaos theories — as well as computer tech-
nology's cybernetic revolution, have given
birth to an architecture of "cosmogenesis” that
is being reflected in the design of certain con-
temporary buildings. Within a broad theoretical
premise, he also includes eco-centric, anthro-
pocentric, and morphogenic sources as an
explanation for buildings demonstrating ele-
ments of disjointed geometry and convoluted
organic shapes. Although acknowledging the
ecological disasters surrounding us, his main
focus is still within that inspirationally thread-
bare territory of formalist design, where archi-
tectural innovation is measured primarily by
the familiar shape-making, space-making crite-
ria identified with traditional abstract art.
Jencks also attributes generous metaphorical
associations to the work of architects such as
Rem Koolhaas, Peter Eisenman, Santiago Cala-
trava, Frank O. Gehry, Coop Himmelb(l)au,
Daniel Libeskind, and others, all drawn from
his catalogue of cosmological references. Since
he is preoccupied with labyrinthine formal
strategies and the superficial similarities
between astrophysical diagrams and Mobius
strip influences in current architecture, the
author makes very little evaluative distinction
between buildings with admirable environmen-
tal contributions and those with only exagger-
ated sculptural features. In point, his favorite
structures are too often fabricated in such eco-
logically offensive materials as stainless steel
and endangered wood products, or sheathed

in obscenely toxic waste producing metals like
titanium, copper, and aluminum. Jencks seems
too easily satisfied with purely stylistic justifi-
cations for his cosmogenic metaphors, while
neglecting the more urgent role of architecture
to function as both an ecologically responsible
and a symbolically communicative presence in
the 21st century. As Jencks careens around the
universe, he appears less interested in the fact
that the earth under his feet is slipping away.
By scanning the cosmos for exotic metaphors,
he seems to be missing the dual capacity of
architecture to translate the lessons of nature
into a sustainable habitat and high art. Unlike
many of my more obsessively practical green
colleagues, who tend to underestimate the
value of philosophical discourse, | am very
supportive of Charles Jencks’ quest for a new
cosmology in architecture. The difference in
my approach to this issue is to reverse the pri-
orities — to advocate a "nature first” policy in
the search for ideas right here on earth - and
then move outward to the galaxies for addi-
tional sources of symbolism.

In addition to providing a survey of the
past, present, and speculative future of earth-
centric ideas and attitudes, my book is an
analysis of recent architecture that has con-
tributed to significant changes in environ-
mental thinking. Rather than focus on techno-
logical innovations — as noted before, a major
aspect of green architecture that has been
extensively covered by other authors - | am
looking at the subject from a conceptual,
aesthetic, and philosophical viewpoint. In
discussing contemporary work, my objective
is to identify the motivational ideas behind
each architect’s approach that shows promise
for the development of an ecologically inspired
art of building in the Age of Ecology.




Nature’s Revenge:
A Brief Survey of
20th-century
Green History

Life is right, and the architect is wrong.

From an ecological perspective, mainstream
architecture for the past two decades has sent
out all the wrong messages. As a result of
designers’ obsessive desire to maintain the
stylistic imagery identified with the 20th
century's earlier industrial and technological
dream, buildings have continuously displayed
characteristics reminiscent of everything from
factories to dirigibles, turbines, carburetors, oil
derricks, ocean liners, rockets, and space sta-
tions — in fact, communicating a whole range
of associations other than a connection with
the earth itself. These Machine Age influences
share one thing in common. They represent
the profligate consumption of fossil fuel and a
technocentric and anthropocentric view of the
human habitat. Ask almost any architect to
draw up his or her fantasies for a visionary
building in the world of tomorrow, and the
result will invariably look like a prophetic
sketch that might have come from the hand of
a Russian Constructivist in 1920. Particularly
from the 1970s to the present, the celebration
of such high-tech features as exposed struc-
tural systems, vast expanses of plate glass,
and cantilevered, tilted, or skewed steel
trusses has somehow become synonymous
with a progressive look in architecture. As
architect Michael Sorkin astutely observed in a
1990 critique of the Deconstructivist Exhibi-
tion at New York's Museum of Modern Art, the
continuing craze to scavenge Constructivist
imagery has resulted in “the reduction of an
architecture of polemic, contention, and vital-
ity to the necrophiliac realm of motif, the
transmutation of research into fashion, the lib-
eration of form from content so as to make it
useful for appropriation by hacks.” In addition
to its negative environmental implications (and
contrary to being progressive), this 90-year-
old, industrially derived iconography has
become the embodiment of a new academy

Le Corbusier (toward the end of his life)

and the equivalent of a contemporary Beaux
Arts. b

The comparison of stylistic ubiquity in
current architecture to the 1890s Beaux Arts is
not inappropriate. By the turn of the century
this institutionalized tyranny had become
much reviled by the pioneers of Modernism for
being a regressive pastiche of superfluous his-
torical decor. Its academic constraints were
rejected in the face of an explosive new era of
seductive technology, utilitarian ideals, and
social reform agendas. By taking an equally
uncompromising critical position today, one
might conclude that anything associated with
industrial imagery, formalist design, Modernist
or Constructivist derivations, the absence of
landscape, and the lack of environmental com-
mitment in the building arts could be seen -
like the Beaux Arts — as evidence of a reac-
tionary nostalgia for earlier times. Machine
Age imagery is also the antithesis of relevant
architecture at the threshold of an ecological
revolution.

This does not suggest that architects
should suddenly throw out the baby with the
bath water (as the Modernists unfortunately
did with the Beaux Arts) and abandon all evi-
dence of high-tech features in their work sim-
ply to update their styles and try to look eco-
logical. At the same time, it does mean that the
profession is being compelled to face a radical
re-evaluation of its priorities, and that soon the
most progressive new voices in design will
inevitably threaten the status quo. It can be
safely predicted that, because of the urgency
and increasing expansion of the environmental
movement, architecture will probably change
more radically over the next two decades than
it has changed in the past 100 years. Far
beyond the usual self-conscious motivations of
style and theory, the shape of buildings will
finally be forced to respond to the demands of
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limited resources and earth-centric impera-
tives.

This is potentially one of the most chal-
lenging periods of architectural innovation in
history. While many of the established archi-
tects today are intimidated by the accelerating
momentum of change — fearing their stylistic
commitments may be under attack — there is
no reason why this revolution cannot be opti-
mistically approached as the threshold of a
great creative era. Here, for the first time in
seven decades, is an opportunity to invent the
future on terms that are sociologically and eco-
logically responsible. The industrial and tech-
nological influences that launched this century
were rooted in cultural and economic change;
as a result, rarely did the architects of early
Modernism ever consider such issues as envi-
ronmental impact, or the related psychological
effects of their work on city dwellers as a con-
sequence of this loss of contact with nature.
They were committed to formalist and func-
tionalist invention and new technologies, pure
and simple. If people didn't appreciate the
results, their negative reaction was dismissed
as evidence of the public’s philistine ignorance
or conservative values. It is this profound mis-
judgment on the part of the architecture pro-
fession that is at the root of the environmental
problems we face today. By insisting on a set
of design standards divorced from ecological
responsibility, architecture has forfeited its
richest source of ideas, caused incalculable
environmental damage, and failed to commu-
nicate with the very constituency it is oblig-
ated to serve.

Environmental architecture is now in an
evolutionary stage that parallels the growth of
early Modernism, before all the stylistic ele-
ments of the past had been totally eclipsed by
the more iconic purity associated with a
Machine Age aesthetic. For example, the work
of architects such as Josef Hoffmann, Otto
Wagner, Adolf Loos, Peter Behrens, Auguste
Perret, and Louis Sullivan in the early 1900s
still retained many of the stylistic references
and deference to a metropolitan scale reminis-
cent of the 19th century. While distinctly mod-

ern in feeling, their buildings still did not
amplify the new age message with the same
aggressive impact as later works by Le Cor-
busier, Mies van der Rohe, Theo van Doesburg,
and Gerrit Rietveld. When mature Modernism
achieved a dominant influence, the parallels
between industrial production and its expres-
sion in form became definitive and easily per-
ceived. In a similar way, the next decade will
surely produce consistently more dramatic evi-
dence of environmental technology, the earth
sciences, and natural landscape expressively
transformed into an unmistakable architectural
iconography for the Age of Ecology.

Since the earth can be seen as the ulti-
mate “machine for living in," Le Corbusier’s
classic description of the functional habitat
applies with even broader implications to the
environmental era. If designers of the 1920s
and 30s could develop a persuasive architec-
tural language out of the rather limited (by
comparison to nature) inventions of industry,
imagine the wealth of ideas to be found in the
complexities of terrestrial and cosmological
phenomena. Why, for example, aren't the nat-
ural wonders of ecology, hydrology, geology,
or the revelations of biophysics and astro-
physics, even more of an inspirational resource
for the building arts than the structural geome-
try of a crane, or some Cubist-derived design
conventions? Likely opposition to this proposal
would come from those insular reactionaries
within the current architectural scene who
invariably protest any hint of narrative or refer-
ential content as anathema to the purity of tra-
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ditional abstract form. Yet it is precisely this
content-deprived, technologically driven, and
environmentally irresponsible resistance to
change that is at the basis of most regressive
architectural thinking today.

Even the most advanced advocates of
ecological design are still struggling with ways
to integrate environmental technology,
resource conservation, and aesthetic content.
Without all three components in place, there is
little chance for a truly enduring architecture.
A major factor contributing to the longevity of
buildings that have survived from the past is
their fusion of nature and art. They had to be
both earth friendly and beautiful to be worthy
of preservation in the first place. There is
much talk of sustainability in buildings these
days; however, this discourse tends to center
around the state of permanence as a desirable
feature - followed by speculative methods,
materials, and structural systems that have no
track record of extended durability. Under this
long-term endurance definition, the most reli-
able model of sustainable architecture would
have to include any 600-year-old structure,
still in excellent physical condition and active
use today. A good demonstration would be
certain Italian hill towns, where magnificent
13th-century buildings are filled with the latest
computer technology and operationally accom-
modate international communications indus-
tries. The reasons for this longevity are simple.
These picturesque villages were ideally situ-
ated for defensive security when originally
constructed, their thermally efficient walls
were built of regionally available materials,
and their interior spaces — uninterrupted by
today’s proclivity for sculptural excess — have
proven adaptable over hundreds of years of
changing uses. Finally, the main key to the hill
town'’s continued success has been an artistic
value worth preserving. In contrast, there are
many admirable examples of contemporary
green buildings, crammed with cutting-edge
environmentally favorable features, that have
neither met the test of time nor demonstrated
much aesthetic value. In point, it is a normal
experience to visit a well publicized ‘ecological

building’ and be handed a checklist brochure

of its earth-friendly virtues, while there is no

visible evidence of any attempt on the part of
the designer to resolve these contributions in
terms of art. It may be green, but it is boring

architecture.

This matter of sustainability cannot be
looked at from the limited perspective of dura-
bility alone, even though one of the main argu-
ments of this book is to defend the value of art
in overcoming the tendency of societies to dis-
card buildings with unreasonable frequency.
Sustainable architecture basically comes down
to three purposes — first, to advance the purely
selfish motive of survival by a cooperation with
nature; second, to build shelter in concert with
ecological principles as part of this objective;
and third, to address the deeper philosophical
conflicts surrounding the issue of whether we
really deserve the luxury of this existence,
given our appalling track record of environ-
mental abuse. A further, and ultimate, question
remains: if we convince ourselves that we
really merit nature’s blessings, what does the
notion of sustainability have to do with the
soul and its relationship to a spiritual eternity?

In its earliest primal state, sustainable
habitat simply referred to mankind’s use of
caves capable of being passed from one gener-
ation to the next, without disturbing the eco-
system. A later interpretation is reflected in
certain aboriginal cultures’ belief that any
hand-built dwelling must defer to nature’s need
for reclamation; therefore, it should be con-
ceived from the outset as part of a seamless
dematerialization back into the environment
when its sheltering functions are no longer
required. Sustainable architecture in ancient
cities usually meant construction technology
developed out of regionally accessible materi-
als which satisfied the demands of climate,
topography, and agriculture as the principle
means of survival. The guest for eternal life in
most religions — particularly as manifested in
ancient tombs and commemorative monu-
ments — established a premise for buildings
with exceptional durability, plus a choice of
indestructible materials to guarantee this per-



manence. Sustainable architecture in the 1990s
includes certain practical earth-centric fea-
tures; for example, buildings that can be recy-
cled in perpetuity for reasons of construction
technology and functional design, structures
that use the sun’s energy efficiently, and all
forms of shelter that respond to regional cli-
mate and materials limitations.

The philosophy of sustainability is also
associated with various societies’ perception of
eternity. It has been inseparable from historic
architecture ever since early religious connec-
tions were made between the concept of an
‘eternal soul,’ the need to honor this spirit by
offering provisional housing en route to para-
dise, and the construction of awesome monu-
mental sanctuaries to symbolize the mission
(as in the ancient Egypt of Tutankhamen). In
today's world, there doesn’t seem to be much
call for architecture as a spiritual depot. Reli-
gions now exert far less ritual power over the
mass of people than, for example, Catholicism
imposed during the 12th century, and they
have lost a great deal of theological credibility
to the more persuasive picture of eternity
described by science. This revised view is
being reconstructed (some say, “decon-
structed”) by the conceptual breakthrough of
time and space theories. Astrophysics has
charted a new geography of the heavens, leav-
ing considerable doubt concerning the where-
abouts of a paradise beyond this world where
the soul can rest in peace. Instead, science
describes everything in the universe as unfath-
omable electromagnetic forces, composed of
particles, waves, explosions, inversions,
expansions, and contractions, all trapped in a
bleak and hostile void. Contrary to most reli-
gious doctrines, which promise greater
rewards in a heavenly afterlife, these unpleas-
ant scenarios characterize the greater un-
known as nothing more than convulsive clus-
ters of energy, trapped in endless chaos.
Physics elaborates on this rather bothersome
concept by proposing that our very being is
nothing more than an equivalent composition
of particles — a speculation which tends to dis-
courage much hope of a spiritual fulfillment

elsewhere. These doubts raised by science,
would seem to suggest that our chances for
happiness may be more reliably terrestrial than
paradisiacal. While speculative in any case, this
kind of debate reinforces the insurance value
of humanity’s investment in an earth-bound
existence. At the same time, the affirmation of
nature’s power does not preclude believing
that sustainable architecture still has a role to
play in celebrating the eternity of the soul.

Leaving the spiritual realm of sustainabil-
ity for the more focused applications in green
architecture, it is strange that even the individ-
ual components of environmental technology
are rarely interpreted by architects as artistic
raw material. Ecologically favorable hardware
like thermal glass, solar collectors, photo-
voltaic panels, air filtering systems, and recy-
cled construction materials, which could all be
used to enhance the final building-as-art state-
ment, are usually treated indifferently as
“installed” rather than “expressed” elements of
design, with no clues to their sources in nature
or contributions to the expanded life and com-
municative content of buildings.

Like the confusion surrounding sustain-
ability, the whole environmental issue suffers
from problems of definition, terminology, and
treatment in media exposure. The word “green”
itself is in danger of becoming as over-publi-
cized and meaningless as passé terms like
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“post-modernist” and "deconstructivist” became
a few years ago. For architects long involved
with ecological design, the growing surge of
popular hype (and its frequent misunderstand-
ing of the real issues) has forced a need for
environmental advocates to distance them-
selves from an omnivorous press that can so
rapidly convert fertile ideas into impotent
rhetoric. On the other hand, today’s green
movement needs a supportive media voice

to continuously remind the global community
of its precarious plight if the assaults on our
fragile eco-systems continue unabated.

These fears over mankind’s abuse of the
environment are hardly new. They have been
preceded by a history that can be traced back
to the laments of Plato, agonizing over the loss
of verdant hills and forests that surrounded
ancient Athens as-a result of relentless defor-
estation for shipbuilding and fuel. He wrote:
“What now remains, compared to what was, is
like the skeleton of a sick man, all the fat and
soft earth wasted away and only the bare
framework of the land being left.” He was
describing a situation where the once fertile
Mediterranean basin had become a man-made
desert. Formerly prosperous ports were aban-
doned to marsh land, as the harbors filled with
silt wastes and the peripheral towns around
Athens became landlocked, arid, and no longer
able to support habitation.

In much of the ancient world, nature was
regarded with awe and fear, since people were
presumed to be helpless in the face of its
power. After the major scientific discoveries of
the 16th to the 18th centuries, Western soci-
eties, with their greed-driven economies,
began to believe in the illusion that nature
could be conquered through science for the
exclusive benefit of commerce. This led to a
reliance on technocentrism, which replaced the
formerly deferent relationship between people
and their environment. By the 19th century an
apprehensive group of artists, writers, and
philosophers, fearful of the consequences of
rapacious industrial growth, began to idealize
past civilizations - inclusive of ancient Greece
—as the models of a more sympathetic commu-
nion with nature. Shelley and Blake, followed
by Emerson, characterized the romantic view
in literature, while English gardens celebrated
a nostalgia for antiquity through the orchestra-
tion of artificial ruins wrapped in lush vegeta-
tion. Henry David Thoreau endeavored to weld
the links between nature and society, and
painters like Gustave Courbet, William Turner,
and John Constable reminded audiences of the
mysteries of landscape that were being endan-
gered by the technologically based ravages of
industry. John Ruskin admonished technocrats
for their callous disregard for human identity
in a machine-dominated world, and John Muir
gave eloquent support to nature’s gifts by
defending the preservation of America’s great
forest lands. Toward the end of the 19th cen-
tury, the Arts and Crafts Movement and Art
Nouveau became the last architectural styles to
celebrate the relationships between the build-
ing arts and natural forms. After that, the bat-
tle was lost. Modern Design swept the slate
clean with its persuasive arguments about the
relevance of industrial imagery, the provision
of an easily imitated kit of parts, and a seduc-
tive manifesto for the future.

The strongest voice of resistance - and
the singular innovator whose work shaped the
fundamental principles of integrating architec-
ture with its context in this century — was that
of Frank Lloyd Wright. This awesome genius




was a prophet of the entire environmental
movement as far back as 1910, long before
the word “ecology” was even ih common use.
He grasped the whole potential for buildings
to become extensions of their environments
by means of forms reflecting the contours of
surrounding topography and the use of con-
struction materials drawn from regional
resources. He also connected the functional
purposes of architecture to those processes in
nature that parallel human behavior in the way
they seek light, darkness, nourishment, and
protection.

Wright was also the pioneering force
behind “organic architecture” (which has
served as a general frame of reference for
many arguments in this book). In his view
“Modern architecture is merely something -
anything — which may be built today, but
organic architecture is an architecture from

within outward. Organic means intrinsic, in the
philosophical sense, entity — wherever the
whole is to the part as the part is to the whole
and where the nature of materials, the nature
of the purpose, the nature of the entire perfor-
mance becomes clear as a necessity. Out of
that nature comes what character in any partic-
ular situation you can give to the building as a
creative artist.”

For reasons that can only be explained by
the fickleness and superficiality of stylistic
vogue, Wright's ideas fell out of favor when
Modernism gained its ascendancy. Perhaps this
was due in part to the fact that his work, like
that of such artists as Picasso and Matisse,
could not be successfully copied without
falling into banal caricature. This decline into
parody was inevitable and spawned several
generations of Wrightian pastiche. At the same
time, his crusade for organic architecture got
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buried under the quick and easy cubes, cones,
spheres, and nine-square grids of academic
design and the indifference of the architectural
profession to environmental alarm signals. The
work of architects like Le Corbusier, Mies van
der Rohe, Rietveld, and Melnikov seemed more
neatly packaged, more accessible to imitation,
more rigorously formal, and tidier in theoreti-
cal terms than the earth-oriented, multi-dimen-
sional, rough cut and romantic prairie philoso-
phy of Frank Lloyd Wright. This philosophical
gap is best articulated by Wright’s retort to Le
Corbusier’s aphorism describing the house as a
“machine for living in": "Yes," Wright quipped,
“just like the human heart is a suction pump.”
As early as the 1920s and 30s the impact
of technocentric overkill was being attacked by
some leading critics of the day, but very few
architects were listening. By then, the antisep-
tic industrial appearance of building and
absence of such distracting amenities as land-
scape became inseparable from the whole idea
of progressive design. This minimalist
approach also conveniently found favor with
bottom-line developers who were always look-
ing for building technologies that were cheap,
functional, and fast. The destructive effects of
this proliferation of purity on human psychol-
ogy and ecological stability got buried under
the architects’ ideological rhetoric and the
development companies’ profit motives. Only
occasionally, as in 1938, when Lewis Mumford
published the Culture of Cities, was forceful
opposition voiced. Mumford reprimanded the
builders of America: "As the pavement
spreads, nature is pushed farther away; the
whole routine divorces itself more completely
from the soil; the slaughterhouse and the
cemetery are equally remote and their
processes are equally hidden.” Taking aim at
suburbia, Mumford sardonically touched on
the psychological effects of rampant dreari-
ness: “Standardized materials and patterns and
plans and elevations — here are the ingredients
of the architecture of the machine age: by
escaping it we get our superficially vivacious
suburbs; by accepting it, those vast acres of
nondescript monotony. ... The chief thing

needful for the full enjoyment of this architec-
ture is a standardized people.”

In 1962, Rachel Carson's book Silent
Spring essentially launched the popular con-
cern with ecology. While some scientists and a
few courageous politicians had warned of the
dangers of environmental neglect, she man-
aged to etch the threat of an eco-Armageddon
and an industrial and military conspiracy into
people’s minds with greater impact than all
other authors. Her grim record of the effects of
pesticides, industrial wastes, and air pollution
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on human survival alerted an entire generation
to the perils at hand. Carson's book became
one of the motivating alarm signals for the
environmental youth movement that followed.
The first national wave of green con-
sciousness in America started with the youth

movement of the 1960s. At that time the cause
unfortunately became associated in the public’s
mind with political radicalism, unreasonable
measures to protect nature, and the endanger-
ment of job security if land was preserved
instead of plundered. For conservative citizens,
the image of isolated communes, sheltered
under geodesic domes, and populated by what
the press disdainfully referred to as “naked
eco-freaks” growing organic vegetables,
became an alienating vision of the environmen-
tal revolution. Also, the confrontational
rhetoric of the 60s portrayed the government
and industry as greed-driven and irresponsible
conspirators, destroying people and plant life
for their own nefarious ends. Whether accurate
or not, this hostile invective was interpreted by
mainstream Americans as threatening to their
traditional lifestyles and calling for personal
sacrifices to save animals and trees. The radi-
cals of this era, swept along by their anti-estab-
lishment politics, failed to realize that by seg-
regating themselves in remote compounds (all
of the solar panels and earth-covered shelters
notwithstanding), they ignored the first princi-
ple of ecology - that is the law of “integrated
systems.” This concept of interactive coopera-
tion, based on the way nature actually func-
tions, is obviously the antithesis of individual-
ism and isolationist behavior. As a result, while
the youth movement enjoyed a lot of publicity
for their beliefs, they tended to lose sight of
the larger ecological picture. The typical “Drop
City" refuge was not really a viable answer for
a green habitat - although the incentives were
admirable - so, for this and other assorted rea-
sons, the 60s environmental movement never
really succeeded in gaining its desired influ-
ence on government and the public.

During the 1970s and 80s, as a result of
America’s swing to a conservative and
exploitative politics of "supply side” economics
and its recklessly self-serving environmental
policies, the green movement floundered for
a while. It was revived again in the late 1980s
as a result of a favorable press and an increas-
ingly concerned population who had, by then,
witnessed a succession of environmental dis-



asters in the form of nuclear waste leaks,
flooded cities, and crop failures. It occurred to
even the most obstinate detractors of the ecol-
ogy movement that Mother Nature was going
to have her way and it was wiser to cooperate
than resist. At the same time high-profile
administrations, like the Reagan presidency in
the USA and the Thatcher administration in
Great Britain, were plagued by widespread crit-
icism of their resource-wasteful environmental
policies. This, in turn, provoked an effective
public outcry and offered tangible targets of
blame for a series of well publicized ecological
mishaps related to governmental negligence. It
also fueled a new generation’s environmental
activism.

By the early 1990s, the citizenry of every
nation began to personally experience unusu-
ally severe environmental devastation in the
form of heat waves, soil pollution, droughts,
oil spills, and the increased incidence of dis-
ease. Somehow the information revolution
finally managed to communicate the threat of
“unseen forces” in nature and persuade increas-
ingly larger portions of the global population
to acknowledge both the visible and invisible
threats described by science. Whatever the sac-
rifices required in terms of remedial action to
save the environment, the world community
began to see these penalties as far less painful
than the prospect of total extinction.

A cohesive global ecology movement and
a unified course of action have not yet been
established, since so many of the destructive
residuals of the 1980s still remain. The main
obstacles to progress can obviously be blamed
on conservative political and economic agen-
das; but, at the same time, there is consider-
able pressure being brought to bear on gov-
ernments from grass—roa?g'movements.
activist organizations, and green parties.

All across Europe, green parties increasingly
win ground and are responsively participating
in the political process. Also, the number of
environmental advocacy societies has increas-
ed to staggering proportions compared to the
1970s, and such groups as Greenpeace, Envi-
ronmental Action, The Sierra Club, Friends of

the Earth, and The Nature Conservancy all
claim burgeoning memberships. Most encour-
aging of all, a recent Gallup poll indicates that
77 percent of adult Americans define them-
selves as pro-environment.

Other areas of progressive activity in
the green revolution have been related to the
fields of philosophy and eco-psychology. The
influential psychologist Theodore Roszak calls
for an expansion of the environmental move-
ment to include a “psychological impact state-
ment” that can trace mental disturbances — and
even a larger scope of societal dysfunction -
directly to people’s loss of contact with the
earth. This relatively new focus in psychology
has moved away from Freudian psychoanaly-
sis, with its anthropocentric view of the id as a
guarded sanctuary and its defense strategies
against the hostilities of nature. In the 1930s
Freud claimed that: “Normally there is nothing
of which we are more certain than the feeling
of our self, of our ego ... marked apart from
everything else.” His concepts of the ego and
libido as exclusive gateways to the uncovering
of emotional aberrations are now being chal-
lenged by an expansive type of analysis where
the human psyche is never separate from the
larger web of environmental forces. Carl Jung
as well, while more open than Freud to exter-
nal influences on the mind, saw his concept of
the collective unconscious as moulded by a
range of culturally based symbols, with very
few references to the earth. It is curious that
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Jung diagnosed his patients’ dreams involving
references to buildings and interiors as indica-
tive of their desire to regain the lost security of
the womb, or as evidence of their tendency to
construct protective walls in the mind. Why,
instead, didn’t he interpret their visions of
dwelling spaces as part of a universal instinct
to find sanctuary again in the sheltering
crevices of nature, or as evidence of a sublimi-
nal need to return to the primordial origins of
the human habitat?

The basis of eco-psychology is to help
people see the magnitude of their alienation
from the natural environment and guide them
toward finding ways to bridge this gap, rather
than pursue a self-indulgent search for
answers within the dead-end zone of the ego.
This expansive horizon for the mind parallels
the territories now being explored by radical
ecologists, who declare that unless mankind
re-connects in the most profound way with the
integrated systems of nature, our species is
doomed. This sinister overview is not mere
apocalyptic hyperbole for dramatic effect. It is
the product of a widening philosophical and
scientific conviction that, if the technological
world persists in its seemingly irreversible
expansion of consumerism and its measure of
all success in terms of financial rewards alone,
the end may be nearer than we think.

In the face of this scenario, it has been
a peculiar characteristic of Structuralist, post-

Structuralist, and Postmodernist philosophical
discourse that virtually no hint of environmen-
tal awareness has appeared in the theoretical
work of our leading voices in literary criticism
and philosophy. Considering the much her-
alded quest for new definitions of meaning in
linguistic analysis, it seems strangely insular
that the principal coding mechanisms continue
to be based on Freudian psychology and the
stockpile of referential sources are still ex-
tracted mainly from consumer culture and
politics. For example, the Structuralist theories
of Jacques Lacan and Claude Lévi-Strauss have
challenged the capacity of language to accu-
rately communicate thought by using the rela-
tionships between "surface structure” (the
signifier) and "deep structure” (that which is
signified) as analytical tools in understanding
the rituals of social interaction and the under-
pinnings of psychology. Post-Structuralist writ-
ers like Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault
have also questioned the nature of meaning
and continuity in human communications by
identifying inversions of language that, in
some ways, parallel the investigations of chaos
theory in science. Derrida has used the tactic
of deconstruction to shatter the conventional
surface readings of literature in order to ques-
tion the reliability of language itself. Along a
parallel course of reasoning, psychologist Fou-
cault has analyzed confusing and misleading
flaws in the “systematicity of discursive prac-
tices” by calling attention to the contradictions
of interpretation between continuity and dis-
continuity, between saying and doing, reason
and madness. In the semiotic studies of Roland
Barthes and Jean Baudrillard, the signifier/sig-
nified concept embraces the pop culture
iconography of signs, symbols, rituals, and
systems as a threshold to understanding the
ambiguous territory between real and imag-
ined. Baudrillard describes a world where con-
sumer culture has created a perilous state of
illusion and detachment from reality, thereby
producing a universal condition where simula-
tion becomes the new reality. With the prodi-
gious growth of the mass-media and cyber-
netic revolutions - the ultimate manifestations



You can create desolate wastelands of the spirit as well as of the environment.

You can scar people as well as land.

of his notion of ecstatic hopelessness in the
face of excessive stimuli - the deterioration of
meaning threatens to become an apocalypse
of language debasement. The primary omis-
sion in this provocative argument is its failure
to account for that day when the plug is pulled
on the power systems. From the larger per-
spective - referring to that inevitable time
when fossil fuel runs out (optimistic predic-
tions estimate 100 years), when the electrical
grids shut down, and when nature takes its
just revenge - this kind of intellectual games-
manship could come to be seen as quaintly
myopic. In summary, the propositions of these
major thinkers are drawn from such anthro-
pocentic sources as popular culture (partic-
ularly fashion, advertising, and films), and the
politics of racism and gender discrimination.
From a literary perspective they have failed to
connect with what poet Jay Parini has identi-
fied as the "actual universe of rocks, trees, and
rivers that lies behind the wilderness of signs.”
While the argument could be made that all
human endeavor is an extension of nature and
therefore a part of the larger ecological picture,
the fact remains that Post-modern philosophy
has not focused on ecologically based para-
digms and their connections to language and
psychology as major sources of ideas for com-
parative analysis and theory. The key philo-
sophical luminaries have remained narrowly
confined within a typically ego- but not eco-
centric frame of reference.

A totally opposite view is proposed by
the “deep ecologists.” Similar in some ways to
structuralist theory in language (referring to
the surface structure/deep structure concept),
the deep ecology movement is based on radi-
cal propositions developed in the early 1970s
by Norwegian professor Arne Naess. With his
controversial claim that the human race is
no more deserving of respect, protection, or
continuity than any other organism, he has
unleashed legions of eco-advocates function-
ing somewhat like shock troops for environ-
mental action. The deep ecologists spare no
one from responsibility and blame all humanity
for the current crisis, pointing out that indus-

Ada Louise Huxtable

try could not prosper and pollute without the
support of consumer choices; so, the entire
solution to a potential ecological cataclysm is
a massive propaganda campaign to reverse
the global state of mind and expose the truth
about technological delusion.

The foundations of deep ecology can be
traced back to the nature-oriented religions of
Zen Buddhism and Taoism, as well as environ-
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mentally friendly philosophers like St Francis,
Spinoza, and, more recently, Rachel Carson.
The major purpose of the movement is to
change the paradigms which have distorted
contemporary society’s value systems,
economies, and relationships to nature. For
example, in 1967, prophetic writer Lynn White
anticipated deep ecology’s forceful critiques by
identifying Christianity as the archetype of an
anthropocentric religion and a prime illustra-
tion of the arrogant hypothesis that nature
exists for man’s convenience. From White's
viewpoint, this global faith has done more
to promote the ‘dominance of the earth’ folly
than any other philosophical influence, and it
shares, with the cult of consumerism, a vora-
cious campaign to brainwash people into
believing that more is better. He has proposed
that Christianity, like any product-marketing
industry, endorses the equation that more
people means a larger constituency, increased
power, and greater profits. Meanwhile every
environmental expert on earth has warned that
over-population is at the top of the list of aber-
rations leading to an ultimate apocalypse.
Part of the strength of deep ecology lies
in the convincing checklist of facts and figures
to support its doomsday theories and the
avenues of practical and spiritual options that
it offers to society as part of a sustainable life
package. On one hand, Arne Naess paints a
grim picture of humanity's chances of survival
by proposing that a dread disease like Aids
may simply be the beginning of nature’s way

of trimming population and eliminating Homo
sapiens (regarded, in the larger eco-scenario,
as the earth's own cancer). At the other
extreme, he heralds a new age of intelligent
stewardship for the earth, where man returns
to his appropriately humble role as only one
small component of the total eco-system. To
accomplish this, Naess sees the need for a rad-
ical revision of social structure and the intro-
duction of what he calls the "ecological self ...
in and of nature from the very beginning of our
selves.” He continues: “Society and human rela-
tionships are important, but our self is much
richer in its constitutive relationships.” Reflect-
ing aboriginal cultures’ seamless identification
with the environment, Naess maintains that
“my relation to this place is part of myself; if
this place is destroyed, something in me is
destroyed.”

Deep ecology has defined the most radi-
cal and persuasive intellectual position of the
1990s. Its fundamental difference from the 60s
tendency toward isolationism and individual-
ism as a defense against environmental
destruction is its plea for a decentralized, par-
ticipatory, global eco-democracy. One ominous
threat to this new paradigm is the popularity
of the old one. There is alarming evidence that
most of the optimistic events of the late 1980s
—the liberation of Eastern Europe, the unifica-
tion of Germany, the reduction of nuclear
armaments, and the rise of Third World
economies — may now have become nothing
more than an exaggerated caricature of the
familiar Western-style clamor for consumer
products, wasteful technologies, and an ever-
proliferating glut of mega-malls and fast food
outlets. It is paradoxical that the same infor-
mation explosion which led to universal aware-
ness of the virtues of democracy did not man-
age to separate the concepts of human rights
and environmental initiatives from the evils of
Capitalism. An over-effective merchandising of
freedom has backfired to become the cancer-
ous spread of consumerism.

Arne Naess, forever the optimist, feels
that a new wave of the "eco-philosophical” (or
“ecosophy”) may replace the merely ecological,



In our hearts we know there is something maniacal about the way we are

abusing the planetary environment.

which he sees as a limited science. He states:
“By ecosophy | mean a philosophy of ecologi-
cal harmony or equilibrium. A philosophy is a
kind of sophia wisdom, is openly normative, it
contains both norms, rules, postulates, value
priority announcements, and hypotheses, con-
cerning the state of affairs in our universe. Wis-
dom is policy wisdom, prescription, not only
scientific description and prediction.” He
seems to be suggesting that deep ecology will
be involved less with doomsday pronounce-
ments and more with the development of a
new earth-centered cosmology — approximat-
ing, perhaps, a new religion that is closer to
the revolutionary ideas, beliefs, and policies
that can bring humanity into alliance with
nature and closer to the answer for survival.

This summary of ideas and issues in the
ecology movement only touches the surface
of a vastly complex dialogue, with an infinite
variety of emotional reactions, philosophical
theories, political positions, and proposals for
remedial action. The bottom-line concession
seems to be a worldwide agreement concern-
ing the magnitude of the problem. As a coun-
terpoint to the tendency toward euphoric opti-
mism and as a general reminder of the reality at
hand, it is sobering to be reminded of the mag-
nitude of environmentally related problems and
some of their statistics. These include:

8 Water supplies

Water tables are falling globally and, in major
portions of the Middle East, Africa, and India,
most communities consume more than half of
their renewable water supplies. Over-popula-
tion and economic expansion in these regions
exacerbate the crisis. Other disturbing statis-
tics include such facts as one-fifth of humanity
consumes water that is not fit to drink and the
construction of all forms of shelter consumes
one-sixth of the world’s water supply.

s lead in gasoline

Most of the developing countries of the world
have not cooperated in reducing the lead con-
tent in motor vehicle fuels. In virtually all of
China, Africa, and Eastern Europe — where
automotive traffic is growing at alarming rates

Theodore Roszak

—the lead percentage can be as high as 0.15
per litre. Depending on topographical features
and climate conditions, this can cause serious
physical and mental disorders.

®  Soil erosion

Naturally vegetated land surface - the best
insurance policy against erosion - is being rad-
ically decreased worldwide each year as agri-
cultural and industrial incursions reduce the
soil’s ability to restore its nutrients and main-
tain a stable structure. For example, China is
the most affected by this crisis, where 3,500
million tons of eroded soil each year are
deposited into riverbeds and lakes. One omi-
nous result is the annual loss of 390 million
cubic meters of its water storage capacity,
causing an incremental increase in the con-
struction of more dams and reservoirs.

= Tropical rain forests

It is universal knowledge that rain forests are
essential for global climate control and the sur-
vival of all living species. The clearing of these
precious resources for reasons of farming, tim-
ber, and cattle ranches over the past decade
alone has removed more than 8 percent of

the world’s tropical forests - reducing the

area fror{1 .I ,900 millior! hectares in 1980 to %err:;e;;':ganada
1,700 million hectares in 1990. 1993
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= Nuclear energy facilities

There are more than 430 operating nuclear
reactors globally and all must be decommis-
sioned at some point during the next 35 years
at a cost of approximately $900 million per
unit; and this refers to the cheapest available
technology. In Great Britain alone, there are

54 reactors that will have to be shut down by
2060 at a price of £16 billion. As of this writ-
ing, there is no safe storage plan or adequate
dump facility for nuclear waste anywhere in
the world, while more than 10,000 tons of con-
taminated discard are being produced annu-
ally. It takes more than 150 years to success-
fully decommission a power station, and the
most potent level of waste — plutonium - has a
29,000-year half-life. This means that no living
creature can go anywhere near this radioactive
garbage for a longer period than the entire his-
tory of civilization. To add a few more gloomy
statistics: plutonium is still produced illegally
and could easily serve some terrorist cause;
there are increasing nuclear stockpiles being
assembled as additional countries demand mil-
itary parity in the world arena; industries and
governments continue to advocate the con-
struction of new nuclear plants; and, as a final
footnote, the minuscule amount of nuclear
waste from Enrico Fermi's original experiments
has still not found a secure resting place.

s Population growth

The world's population is now 6 billion people,
with an average annual growth of approxi-
mately 90 million. According to U.N. estimates,
the population will continue to expand to a
level of 11.9 billion by the year 2050 — adding,
in effect, the population of three new Africas.
Under this scenario, the demands on water
supplies, land surfaces, and natural resources
will be so overwhelming that some form of
mass extinction may take place.

= Clobal warming

The potentially catastrophic rise of global tem-
peratures, as a result of increasing greenhouse
gases (CO,), is another favorite candidate in
the worldwide scenario. Scientists presently
predict a global increase in temperature of

3.5 degrees Celsius by 2100. This warming

tendency would cause ocean waters to expand
through the melting of polar caps, raising sea
levels 6 cm every ten years, and would essen-
tially wipe out most major cities at sea level.
General climate changes would destroy vast
parts of the ecosystem, reduce the food-pro-
ducing countries to a level far below demand,
radically increase disease and famine in desert
areas as water supplies disappear completely,
and activate a greater frequency of floods,
droughts, hurricanes, and tidal waves.

Returning to the topical concerns of this
book — and in the face of the unstable future
outlined above — the big question for the
human habitat remains, what is the role of
architecture? Most noticeably in the 20th cen-
tury, the built environment has been more a
part of the problem than the solution. The irre-
sponsible wastefulness associated with con-
struction technology, heating, and cooling
have only been the beginning of architecture’s
assaults on natural resources. For reasons of
its association in the public mind with aggres-
sive intrusions on the land - blasting out holes,
leveling forests, paving wetlands, befouling
the soil - the architectural profession has been
targeted by critics as one of the most culpable
of the environmental enemies. But this high
profile can be converted to an advantage. By
advancing the argument that architecture has
the dual responsibility to help solve environ-
mental problems, as well as visually celebrate
the results, it can become the guintessential
public herald of eco-centrism and ecosophy.
The environmental revolution can only succeed
realistically one small step at a time, and archi-
tecture is one of its most visible chroniclers of
progress. This role of the building arts con-
firms the now more restrained views of Arne
Naess who, today, feels “impatient with the
doomsday prophets and confident that we
have a mission, however modest, in shaping
a better future that is not remote.”
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Itis one thing just to use the earth: it is quite another thing to receive the blessing of the earth
and to become at home in the law of this reception, in order to shepherd the mystery of being
and to pay attention to the inviolability of the possible.

Martin Heidegger

We know that the white man does not understand our ways. He is a stranger who comes in the
night and takes from the land whatever he needs. The earth is not his friend, but his enemy,
and when he’s conquered it he moves on. He kidnaps the earth from his children. His appetite
will devour the earth and leave behind a desert. If all the beasts were gone, we would die from
a great loneliness of the spirit, for whatever happens to the beasts happens to us. All things
are connected. Whatever befalls the Earth, befalls the children of the Earth.

American Indian Chief Seattle

Architecture is one of the most dependable
reflections of a civilization’s philosophical
foundations. This is not to say, simply because
some past municipality has built impressive
monuments, paradisiacal gardens, and a sus-
tainable habitat, that this society somehow
represented a paragon of spirituality, benevo-
lence, and ecological enlightenment. To the
contrary, certain notoriously despotic monar-
chies have constructed the most aesthetically
magnificent and ecologically responsible civic
works, while some admirable democracies
have left only oppressive architectural voids
and environmental devastation. For example,
this paradox is amply illustrated by the tyran-
nical Pope Sisto Quinto in 16th-century Italy,
whose consummate urban designs for Rome
still define the beauty of this city; versus the
interminable and featureless wasteland of mid-
dle America’s “land of the free” tract houses
and merchandise malls. The point is that, even
if the true motivations or political policies of
sponsorship are not directly reflected in what
is built, the ultimate story of a society — hidden
or disclosed, truthful or hypocritical - is there
to be read by future generations. The most
impressive examples of architectural iconogra-
phy and municipal planning usually relate to a
fully resolved integration of social structure,
governmental policy, religious rituals, and peo-
ple’s relationship to the environment. It invari-
ably reveals a strong motivating philosophy
that has inspired and sustained a culture;
whereas, conversely, the least convincing
examples of building imagery and city plan-
ning generally reflect a weak or corrupted
ideology.

There is an endless litany of apocalyptic
scenarios being predicted by ecologists, scien-
tists, economists, politicians, and self-

appointed doomsayers today. It is based on
their collective view that humanity has failed
in its commitment to an ecologically favorable
philosophy. As mentioned earlier in a review
of the disturbing observations of eco-psychol-
ogy, 20th-century societies universally lost
contact with the earth on a level unprece-
dented in history. The opportunities for a
reversal of this catastrophic trend are usually
lost to political expedience, popular ignorance,
and environmental programs biased in favor of
economic advantage. From a policy-making
perspective, governments will now admit to
the magnitude of environmental destruction,
but rarely even think about the level of philo-
sophical and tactical reversal needed to find
solutions. As evidence of this limited commit-
ment, now that the issue of global warming is
a confirmed fact (and not just a controversial
theory), the international business and govern-
ment communities are holding a series of
urgent conferences to seek global remedies.
While the intentions are admirable, the
inevitable compromises are still based on
maintaining the status quo in terms of the defi-
nition of ‘progress.’ The bottom line is always
focused on adjusting environmental reform to
accommodate the insular objectives of profit
margins, stock values, interest rates, employ-
ment levels, gross national product, etc. — sel-
dom on considerations of fundamental change
in the entire structure of economic values and
the re-training of large segments of the work
force in preparation for growth industries like
waste management and environmental tech-
nology.

Simultaneously, there are some reasons
for optimism. International government organi-
zations now favor the establishment of a bind-
ing worldwide policy where industrial and
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national economic success can no longer be
measured purely on productivity and monetary
growth. Instead, progress must be evaluated in
terms of ecological impact. In this way, the
costs of environmental restoration resulting
from the depletion of resources, quantity of
pollution produced, and other forms of dam-
age must appear as deductions from profits on
all balance sheets as both an immediate deficit
and a long-term liability.

All such environmentally friendly actions
tend to be only temporary technological and
economic band-aids applied to the ever-
increasing potential for an imminent dooms-
day. On the most profound level there is the
challenge of developing a worldwide ecologi-
cal philosophy and, with this incentive in
place, a potential for the most revolutionary
change in the way human society functions
since the invention of agriculture. At the risk of
attaching too much importance to this issue, it
is probably not an exaggeration to predict that
humanity's ultimate salvation may rest on find-
ing the equivalent of an eco-religion which
governs environmental responsibility and
offers salvation through a philosophy of “con-
nectedness.” This total fusion of mind and
nature is at the root of any true earth-oriented
experience. With a few isolated exceptions
found in aboriginal cultures, most of the world
today lives in a linear state of compulsive
profit motive and consumer-based technoc-
racy. These conditions are trapped within an
illusion of progress and a reality of traumatic

“disconnectedness.” In his environmentally
concerned writings, Heidegger has seen the
dangers of this alienating condition and has
described a more desirable state of connected-
ness as follows: “The experience of earth
yields transformation. Put another way: to
focus one’s thinking on earth recycles the
energy that flows through the earth —and
through humans as part of the earth - and
transmutes human energy such that we know
our being-one-with-the-earth, or more gener-
ally; our being-connected, connectedness as
such, interbeing. Parenthetically, it is my con-
tention that only this experience of connected-
ness will save the earth - and us with it. Any
attempt, however grandiose and with however
much commitment to its cause, will fall short if
it does not have at its root this transformation
of human experience in which human thinking
knows connectedness as such and itself within
that.”

Returning to the focus on architecture,
this need for a philosophical grounding is at
the foundation of any hope for a sane ecologi-
cal approach to design. Given the seemingly
irreversible consumption of fossil fuel, expan-
sion of consumer markets, and unbridled tech-
nological advancements, the search for alter-
natives is severely compromised. Under these
circumstances, any suggestion of a new philos-
ophy in the building arts that might contradict
these rapacious forces and radically alter
entrenched design criteria is not likely to find
widespread sympathy. At the same time, an
earth-centric approach is the only option for
the human habitat to regain its iconographic
and functional relevance.

One obvious source of environmental
enlightenment is to turn to those ancient
and/or still existing cultures that have been
predicated on a state of connectedness with
nature. The danger of this choice is a tendency
toward nostalgic glorification of some isolated,
eco-responsive, aboriginal society that is
totally removed from today’s high-tech world.
On the other hand, the lessons of these civi-
lizations and their cosmologies reveal a wealth
of insights into the evolution of the human



habitat that cannot be ignored. They also pro-
vide instructive examples of how to deal with
climate and demonstrate ideas, attitudes, and
low-tech solutions that can still be incorpo-
rated into contemporary shelter. Most impor-
tantly, these cultures offer the basis for re-
thinking our relation to the earth.

It is sobering to acknowledge that orga-
nized societies — meaning those based on
some kind of shared resources and governing
system — have existed for less than 30,000
years. Any form of shelter that can be regarded
as “designed” architecture has been around
only 10,000 years. And, finally, this entire intri-
cate structure we call civilization has evolved
primarily as the beneficiary of a 15,000-year
freak phenomenon of ideal climatic conditions.
Nature's more consistent character is typified
by a brutal and inhospitable scenario of vol-
canic eruptions, tidal waves, ice ages, and
lethal chemical emissions. The human species,
in its more advanced state, has experienced
nature only as a condition of rare paradisiacal
interlude; as an Eden-like sanctuary, function-
ing on its atypical best behavior. In a danger-
ously naive way, we take this condition for
granted.

Certain ancient civilizations, and a few
existing cultures we condescendingly refer to
as “primitive”, have understood the unique
blessings of the earth. This means they have
feared the loss of its endowments sufficiently
to create insurance policies in terms of cere-
monial gratitude to help guarantee nature’s
continued benevolence. Present day Western
societies have neither the environmental
appreciation, nor the ritualized observances.
Instead, the earth is erroneously seen as an
endowed bank account. There seems to be a
universal illusion that resources can be infi-
nitely withdrawn without re-investment (and
usually without even paying the interest rates).
When this profligate excess is occasionally
thwarted by nature's revenge — in the form of
global warming, the spread of disease, or
other ominous warnings — the industrialized
societies’ reaction is a resentment of the repri-
mand and the pursuit of some diversionary,

but usually even more destructive, alternative
tactic. i

While the ecology movement today can
be credited with raising public consciousness
concerning the perils of technocentrism and
the folly of trying to “conquer nature”, we have
no equation in industrial societies for that infi-
nite state of connectedness that is at the foun-
dation of an ecology-based philosophy in abo-
riginal cultures. For example, anthropologist
David Croft describes the basis for this spiri-
tual void as related to the definition of soul:
“While Western traditions used the concept of
the soul to divide humans from non-humans,
aboriginal groups such as the Aranda used the
concept of soul as a bond between themselves
and other species. ... Several interesting points
can be made about the intimate relationship
between traditional aborigines and their envi-
ronment: First, contrary to the dominant West-
ern social paradigm, the Wik’s and the Aranda’s
[tribal groups] moral realms do not stop with
the human species. Other species and the land-
scape are part of it. ... While they do not
attribute to other species anything approach-
ing what may be called inherent value, they do
recognize that other species have their own
interests and that other species are entitled to

Meolithic hut
c. 3000 B.C,
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pursue these interests. While ritual participa-
tion may not be the form Western commitment
to the environment and other species would or
could take, the lesson to be learned is that of
intimate involvement, rather than an affected
air of superiority.”

Expanding on this issue of environmental
ethics in the industrialized world, author
Holmes Rolston il asks: “How far are humans
so continuous with nature that they must
accept environmental limits? Is the steady
state, for instance, compatible with unending
progress? Does it compel a no-growth econ-
omy, or even a reduction of our standard of liv-
ing? To answer we need an inventory of poten-
tial resources in materials and energy, but we
also need to employ axioms about an ever-
advancing technology, limitless scientific
development, what counts as betterment, and
the wits of man in bypassing nature’s limits.
The presumption of ecological spokesmen are
strikingly reminiscent of the debate about geo-
graphical determination — the belief that the
physical environment significantly limits and
fixes the character of a society. Humans must

submit to and operate with certain natural,
ecological givens.” Furthermore, these givens
must be regarded as spiritual connections to
the entire infrastructure of ecology, as univer-
sally shared survival mechanisms, as earth cel-
ebration rituals, and as the source of a living
iconography. These commitments assume that
the concept of the soul is seen not as separate
from nature, but as a part of it.

Looking at architecture as a chronicler of
man’s relation to the environment, it is useful
to trace its evolution throughout the millennia.
Strangely, there is no consistent record of
steady improvement or evidence that, because
one previous culture was environmentally
accomplished, the succeeding generation
learned from its model. To the contrary,
depending on the strength of its philosophy
(or relative fear of nature's revenge), each past
civilization seems to have risen and fallen
based on its capacity to achieve a balance with
nature. It is a history without logical chronol-
ogy or rational structure. The only consistent
pattern seems to be based on the fact that the
most exploitative cultures usually committed
some form of environmental suicide.

The origin of all habitats is troglodyte liv-
ing (cave dwellings), and it is a tradition that
wisely continues in some parts of the world.
There is a wrongful assumption among some
architectural historians that Homo sapiens did
not take command of his full mental and orga-
nizational potential until the development of
free-standing buildings and the social hierar-
chy such independent structures represent.
Certainly the advent of the house and its evo-
lution into the village, aligned with the discov-
ery of agriculture (history’s first truly radical
innovation), represented cultural progress; but
this had more to do with expedience and the
first assertions of control over nature — not
necessarily a philosophical or environmentally
friendly commitment.

Now that sophisticated cave paintings
in France have been found to be more than
17,000 years old, one can surmise that these
extraordinary works performed a function not
unlike the Internet of prehistoric times. This




suggests that caves had all of the iconographic
significance of free-standing houses and even
the status of ritual monuments. This further
indicates the existence of an enormously pro-
gressive and organized society that saw shel-
ter as an extension of nature’s provisions, not
as an imposition. The definition of architecture
as an independent and intrusive object in its
context is not necessarily synonymous with
cultural advancement. On the other hand, once
this definition became the criterion for a per-
ceived control over nature, it marked the
beginning of buildings being used as propa-
ganda vehicles for governmental power, envi-
ronmental conquest, religious doctrines based
on human superiority, and ego-centric deities
forged in Man’s own image. From these ances-
tral origins, architecture became the single
most potent messenger of anthropocentrism —
arole it has served ever since.

On the most essential levels, troglodyte
dwellings and structures made of sun-baked
mud and other indigenous materials are eco-
logically friendly. Caves and underground habi-
tats — including the subterranean villages of
Shensi and Kansu in China, Cappadocia in
Turkey, the Malmata area of Tunisia, and the
Siwa region in Egypt — take advantage of virtu-
ally all that nature provides. They do not
impose unreasonably on their environment,
they do not negatively affect regional ecology,
and they do not require high levels of energy
consumption for heating or cooling since their
consistently comfortable interior temperature
is guaranteed by earthen enclosure. Similarly,
mud-brick architecture relies on saolar heat for
hardening and strength. As opposed to the
burning of fossil fuel or wood to harden
masonry, the raw material of mud is abundant
and its insulating value to a finished building
in a hot and arid climate is exceptional. The
origins of underground and mud architecture
are pre-historic and originally based on pure
expedience by their builders, who simply used
their intelligence to construct accommodations
out of locally available resources. In time, how-
ever, each of these forms of habitat became
more and more ritualized and consciously

designed, resulting in overwhelmingly beauti-
ful examples, such as the fresco-covered cave
churches of Cappadocia, or the tower mosques
of Mali in Africa. In these examples, the funda-
mental aesthetic power derives from the sense
that every architectural detail is an extension
of context. While their pragmatic elements of
functional shelter are obvious, contrary to the
orthodoxy of Modernist design, the relation-
ships between form and service never seem to

Cave paintings
Lascaux, Dordogne, France
c. 17000 B.C.
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have been the primary motivation. In a strange
way, this kind of architecture suggests the
opposite of those contemporary conceits
related to sustainability (which frequently
means some form of ecological camouflage
disguising long-term investment ambitions).
Even though these structures are built with
durable materials and ecologically sound prin-
ciples, they project the mystical impression

of being in a state of metamorphosis. They
appear to be simultaneously emerging from
and returning into the earth, suggesting a
capacity to be absorbed and recycled in perpe-
tuity as a condition of pure spirit.

The premise of this discussion — the
proposition that without a consensus green
philosophy architecture is doomed to a pattern
of environmental delinquency and icono-
graphic irrelevance - must be addressed on
contemporary terms. The economists and
politicians are probably right; the first stage of
change in any field is to start with the world as

it is (not as compared to the idyllic perception
of some past culture that has no bearing on
current realities). Relative to architecture, their
claim would be that the priority systems and
cosmologies of nomads, aboriginals, and low-
technology civilizations, however environmen-
tally instructive, simply cannot be applied to
today’s industrial world with its alarming popu-
lation explosion and universal dependence on
fossil fuels and international communications.
At the opposite extreme of this argument,
many advocates of deep ecology propose that
it is only through a massive reversal of techno-
centrism and anthropocentrism that humanity
has any hope of survival. There is persuasive
evidence to support this contention, as global
warming increases, natural disasters take an
ever greater toll, and technological operations
break down with greater frequency. Omi-
nously, while the relentless acceleration of eco-
nomic growth continues unabated, the electri-
cal power systems that run the show are more



vulnerable to failure and the news of generator
and distribution grid breakdowns in various
parts of the globe is becoming commonplace.
If the electricity goes out, the world basically
grinds to a halt. If this happens, as most reli-
gious prophets have predicted, "the meek will
inherit the earth.” The radical ecologists envi-
sion a sooner-rather-than-later “earth reduced
to its primal state” scenario and have proposed
extreme (but essentially unworkable) measures
to prepare for this impending day of reckon-
ing.

Somewhere in between the options of
continuing the great techno-onslaught and
retreating to a simple nomadic lifestyle there is
probably some kind of rational and workable
approach to the future. The task is not without
its radical demands. From the perspective of
architecture, these challenges become the
combination of a total re-evaluation of educa-
tional process and conventional design criteria.
For instance, just as commerce and industry
must decide that the profitability of environ-
mental protection and recycling is greater than
unchecked expansion, the building arts must
totally embrace the ecological initiative at the
expense of holding on to unproductive tradi-
tional values. Like business, the vested inter-
ests in architecture are so entrenched and the
reversal process so demanding that revolution-
ary action is the only viable choice.

This revolution is unlikely to take the
form of humanity’s en masse return to the
wilderness, or a popular craze for living in
grass huts; still, there will probably be some
clear-cut ecological standards and an ethical
and philosophical frame of reference from
which the new architecture will emerge. While
these standards should not be prescriptive in
terms of aesthetic choices, the ethical issues
could become another matter. Throughout his-
tory, and in almost all societies, architects have
undertaken even questionable assignments,
regardless of the environmental or moral con-
sequences. The most debased manifestations
of this willingness to accommodate political
authorities were the competitive design bids
for detention centers and concentration

camps, even torture facilities and gas cham-
bers. It is a grotesque legacy made even more
incomprehensible by the record of architects’
solicitous letters to the authorities in response
to requests for change orders that made the
intended process more efficient. On a less
overtly savage level - yet also morally repre-
hensible, given designers’ ultimate contribu-
tion to an environmental Armageddon — there
is the fervent jumping through hoops archi-
tects are willing to perform for a commission
to erect the world’s tallest skyscraper (the most
anti-ecological of all building types) or the
opportunity to bulldoze an indigenous natural
landscape in favor of a gambling casino. Part
of the new eco-morality will rest with archi-
tects and their capacity to persuade clients to
make responsible environmental choices (at
the very least, for economic reasons); but also
to convince builders of the future to see the
value of an earth-centered philosophy, based
on connectedness.
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Returning to the lessons of history, this
continued review of past architecture is useful
only as a demonstration of choices in philo-
sophical principles, as an assessment of arche-
types that have proven to be environmentally
successful, and as a means of evaluating earth-
centered models that still have currency today.
The premise here is that architects presently
face a daunting negative reality which will pro-
gressively force them to change their role and
their product. Obviously, if a massive power
failure occurs, this argument becomes acade-
mic and the warnings of the deep ecologists
will become vindicated prophecies. Taking a
more positive position, it is equally possible
that electricity will prevail through wise
choices in alternative energy sources, toxic
damage of the past 100 years will be reversed
as environmental technology becomes one of
the highest profit enterprises of the 21st cen-
tury, and the information revolution will serve
the cause of eco-centrism by expanding knowl-
edge of the ecological crisis and its solutions.
Hopefully these assumptions are not a product
of unwarranted optimism.

The history of a true eco-philosophy in
architecture can be seen as a contradiction in
terms. Certainly the most environmentally
responsible shelter was developed by nomadic
cultures where, in some cases, it barely existed
at all (referring to simple clusters of tree
branches and palm leaves which blew away in
the next strong wind), or choices where pro-
tection from the elements meant a retreat into
the nearest available cave or rock formation.

These choices made no commitment to archi-
tecture as an aesthetic or iconographic entity
in itself and no demand on natural resources.
Expedience, more than philosophy, motivated
this approach, and tribal cosmology was usu-
ally expressed through totemic rituals, rather
than associated with permanent structures.
The appearance of the dolmens and earth
mounds - characteristic of Paleolithic and
Neolithic monuments — represents the earliest
evidence of true organized cosmologies and
ceremonial recognition of nature’s capacity to
bestow or withhold its blessings. While little is
known of the true intentions of these early
monuments, it is interesting to note that habi-
tats in Neolithic cultures were relatively primi-
tive: just webs of bones and branches covered
with animal skins or woven thatch, while their
commemorative sites were impressive. Anthro-
pologists seem united in the view that these
societies had relatively sophisticated interpre-
tations of nature, successful agriculture, and
a complex set of rituals that responded to
astrological influences, burial rites, religious
beliefs, and what the 18th-century philosopher
Edmund Burke has referred to as “a terror of
the sublime.” In a remarkable 1757 treatise,
A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our
Idea of the Sublime and Beautiful, Burke’s
observation that "all edifices calculated to pro-
duce an idea of the sublime ought to be dark
and gloomy" perfectly characterizes virtually
every awesome monument from Stonehenge
to the Gothic Cathedral. This universal condi-
tion of a subliminal awe of the unknown and
a fear of nature’s vengeful forces became a
hinge point in eco-philosophy, where human
response can basically take one of two direc-
tions — humble cooperation or aggressive resis-
tance. In the most ancient societies, the fear
element probably prevailed. Evidence from
remaining fragments of oral history (the best
example being Australian Aboriginal accounts
of “Dream Time") seems to confirm that the
earliest mythologies were dominated by tales
of natural catastrophes, where an insurance
against such events was based on ceremonial
appeasement of the gods.
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Let us a little permit nature to take her own way, she better understands

her own ways than we.

Less than two decades ago aboriginal
society was considered, by Western standards,
to be populated with uninteresting primitive
people, wandering around in an inhospitable
environment, worshipping totems, and condi-
tioning their behavior in deference to some
metaphysical fantasy. With the rising impor-
tance of the ecology movement and the expan-
sion of interest in survival through communi-
cation with nature, the aborigines have

“become the primary focus of intense anthropo-

logical study and the heroes of sane environ-
mental policy. As the realization increases in
the West that our fundamental way of life may
be doomed by profligate excess, there is a des-
perate exploration of alternative lifestyles that
may hold some answers. The aborigines’ spiri-
tual view of their place in nature is the polar
opposite of everything technocentric culture
stands for. It graphically illustrates just how
far the so-called civilized world has distanced
itself from the integrated processes necessary
for survival.

Western society’s usual response to dis-
ruptive environmental occurrences, like earth-
guakes, floods, fires, and hurricanes, is to
express disbelief over the effrontery of nature’s
assaults, identify targets of blame (political

Michel de Montaigne

inaction or engineering incompetence),
demand that technology find solutions, and
condemn the event as a "natural disaster.”
These reactions represent prime examples of
a dangerously uninformed environmental
detachment. An aborigine would not even
begin to understand the absurdity of this vic-
tim mentality. Furthermore, he would probably
draw the simple conclusion that these dreaded
catastrophes are not necessarily natural, but
instead, man-made, disasters. From this per-
spective, it becomes blatantly obvious that

if the community had not paved over the
wetlands, the flood waters would have been
absorbed and the township would not be
submerged. If people had not built flimsy
dwellings on the hillside over a fault line,

an earthquake would not have tumbled their
houses into the valley. If developers had not
erected sub-standard condominiums on tropi-
cal beaches in a hurricane zone, the buildings
wouldn’t be blown into the sea on an annual
basis.

One remarkable aspect of aboriginal cul-
ture is the concept of “totemism,” where the
tribal member at birth assumes the soul and
identity of a part of nature. This view of the
earth and its riches as an intrinsic part of one-
self — called animism - clearly precludes mis-
treatment of the environment because this
would only constitute a destruction of self.
Totems are more than objects. They include
spiritual rites, oral histories, cult societies
within tribes, and the organization of ceremo-
nial lodges where records of the past travel
routes of the soul can be exchanged with oth-
ers and converted to mythology. The primary
motivation is the preservation of tribal myths
and a consolidation and sharing of every indi-
vidual’s origins in nature. The aborigines see
their relationship to the environment as a sin-
gle harmonious continuum, through a hierar-
chy of totems that connect to their ancestral
origins, a cosmology that places them at one
with the earth, and behavior patterns that
respect ecological balance.

The most complex concept in aboriginal
culture — and the one virtually impossible for



an outsider to completely understand - is the
condition known as “The Dreaming.” It does
not refer, in any conventional sense, to the
Western definition of a dream as some form of
hallucination, apparition, or means of access to
the sub-conscious, as in psychotherapy. In a
study of non-Western cultures James Cowan
describes it thus: “The Dreaming is, first and
foremost, a metaphysical condition denoting
the working of the divine principles dressed up
in the garb of totemic heros. The myth is their
expressive vehicle. ... No other condition more
poignantly expresses an aborigine’s relation-
ship with the Dreaming than his totemic iden-
tity. For it is an act of identifying with 'some-
thing other’ than himself that allows a
tribesman the opportunity to transcend ordi-
nary reality in an act of union. His totem is

both his alter ego and a metaphysical land-
mark which orients him while he lives. ... Not
to have a double or shadow in the world is to
be condemned to an inferior existence gov-
erned by the here and now, rather than by the
mysterious plausibilities said to have occurred
during the time of The Dreaming."

This phenomenon of “Dream Time”

seems to have both metaphysical and ecologi-
cal implications. There are parallels to ideas in
modern science and philosophy, where con-
cepts of time include conjecture about the con-
dition of being — proposing that we are knots
of energy brought together by the laws of
physics —and that our real existence may be
only as clustered particles recycled in perpetu-
ity. The Dreaming also appears somewhat like
the Western scientific description of a curving
space which runs into itself and thus fuses

past, present, and future into an endless con-
tinuum. To the credit of the Aboriginal sense of
correctedness, their concept of parallel exis-
tences in both the immediate world and as part
of a timeless infinity has a marked similarity to
some of the most sophisticated propositions of
astrophysics today.

The system of totemic identity, as a con-

dition of dualities where one’s soul is shared

by the self and an alter ego in nature, has
intriguing implications for ecology. "All possi-

ble human temperamental variations can be
embraced in the act of symbolic identification
with nature,” explains James Cowan. “Itis a
remarkable system. ... What is at work here is,
if in an obscure way, a form of ecological clas-
sification linking all nature into an overall pat-
tern. It is this ecological classification that
might bear further investigation, in the interest
of discovering whether there may be a pairing
in nature designed to preserve its balance and
harmony between species. If this is so, then
aboriginal thought may have provided us with
an important new system of classification that
can be used as a part of environmental protec-
tion.” Certainly one of the most useful lessons
evident here is the fact that the aboriginal
totem acts as a conscience, guiding tribal and
individual relationships with the natural envi-
ronment. It is an excellent model of a societal
monitoring system built into the culture and
its collective unconscious. This system is the
opposite of Western civilizations’ response to
ecology, which can usually be characterized as
some kind of self-conscious compromise or
begrudging concession to duty.

Unfortunately, the levels of environmen-
tal sensitivity and resourcefulness represented
by a few rare aboriginal groups only provide a
checklist of admirable standards against which
our Western ecological track record can be
unfavorably compared. The groups also repre-
sent vulnerable and residual societies, seem-
ingly left over from prehistory, that have some-
how miraculously survived in isolated areas of
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Australia, Africa, South America, and North
America. But they are now fast succumbing to
the various corrupting influences of Western
invasion (and, in a few cases, headed toward
cultural extinction). In a perverse way, nature
seems to be offering us these archetypes of
sane environmental policy, but making it
impossible to access them for reasons of our
own blinding aggressive behavior. This funda-
mental conflict of the modern world was accu-
rately predicted by Sgren Kierkegaard in 1854:
“Destroy your primitivity and you will most
probably get along well in the world, maybe
achieve great success - but Eternity will reject
you. Follow up your primitivity and you will be
shipwrecked in temporality, but accepted by
Eternity.”

Returning to the more linear and familiar
heritage of Western societies from Neolithic

times to the present, this heritage appears to
include a consistent pattern of increasingly
obsessive anthropocentrism. Depending on
regional climate, topography, access to
resources, and religious and political influ-
ences, there have been some outstanding
examples of cultures in balance with nature.
Unfortunately, these sustainable successes are
few and far between. We tend to admire the
poetry and mystique of those mud brick cities
of Africa and the Middle East, the garden archi-
tecture of Persia, and the hill towns of Italy
with the view that their builders might have
been early emissaries of an ecological mission.
True, the masterful fusion of buildings with
context, the consummate invention with local
materials, the innovative uses of low-level
technology, and the imaginative conversion of
all these factors into art offer much to admire.
The reality of history, however, indicates that
these exemplary communities were more often
the product of expedient construction tech-
niques than any attempt at environmentally
conscious design. Much of their compelling
beauty — although rooted in religious and civic
celebration — was simply a result of the lack of
fossil fuel-driven machinery, the unavailability
of industrially manufactured (meaning imper-
sonal) building products, and the inherent
appeal of hand-made architecture.

The anthropocentric concept of Man at
the center of the universe and the parallel
manufacture of deities forged in the human
image could only have come out of the luxury
of an extended period of relative atmospheric
and geological stability. It reinforced the con-
ceit that nature exists for the convenience of
humans. Naturally, this vision has undergone
an infinite number of definitions and revisions
throughout history; but the underlying theme
has remained relatively constant, producing
such extremes of environmental success and
failure as civilizations that have scripted their
own demise in less than a few decades to oth-
ers that endured for thousands of years.

In most of the ancient world, a generally
benign climate reinforced the illusion of man-
kind’'s power over nature, and the occasional



disruptions caused by natural disasters —
earthquakes, hurricanes, volcanic eruptions,
etc. - could be explained away as expressions
of displeasure by the gods. These occurrences
were used as convenient evidence that the
deities really existed and deserved the respect
of fear and worship. From this simple hypo-
thesis, the entire superstructure of early
civilization was born. The civilizations of
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Sumeria, and Greece
needed emissaries-to appease the gods and
function as messengers of divine intervention
for the people. This led to the building of
social hierarchies where priests and monarchs
took charge of keeping the deities happy
through spiritual enforcement. Since appease-
ment demanded cash flow, massive economies
and tax structures were developed to pay for
all the sacred monuments and administrative
overheads. This ingenious premise for social
order had the dual advantage (primarily for
those in charge) of creating an elite class in
command of the environment and an under-
class subjugated by the fear of divine retribu-
tion. It was a rather paradoxical situation,
since religion combined with politics to pay
tribute to the powers of nature. This hierarchy
demanded awe and supplication from the pop-
ulace and, at the same time, permitted the rul-
ing classes to violate the land in any way
deemed profitable or expedient.

Our confused ecological policies today
are simply a legacy of these ancient priority
systems; with the additional problem of an
unprecedented growth of industrial “conquer-
the-earth” mentality and its folly of absolute
sovereignty over nature. Whatever the ecclesi-
astical prescriptions and fears of divine
reprisal that kept earlier societies in check,
these restraints have all but disappeared in
the contemporary world.

A major flaw in most organized faiths
today, like the deceptive fetishism of consumer
culture, is their provision of pacifying therapy
and feel-good absolution based on strictly
introspective indulgences. People will listen
distractedly as ecologists and a few concerned
religious leaders weave grim tales of an immi-

nent environmental Armageddon; but, in gen-
eral, these messages don't enter the collective
unconscious as a code of survival. Instead,
they are treated as peripheral fragments of
information to be filed away. They are seen as
descriptions of futuristic scenarios that do not
affect daily life and as bothersome reprimands
for wasteful behavior like failing to conserve
fuel oil or recycle old newspapers.
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The earliest archaeological records of an
agriculturally and politically well-developed
civilization can be found in Jericho of 8000
B.C. It is regarded as the first documented
example of a truly permanent community and
center of trade. Jericho was a major supplier of

grain in the ancient world and invested those

leaders who controlled its production and stor-

" age with godlike characteristics (probably evi-

dence of an emerging anthropocentricism);
and, in fact, the granaries were considered to
be temples of worship. The culture apparently
did have a well-developed sense of environ-
mental stewardship, and there is physical con-
firmation that the community built an elabo-
rate — but discretely controlled - system of
irrigation canals, kept a sustainable balance
between farmland and natural vegetation, and
understood the principles of soil conservation.
When Jericho was taken over by the
Sumerians around 3000 B.C., the foundations
were laid for ecological cataclysm. Through
economic greed and a desire to radically

increase the marketplace for grain, the
invaders expanded the network of canals to a
point where arable land was reduced and no
provisions were made to filter out the saline
deposits left by seasonal rains and overflow
activity. As a result, essential drainage was
eliminated, the canals filled in with silt, and
vast areas of fertile soil were rapidly depleted.
In a very short time a once flourishing agricul-
tural economy came to a halt, and the entire
culture went into decline. It must be remem-
bered that these mistakes were made by a
community that understood the bounties of
nature, planted elaborate gardens and arcades
to demonstrate this appreciation, built an
economy around the value of water, and then
sacrificed everything for short-term profits. It
is a familiar scenario. The entire history of civi-
lization is pock-marked with these ecological
black holes, usually growing out of situations
where one society has demonstrated a remark-
able capacity to build, plant, harvest, irrigate,
and use resources prudently, while the follow-



ing generation has committed environmental
suicide.

Domestic architecture in the ancient
world was rarely responsible for ecological
problems (other than those associated with
sanitation and disposal of wastes) and, in fact,
much of its heritage of innovation has become
a paragon of environmental intelligence that
continues to be studied today by contempo-
rary architects. The guiding philosophies
behind the-urban plans and houses were rela-
tively simple, and their lingering influence on
green construction processes and artistic stan-
dards was mostly the result of a consensus set
of aesthetic choices refined over the centuries.
They also reflected the collective interests of
the community in terms of imagery, respected
the limitations of nature, and utilized sustain-
able construction techniques. On the other
hand, the ambitious visions of religion and
government were more problematic, since
these forces determined the larger societal pri-
orities and controlled the economies. This
leadership also established — whether by pur-
poseful policy or neglectful default — the philo-
sophical context through which any civiliza-
tion’s ecological legacy can be judged.

Continuing this comparative overview of
ecological links in the religions and societal
behavior patterns of ancient cultures, it simply
confirms a steady, if erratic, trend toward
anthropocentric theology. At the same time,
the concept of one god as the alter ego of man
appeared as a hit-and-miss choice among dif-
ferent nations over a few thousand years’
period. A great deal seems to have depended
on how much reliance on nature the ruling
classes and priests felt their society should
acknowledge, versus the benefits of crediting
the monarchy with transcendental powers and
thus maintaining control through divine associ-
ation. Some cultures preferred to have a com-
plex heavenly bureaucracy representing all the
beneficial features of nature in the form of sep-
arate gods for the sun, wind, rain, fertility, etc.
These deities could capriciously bestow or
withdraw their blessings if not appeased, thus
keeping the people in a state of anxiety and

supplication. Another choice was to endow a
single ruling figure with the status of god-king,
consolidating all of the religious and political
sovereignty in one place. To complicate these
definitions, sometimes the god-kings would
embrace a form of animism — meaning a con-
cession that other creatures in nature possess
a soul - and then assume anthropomorphic
identities themselves, where iconography
would depict them as supreme beings sus-
pended somewhere between animal and
human.

Egyptian societies from about 4000 to
2000 B.C. appear to have had a productive
program of environmental conservation, based
on a keen understanding of how the Nile Valley
functioned and a realization that unless com-
mercial interests respected its seasonal
rhythms the entire society would collapse. It
could be speculated that if mechanized cranes
and earth-moving equipment had been avail-
able to the ancient Egyptians, all of this defer-
ence to nature would have been converted to
re-routing the waterways, dredging the Nile,
building bridges, and constructing dams. To
the contrary, the Nile Valley flourished for mil-

Excavations of
Tel al-Sultan
Jericho, Israel

49



50

lennia primarily because land and water were
well managed without advanced technology,
and cities deferred to the climate by construct-
ing buildings in protective clusters based on
solar principles. At the opposite extreme, the
more ostentatious Pharaohs built pyramids and
temples to themselves that brought the display
of commemorative excess to a level never
attained before or since.

The anthropomorphic associations in
Egyptian religious life seem to have worked
well for this ancient society since it provided
the bridge between a multitheistic mythology
rooted in nature and a monotheistic structure
essentially placing the monarchy above nature.
The representative god system paid homage to
every major environmental force (assuring the
continuous fertility of the Nile Valley); at the
same time, it invested the Pharaoh with all of
the transcendental qualifications needed to
rule the kingdom as an unchallenged divinity.
Philosophically complex, the rationales for
this hierarchy must have developed out ofa
‘take-no-chances’ approach to theology. It
was organized to function simultaneously as
an acknowledgment of nature’s demand for
respect and as a vindication for the profligate
indulgences of the ruling class. Additionally,
this mythology’s vast range of narrative
imagery — depictions of anthropomorphic
gods, fantasy gardens, astrological charts, bat-
tle scenes, feats of heroism, domestic life, and
Nile Valley commerce — spoke of a society that
helped sustain its power through the richness
of its iconography.

The Egyptian resistance to changing this
highly workable and iconographically potent
system was readily demonstrated by a short-
lived flirtation with monotheism during the
reign of Pharaoh Ikhnaton (1385 B.C.), when
this ill-advised ruler tried to establish Amon,
the sun-god, as the single deity. Even though
this choice probably paralleled other monothe-
istic religions — especially the rise of Judaism -
the Egyptians rejected his theology in less than
one generation and all of the former deities
were restored during the subsequent reign of
Tutankhamen.

The educational value of examining cul-
tures of the ancient world in the context of
today's ecological politics offers an opportunity
to identify remarkable similarities between
these communities and our contemporary
equivalents in capitalist economies. There is
also the challenge of trying to sort out some
useful philosophical models that might influ-
ence the future of architectural design. In the
case of the Egyptians, the religious connection
to animism and the multiple deities associated
with natural phenomena were decisive factors
shaping their sense of ecological responsibility.
The Egyptians placed an obligatory cap on
environmental exploitation, creating a series of
ceremonies and icons that served as everyday
reminders of the parameters and the penalties.
In the present day, we have no equivalent of
this cap. The persistent warnings of science
and some compromised industrial clean-up
programs represent our only environmental
acknowledgments — and these are strictly
remedial, not spiritual.

Virtually all the religions of the world had
some association with animism and, if not
exactly representative of the strong eco-centric
connectedness found in aboriginal cultures, at
least gave plants and animals an important
place in their hierarchic structure. In a few
cases, this meant divine status and translated
into the familiar anthropomorphic images of
human bodies that have metamorphosed into
the bulls, lions, and falcons which we associ-
ate with Assyria, Sumeria, and Egypt.

There were other iconographies, how-
ever, that focused more on cosmological and
geomorphic references. One of the supreme
examples was the ancient Celtic practice of
constructing massive circular monuments
composed of erect dolmens, earth mounds,
and tombs in the form of piled boulders, called
“cromlechs.” The most outstanding megalith,
Stonehenge on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, is
assumed to have been some kind of astronom-
ical observatory. Originally constructed by a
Neolithic cult group in c. 3200 B.C., it was con-
tinuously expanded and refined in stages over
the next 1,500 years. Very little is known of
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the civilization that built this ambitious struc-
ture; but it has been erroneously attributed to
the Druids even though there is no real evi-
dence that this society even existed at the time
when Stonehenge was erected. What does
seem certain is the revelation of a culture that
had developed an extremely advanced picture
of the universe and probably understood a
range of abstract concepts about the cosmos

that anticipated modern astrophysics. There
has been endless anthropological and scientific
speculation about the level of scientific sophis-
tication associated with Stonehenge - noting
the uncanny alignment of the upright stones
with respect to positions of the sun and stars -
and attributing to its builders everything from
mystical powers to the early practice of
alchemy. This is architecture of the most com-
pelling kind in terms of its environmental
implications, and (as previously mentioned) it
is also the most haunting expression of what
Edmund Burke characterized as a “terror of the
sublime.” The metaphysical dimensions inher-
ent in this structure are persuasive testimony
that its builders saw the ecological experience
as much more than a direct response to tangi-
ble evidence of connectedness in nature. It
seems to be an acknowledgment of cosmic
forces, a symbol of the totality of integrated
systems, and a monumental example of eter-
nal deference to the fearful unknown.

If we look at other examples of eco-philo-
sophical commitment throughout the ancient
world, we see that the Greeks seem to have
played a decisive role in the tendency toward a
more confirmed anthropocentrism. Leucippus
and Democritus in the 5th century proposed
the concept of atomism, which basically states
that the physical environment is not as we see
it and that matter is composed of atoms -
thus, with great prophetic insight, laying the
groundwork for modern physics. It was also
the beginning of the mechanistic view of the
universe and the assumption that science, by
taking a non-empirical view of the world, rep-
resented a superior (and hence more accurate)
threshold of phenomenological insight. The
human brain, in this context, was seen as the
center of the universe, and mankind’s role on
earth was then deemed primarily analytical
and custodial. Greek philosophy seems to have
heen the origin of the imperious single-track
Western idea of Man over nature.

For the Greeks, the interpretation of
atomism proposed that all matter is built out
of regular constituents and that the state of
change is nothing more than a rearrangement



of stabilized parts. From this hypothesis grew
the assumptions that the energy particles com-
prising humans (as the only creatures possess-
ing a soul) would endure forever in a con-
stantly revolving state and not be subjected to
the creation and destruction of matter charac-
teristic of the rest of the universe. As a pro-
gressive version of eternal life, supported by
scientific theory, it is understandable why this
concept became popular as the ideal justifica-
tion for Man's superiority on earth. Even

though the Creeks, like the Egyptians, had a
host of deities with various attributes, the
notion of atomism became the basis for a new
field of philosophical science. The Classical
atomists believed that the structure of atoms
was only space, form, and weight — not color,
temperature, light, and smell — and therefore
denied some measure of status to what were
probably considered the inferior elements of
the natural environment.

The superiority of mind over matter was
reflected in all aspects of Greek culture: the
building of massive temples where form, scale,
proportion, and geometry became the ultimate
measure of aesthetic standards; the treatment
of landscape as a functional surface to be
exploited (thereby causing one of history’s first
recorded ecological disasters through the de-
forestation of Athens); and the establishment
of a social and political agenda that expanded
ego-centrism to much larger segments of the
population. As authors of the original concept
of democracy, the Greeks paved the way to
such future liberties as private ownership of
property, freedom of expression, parliamentary
procedure, equity under law, and the cult of
the individual. These entitlements — however
admirable from the perspective of our current
preference for representative democracy -
have also heavily contributed to our detach-
ment from nature. It is ironic that the very free-
doms we value most are those inextricably
associated with environmental decline. To add
to this paradoxical situation, the contributions
of ancient Greek civic architecture are gener-
ally regarded as one of the pinnacies of West-
ern artistic achievement and democratic sym-

bolism; so it has always been assumed by sub-
sequent generations that these structures were
purposely built as a dialogue with their sur-
roundings. In certain respects, this was true.
The majestic presence and flawless site orien-
tation of the Acropolis confirm an exemplary
aesthetic response to context; yet this assem-

bly of buildings has also provided a power-cen-

tered architectural iconography that has been
adaptable to endless citadels of anthropocen-
tric authority in the form of banks, stock
exchanges, courthouses, museums, and
government headquarters.

After the Greek contributions to mecha-
nistic philosophy, the concept is primarily
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identified with René Descartes, the 17th-cen-
tury French philosopher who felt that scientific
analysis should deal with quantifiables, instead
of qualities. He proposed that, in looking at the
natural environment, one should not rely on
teleological explanations — for example, study-
ing only the surface laws of nature to explain
why plants seek the sunlight - but, instead,
should examine the molecular structure of the
leaf, which explains its preference for solar
energy. Mechanism rejects what it considers
the vagaries of qualitative evaluation in favor
of deductive mathematical and mechanical
models. As an influence on philosophy and sci-
ence, it tends to be empirical and takes a con-
descending view of analysis growing out of
interiority, subjectivity, or the instinctual
response to nature. Descartes also authored
the most famous quotation in philosophy: "l
think, therefore | am,” thus laying the ground-
work for Existentialism and a host of later ego-
centric philosophical positions.

At the beginning of the early Middle Ages
in Europe, the Greek contributions to philoso-
phy and science had mostly disappeared in
deference to the rise of Christianity. Atomism
and the analytical approach to phenomena
posed a danger to the doctrines of the Church
and were openly opposed for centuries until -
the rise of Humanism during the Renaissance.
By the 10th century, the secular influences
of Greek science had also declined or had

become so dissipated they held no threat. As a
result, the medieval Church’s suppression of
ideas had less to do with a hostility toward
Plato and Aristotle, multitheism and natural
philosophy, and more to do with the power
implicit in controlling mass ignorance. The
Church required a constituency held in check
by a fear of damnation and the wrath of an all-
powerful God. In this context, the knowledge
and promotion of science became heresy.

During the 13th century there was a
great revival of interest in Platonic and Aris-
totelian philosophy, and this is when the
Church decided to invest all of its power and
resources in cathedrals and ceremony. With the
rise in popularity of Greek science, Christianity
countered the movement with a tyrannical
absolutism and a promotion of anthropocen-
trism which basically established the level of
disregard for the environment we practise
today. In this sense, the Middle Ages repre-
sented the apex of a separation of Man and
nature. It was also the end of a millennia-long
progression toward this dubious goal, starting
with the deification of nature in Neolithic reli-
gions, shifting to its rationalized status in
Greece, and ending in its de-sanctification as
the reinforcement of an all-encompassing God
and the supremacy of monotheism.

The medieval version of anthropocen-
trism was drawn from a theology where every-
thing was conceded as subject to the will of
God. He was seen as the supreme architect of
all that exists and, hence, whatever earthly
benefits humanity enjoyed were his rightful
property. Man was not expected to be the care-
taker of nature, but merely a beneficiary who
had no particular responsibility (other than
tacit appreciation) to maintain or respect its
presence. Humanity's only duty was to praise
God, bow to the will of the Church, and reject
any ideas in conflict with these purposes. In
Religion and the Rise of Modern Science, author
Reijer Hooykaas explains this custodial role of
God: “The Bible knows nothing of ‘nature,’
knowing only ‘creatures’ who are absolutely
dependent for their origin and existence on the
will of God. Consequently, the natural world is




admired as God's work and as evidence of the
creator, but never adored.” This became ampli-
fied justification for early Christians to hold
nature at a distance and explain whatever hap-
pens in relation to the environment as “God’s
will.”

Some daring critics during the height of
the medieval Church's power must have asked
the obvious question: “Why should the popula-
tion undermine benefits we see everywhere
and worship something that no one can prove
exists?” Such heresy was usually dispatched
with severe punishment. At the same time, it
was also an incentive for the Church to spon-
sor some of the world’s most persuasive
iconography, calculated to dispel any doubts
and function as the mass media of its day. The
Gothic cathedrals, with their narrative surfaces
and impressive devotional spaces, were per-
fect vehicles to convey the big message. Since
most of the population was illiterate, agrarian,
and indentured under serfdom, the miracle of
these buildings’ scale alone must have over-
whelmed and commanded devotion. In addi-
tion to their sheer mass, the feats of engineer-
ing and the fact that every surface could be
read as a compelling story inspired the believ-
ers and assured a total supplication. These
magnificent structures are the best possible
evidence of what a combination of consensus
iconography, psychologically engaging art, and
a seemingly unlimited budget can achieve in
terms of mass communication. It is intriguing
to speculate, in global terms today, what it
would be like to experience the same level of
dedication to the environmental movement as
the church gave to the marketing of Christian-
ity in the 13th century and then use contempo-
rary architecture as its primary means of spiri-
tual representation.

Moving from Western civilization to the
Far East, the Chinese and Japanese interpreta-
tions of humanity’s connections to the environ-
ment were based on Taoist and Zen philoso-
phies. They believed that the practice of living
should be a reflection of nature’s infinite har-
mony. Whereas the ancient Greeks saw the
world through a filter of mechanistic analysis

and revered geometry as an indication of Man’s
superiority over nature, the Oriental religions
embraced anthropomorphism and a view of
earth’s treasures as the mirror of an even
greater paradise beyond terrestrial life. Tao-
ism, from the 3rd century B.C., is based on a
belief that all living forms can be resurrected
on a higher level. This religion proposed that
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an animal could be reborn as a human (rein-
forcing, naturally, the supremacy of Man);
but then Man could be resurrected as a god.
For this reason it was important, during a
believer's sojourn on earth, to seek simplicity
in accord with nature and reject worldly pur-
suits in preparation for a possible deification
through infinite connectedness.

In Taoism the objective was to live
beyond conventional moral and social stan-
dards, believing that such limitations alienated
one from nature. In this context, all the routine
activities and constructions of civilization were

considered to be of a lower order, inclusive of
architecture. The best that buildings could
achieve was to engage landscape in a reverent
way, reflecting the organic and asymmetrical
characteristics of a perceived paradise. While
geometric forms were a part of traditional Chi-
nese architecture — usually as a reinforcement
of landscape or a visual counterpoint to the
indeterminacy of natural growth — these struc-
tures were the philosophical opposite of the
Creek concept of geometric order imposed on
the terrain. The Taoist idea was to fuse archi-
tecture and landscape as scenographic fan-
tasies and symbolize a theological concept
which saw the mind as a metaphor for nature.

In historic Japan, the Zen Buddhist vision
of the entire universe as a system of interre-
lated parts, translated into architecture as an
expression of the relation between inside and
outside. This concept, similar to Taoism, refers
to the structure of the mind as an extension of
all the components of nature and the universe.
The Zen Mandara (a theological coda) proposes
a doctrine of dual realms - one being “the prin-
ciple and the cause,” the other being “the intel-
ligence and the effect.” The Mandara was the
symbolic reference to a psychic state in which
the mind became a landscape, achieving a
fusion with nature and a perfect peace and
spirituality. This psychological symbiosis was
important. Zen was not about gardening, or
relating to nature from a purely observational
perspective, but rather it was about the act of
being nature.

The early followers of Zen could not have
understood the Western idea of conquering
nature. In their conception, one only “conquers
an enemy,” and, since there is nothing to be
feared in nature, the earth was regarded as the
ultimate friend and benefactor. As described
by Zen scholar Daisetz Suzuki: “The idea of
conquest is abhorrent. If we succeed in climb-
ing a high mountain, why not say ‘We have
made a good friend of it'? To look around for
objects to conquer is not the Oriental attitude
toward nature.”

In the famous Ryoan-Ji shrines and rock
gardens of Kyoto, for example, Paradise was




brought to the living world as a group of imag-
inary islands represented by Horai stones,
which were assumed to be populated in their
“other-world” setting by blissful and immortal
beings. This imaginary archipelago was per-
ceived by Zen followers as “borrowed scenery”
and as a symbolic representation of the
believer’s ultimate passage into the eternity of
a transcendental garden.

Translated into traditional Japanese archi-
tecture, this theme of "borrowed scenery” com-
bined with a concept of “inside/outside” was
responsible for some of the most profound
relationships between buildings and their sites
in human history. The space organization of
the traditional Japanese house reflected the
theology of dual realms and was designed as a
constant flow from interior to exterior. Walls
were treated as tissue-like membranes separat-
ing, but informing, the two domains. Just as
the interior was like a garden, the exterior was
like a living room. In this way the architecture
was seen as conversing with nature. In the tra-
ditional dwelling, all of the rewarding experi-
ences of life and a communion with landscape
were presented in microcosmic form. The
enclosure and its integrated gardens were
based on the assumption that the inhabitant
could stay in one place, travel the world in
spirit, and, as a bonus, enjoy an aesthetic
prelude to Paradise.

The ultimate Zen experience was far
removed from both teleological and mechanis-
tic views of life in that it asserts the supremacy
of “purposelessness.” Daisetz Suzuki explains
that “to be thus free from all conditioning rules
or concepts is the essence of religious life.
When we are conscious of any purpose what-
ever in our movements, we are not free. When
teleology enters our life, we cease to be reli-
gious and we become moral beings.” Needless
to say, this idea is tantamount to anarchy from
a Western perspective; but it also proposes
nagging questions concerning all of our rigid
commitments to technocentrism and anthro-
pocentrism from ancient Athens to the present
day. Relative to current architecture, one can
readily see how notions of purposelessness

and its counterpart of oneness with nature
would collide with the obsessive dogmatism
of formalist and functionalist design and its
high-tech stylistic commitments.

While contemporary Japan reflects very
little of its classical Zen Buddhist environmen-
tal philosophy (and, in fact, has become a
grotesque and hyperbolized version of Western
technocracy), this legacy lives on in a limited
number of preserved monuments and pro-
tected regions of the country. It is also a living
religion in major parts of Asia and the closest
equivalent to a true spiritual (and workable)
version of eco-centrism today. Although we
can perhaps dismiss the spiritually unfath-
omable ecological virtues of aboriginal culture
as being too far removed from our context to
have any relevance, it is more difficult to
ignore the Zen experience. This faith is still a
powerful force in highly sophisticated societies
that fit our definition of progressive and, even
in very recent history, has brought peace and
spiritual harmony to vast segments of human-
ity in Asia.

Zen influence is growing internationally,
and it is probably an appropriate subject with
which to end this survey. This philosophy has
many new followers who endorse its concept
of oneness with nature as humanity’s only
hope. The premise of this entire examination
of ecological architecture has been to try to
identify some promising signs of universal
concurrence — perhaps even a re-vitalized or
re-interpreted religion — that could form the
basis for a global environmental commitment.
Zen offers a substantial promise of fulfilling
this objective — at least from the standpoint of
its ethical and ecological principles. However,
in assessing its actual impact in the world
today, Zen seems more naturally intrinsic to
the East, cult-like in the West, and unlikely
to sweep the world to enlightenment in the
foreseeable future.

This overview of past cultures and the
philosophical principles that shaped their rela-
tion to nature and the building arts is only
intended as a summary of the more significant
historical differences of attitude toward the
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Garden at the Royal environment. There have obviously been major
::Lz‘r‘i’;:;?"““ omissions — for example, the entire Islamic
Kyoto, Japan world, the Incas, the Mayans, and the Ameri-
1625-50 can Indians — but the main purpose here has

simply been to identify clear-cut points of
change by examining archetypal situations. In
reviewing the results, there seems to be an
equation between the degree of personal lib-
erty afforded by a society and the translation
of this freedom into a negative impact on the
environment. As noted at the beginning of this
chapter, there is no evidence that autocratic
and oppressive governments have necessarily
caused greater ecological damage than benev-
olent democracies; in fact the reverse appears
to be more often the case. But this is obviously
a statistic that has to be measured against the
historical periods and geographical locations
being discussed. The bottom line remains —at
least in the 20th century - that it has mattered
very little whether the governments have been
despotic or liberal. In terms of environmental
impact, the means of destruction have been
the most diverse, the boundaries of restraint
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have been the least defined, and the recogni- |
tion of reality has been at its lowest level of
acceptance.

When one acknowledges the spectacular
conceptual advancements identified with the
20th century — especially in physics and astro-
nomy — the idea of maintaining a purely tech-
nocentric perspective is absurd, anachronistic,
and probably fatal. In view of the effects of
Einstein’s Theory of Relativity on astrophysics,
and the exploration of such concepts as black
holes and new insights into the thermody-
namic laws of entropy, it is hard to believe that
humanity’s entire social, economic, and envi-
ronmental policy structure is still based on an
empirical, Man-against-nature, vision of the
world. In defining the limitations of technocen-
trism (still dominant in science as well as com-
merce), environmentalist David Popper breaks
down this limited perspective into three cate-
gories: “One level is ‘ideological’: science now
provides a major element of our basic pre-
sumptions about the world and man’s relation-
ship to it, and, in coming to do so, classic sci-
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ence has displaced alternative ways of under-
standing our world. It has displaced alternative
bodies of natural knowledge, such as myth,
folklore, and natural magic, and the complete-
ness of this displacement is represented by the
pre-eminent position which our society
accords the scientific expert. A second level is
‘theoretical’: in its theories science explicitly or
implicitly embodies particular concepts of the
man-nature relationship — for example in evo-
lutionary theories in biology. Thirdly, in

its practice of ‘methodology’ it involves the sci-
entist in particular methodological positions
which describe especially the relationships
between himself and the subject - the
observer of nature — and the object under
observation. Thus in this process — in the very
act - of gaining knowledge of nature, the sci-
entist defines his relationship with nature in a
particular way.”

These constraining influences may be too
deeply embedded in the motivational structure
of present-day societies to allow for any radical
changes. The interdependent economic inter-
ests of the world and their equally profit-moti-
vated governments are still inextricably bound
by the classic principles of mechanistic sci-
ence. Popper’s summary proposes that empiri-
cal thinking, which deals primarily with exteri-
ors and systems theories, has overlooked the
value of interiority and subjectivity as valid
means of connecting with nature.

Returning to the basic premise that
initiated this discussion of the relationship
between eco-philosophy and the building arts,
it was proposed that the illusions of unbridled
economic growth have continued to determine
the means and the messages of architecture in
this century. For example, in a newly booming
marketplace like Singapore, the most tangible
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demonstrations of business vitality are mea-
sured by record-breaking building heights and
acreages of plate glass. This merely indicates
that “progress” has a subliminal definition in
the corporate mind and a corresponding archi-
tectural vocabulary to match its aspirations. If
everything is inseparable from this definition,
itonly reinforces the myopic view that a soci-
ety’s forward momentum is attained by under-

standing only economic laws, not nature’s
laws. Inevitably, this destructive fantasy threat-
ens to live on in perpetuity.

A more realistic approach to the future
will be defined by looking for avenues of es-

cape from a purely mechanistic view of human-
ity’s relation to nature. If successful, this objec-
tive may liberate architecture from its habitual
constraints — particularly its obsession with
industrial style, wasteful technology, and obso-
lete notions of functionalism — and open up the
profession to new heights of ecological aware-
ness. The following survey of contemporary
green architects is, in part, a search for promis-
ing threads of a unified eco-philosophy and
evidence of a reduction of those traditions of
technocentrism and anthropocentrism that
have dominated this century more than any
other.

Aerial view of
Singapore City
Singapore

1994
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The building as architecture is born out of the heart of man, permanent consort to

the ground, comrade to the trees, true reflection of man in the realm of his own spirit.

His building is therefore consecrated space wherein he seeks refuge, recreation and repose for
the body but especially for the mind. So our machine-age building need no more look like
machinery than machinery need look like a building.

Any balanced review of the environmental
movement in architecture today is both an
affirmation and an apology. There has been
some exceptionally creative work accom-
plished in the cause of ecological design that
deserves applause; at the same time, there has
also been much to regret as a result of the min-
imal effect of these efforts on any change in
societal awareness as a whole. The only ex-
planation for this impotency is the lack of a
consensus philosophy — or, as cautiously sug-
gested earlier, the absence of a new earth-cen-
tric religion that might lend communicative
power and credibility to these efforts. Even
though the strength of environmentalism is
increasing, the concept is still treated as a
thing apart from the demand for what are
considered inalienable entitlements in con-
sumer societies. In a dutiful way, most people
approve of the changes prescribed by environ-
mental reform ... as long as the changes do
not change anything. Given this prevailing
attitude and its delusory state of inaction,

Frank Lloyd Wright

green architecture has remained a curiosity in
the corner, instead of a force in the main-
stream.

Certainly one of the major problems fac-
ing environmental architecture, aside from the
absence of a strong societal endorsement, is a
professional choice to over-emphasize the
technological advantages and undervalue the
social and aesthetic aspects. There is an unbal-
anced amount of effort currently being spent
to create a sanctimonious mythology around
what is basically a collection of admirable engi-
neering innovations. These techno-remedial
solutions — often promoted by architects as
challenges to public conscience - tend to dis-
courage potential sympathizers by their
reproachful tone and the sententious way the
message is delivered. Although people are
rather fascinated by end-of-the-world scenarios
and fantasy cures, there is nothing particularly
compelling about technical reports on photo-
voltaic cells, solar panels, and thermal glass,
all of their admirable green intentions notwith-
standing. As a point of comparison, imagine
how indifferent audience response might have
been if the medieval Catholic Church had
invested its entire ecclesiastical resources in
obscure liturgical dogma, to the exclusion of
inspirational ceremony, exalting music, and a
richly narrative visual iconography. Similarly,
for architects to interpret today's environmen-
tal advocacy exclusively in terms of mechani-
cal hardware and conservationist databases -
without including the vastly more interesting
sources of imagery found in nature — is to miss
an extraordinary opportunity.

While it is not the purpose of this text to
provide an exhaustive review of green design
options, it is still important to outline the key
ecological building procedures available to the
architectural profession. It is equally important
to keep this information in perspective. There



is already a danger that technological obses-
sions are distracting designers from under-
standing their place in the larger picture of
interconnectedness — a role that, in addition to
artistic leadership, includes a heightened
awareness of cultural diversity, societal
change, and the growing significance of eco-
psychology. A more balanced objective now is
to view environmental technology as a valu-
able tool kit, and natural science as a primary
source of inspiration.

Many of the contemporary architects fea-
tured later in this book have made innovative
use of environmental technology - contribu-
tions to be reviewed in detail later - still, there
is a fairly routine catalogue of guidelines for
ecological accountability that seem to appear
in every publication on the subject. In fact, it is
now being predicted by science and govern-
ment that most of these responsibilities will
soon be written into law, and building permits
will be issued depending on compliance.

Briefly described, the standard eco-friendly
checklist includes:

s Smaller buildings

The construction of modestly scaled architec-
ture is a logical alternative to mega-structure
assaults on land and resources; but the loom-
ing problem of global overpopulation and the
need for mass housing throws this solution
into question. In any event, the preferred
choice is clustered, low-rise (fewer than six
stories) dwelling spaces that maintain the
close-knit integrity of the cityscape and do

not bleed endlessly into suburban sprawl.

m  Use of recycled and renewable materials
This directive proposes that a great deal of
attention should be paid to the original selec-
tion of construction materials — guaranteeing
intelligent choices which have recycling poten-
tial as a result of their production technology —

and thereby assuring a built-in potential to be
used over and over again in perpetuity.

= Use of low-embodied-energy materials
The objective here is to select construction
materials with attention to the entire biogra-
phy of their production. While, for example, a
certain choice of masonry product may appear
to be environmentally favorable from a manu-
facturing standpoint, it may still fail in its eco-
logical standards when further research shows
that it contains harmful chemicals, deposits
toxic wastes during production, and requires
energy-consuming cross-country transport to
get a supply.

s Use of harvested lumber

With the voracious destruction of the world’s

Mud brick architecture
Southern Yemen
1980s

Balcomb Residence
William Lumpkins

Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA
1970s
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virgin forest regions to gather wood and
prepare land for agriculture, every effort
should be made to use only harvested lumber
in construction and furnishings and avoid

all imported exotic woods as much as pos-
sible.

= Water catchment systems

While water is essential to all life on earth, it

is also the most mindlessly wasted resource.
The responsibility for a clean water supply
does not just refer to the maintenance of a few
regional reservoirs. It should also include the
recycling of grey water and a commitment by
cities and individuals to building-by-building
catchment facilities, as insurance against
extended droughts (an increasing possibility
with the advance of global warming) and nor-
mal short-term shortages.

s Low maintenance

This is a self-explanatory advantage in any
form of shelter, since it encourages a cost-
effective upkeep, a reduction in the use of fos-
sil fuels for heating and cooling, and the devel-
opment of building technologies adapted to
regional climates.

2 Recycling of buildings

In the battle against rampant new construction
and the delusion of an endless supply of raw
materials, a commitment to salvaging existing
structures and sponsoring adaptive re-use may
define the most innovative area of architectural
practice in the future. This approach also main-
tains the regional texture and scale of cities,
helps keep history alive, and preserves a
unique civic identity.

= Reduction of ozone-depleting chemicals
As the greatest threat to human survival, the
search for a solution to this problem goes to
the heart of every consumer-based economy. It
also refers back to all questions of material
choices, recycling, and finding alternative
energy sources.

@ Preservation of the natural environment
The voracious encroachment on existing land-
scape is at the top of the list of ecological con-
cerns. Essentially, the presence of one tree
means four people can breathe, and the
absence of adequate green space in most
urban centers is at the root of massive health
costs and mental stress. Real estate develop-
ment is the prime enemy of nature preserva-
tion and should be held in check by every pos-
sible means of legislation.

= Energy efficiency

This refers to an increased use of diverse
sources of energy (passive solar, wind power,
water power, etc.), a reduction of the depen-
dence on fossil fuels, and the construction of
architecture in response to regional climates
and existing contextual influences.

® Solar orientation

This is an extension of energy efficiency and
prescribes that all buildings should be situated
to take full seasonal advantage of the sun’s
position and its energy-generating potential.

m  Access to public transportation

While not a direct architectural design issue,
the reduction of private vehicle transportation
in favor of buses and trains is one of the bot-
tom-line opportunities for energy savings and
the improvement of air quality. The architect
can effectively impact on public transport facil-
ities by designing buildings and spaces that
include easy access to these systems.

It should be noted again that, however
commendable, these conservation measures
represent various forms of expedient action -
much of it too little, too late — and are put into
practice only infrequently by those societies
with the worst environmental track records.
These depressing scenarios aside, increasing
numbers of exceptionally talented architects



internationally are exploring a range of
approaches and definitions for a new ecolo-
gical architecture. For certain designers, the
latest advances in engineering and environ-
mental technology are central to their ob-
jectives; while, for others, it is important to
return to the lessons of history and the use
of indigenous methods and materials. For
another group, the resources of topography,
vegetation, solar energy and the earth itself
are the means to achieve an expanded vision
of organic buildings. In the interests of or-
ganizing information and establishing some
categorical areas of design activity, the archi-
tects included in this discussion are examined
from the standpoint of the most distinctive
features of their buildings and their own
stated objectives in the larger environmental
cause.

These general categories include:

n  The integration of architecture and land-
scape, the fusion of buildings with context,
and using the elements of earth and vegetation
in such a way that they seem to be part of the
raw material of construction

8 The combination of shelter and garden
space, created as microcosms of real or imag-
ined environments (like the Japanese concept
of “borrowed scenery”), which produce sym-
bolic tableaux of other situations

= The use of nature-related symbolism as a
means of connecting architecture to its cultural
context and to an earth-centered imagery

= Atranslation of the most advanced envi-
ronmental and construction technology and
their related materials and processes into aes-
thetic terms

s Green design research and environmental
technology innovations that provide the foun-
dations of sustainable and ecologically respon-
sible architecture

= Bridge-building environmental design ideas
and construction techniques that have encour-
aged a new acceptance of green architecture
and the fusion of buildings with their contexts
5 Environmental attitudes that, while not
strictly ecological, have implications for the

architectural profession in terms of conceptual
thinking

= Visionary and conceptual ideas in architec-
ture and urban planning that offer prophetic
visions for the future, based on changes in
global communications and social and political
(as well as design) influences that may affect
the building arts and environmental policies

Only a relatively small number of the
designers included in this survey have madea  House

concerted effort to satisfy the primary chal- Malcolm Wells

Fi - Brewster, Massachusetts,
lenges of environmental architecture — these USA
are, the integration of buildings with context, 1980
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the conversion of environmental technology
into aesthetic terms, and the development of a
persuasive theoretical context for their ideas.
Certain architects have constructed or concep-
tualized buildings which represent impressive
models of ecological principles, yet in many
ways remain as remote in appearance from the
image of nature as their non-environmental
counterparts. Certainly all of the work illus-
trated here includes admirable contributions to
eco-friendly design and a very high level of
aesthetic invention. At the same time, instead
of capturing a true sense of connectedness, or
visually reflecting a broad-based earth-centric
philosophy, a number of these examples of
environmental architecture demonstrate a
rather didactic and showcase-like approach.
This goes back to the issue of what constitutes
“green” in architecture and the tendency of the
design profession to restrict this term to

checklists of moral responsibility and remedial
action. Only rarely is it expanded to include
artistic experience and social or psychological
references. Another problem is that some
examples of buildings with a green commit-
ment can seem awkward and out of place
when compared to the mainstream of deriva-
tive style, ubiquitous clichés, and faceless
anonymity that characterizes so much of archi-
tecture today. This is to be expected. A new
movement in art, literature, philosophy, or sci-
ence invariably stumbles through a certain
period of self-conscious gestures and discour-
aging dead-ends, while the language of discov-
ery is being tested. It is simply the natural path
of creativity and experiment. In the end, this
process invariably generates art that is far
more vital than anything produced by continu-
ing to work in well-traveled territory.




The work of Emilio Ambasz is central to any
discussion of environmental architecture, and
he has played a seminal role in the integration
of vegetation and terrain into buildings since
the 1970s. Born in Argentina, he was educated
at Princeton University, served as a former
curator at the Museum of Modern Art, and has
been a major innovator in industrial design, as
well as in architecture and theoretical writing.
Ambasz's multi-disciplinary professional expe-
rience has uniquely prepared him to feel at
home with the concept of connectedness in
nature. In the fullest sense of the word, his
work is pivotal to the green architecture move-
ment, and he is among the very few practition-
ers whose ideas embrace the full range of eco-
logical, urbanistic, philosophical, poetic, and
aesthetic components that this book has advo-
cated from the beginning.

Ambasz, like any architect today who
would dare to promote visions of Arcadia in a
dominantly high-tech profession, has taken his
share of rejections and critical brickbats from
the mainstream design scene. Also, he has had
to endure client and community indifference to
the ecological cause, resign himself to numer-
ous canceled projects, and confront a wall of
resistance from commerce and government
to any ideas that question the supremacy of
technocentrism. Thankfully, as a result of the
general increasing interest in environmental
issues, he is now winning on most levels. In
the past few years he has emerged as an inter-
national figure of considerable stature in terms
of architecture’s critical future. Progressive
young design students, who are increasingly
hostile to the wasteful technology, pretentious
theory, and derivative design conventions of

Integration
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Emilio Ambasz
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the academic establishment, are rallying to his
ideas and establishing Ambasz as a new mes-
siah of environmental architecture.

Emilio Ambasz’s conceptual direction fits
most of the admirable characteristics of green
architecture — the fusion with context, innova-
tive uses of landscape, symbolism, environ-
mental technology, and visionary theory - but,
perhaps his work is most comfortably associ-
ated with the idea of landscape as an intrinsic
part of buildings. Like all architects who have
explored the interactive relationships between
nature and shelter, his work owes a great debt
to Frank Lloyd Wright. However, while Wright
tended to see trees and plants as composi-
tional accents in or around his buildings and
habitat as an extension of its adjacent terrain,
Ambasz sees landscape as a ritual experience.
Like a combination of the Zen notion of "bor-
rowed scenery” and the Celtic celebration of
cosmology, he uses topography and vegeta-
tion as narrative microcosms of an imaginary
utopia. His actual elements of architectural
structure are often reduced to minimal geom-
etry, functioning as coded directionals to
frame the presence of landscape.

In his Schlumberger Research Laborato-
ries in Austin, Texas, Ambasz designed a com-
puter research center that responded to the
client’s demand for flexible space to accommo-
date an expanding and contracting staff. At
the same time, he utilized the impressive land-
scape of the site by giving it a massive cere-
monial presence. The buildings are distributed
throughout the area as if expressing the flow

of information through a computer. All facili-
ties are integrated into the land by means of
a series of earth berms which assure the labo-
ratories and recreational facilities fit into their
surroundings. Clearly they accomplish this
objective and include the additional feature
of earth-covered shelter, with its decided
advantages in maintaining comfortable
interior temperatures in all seasons. The
Schlumberger Laboratories also appear to
have a cosmological relationship to ancient
Celtic monuments and elevate the fusion of
communications technology and earth art in
the computer age to a similar level of ritual-
like experience. These intentions have been
confirmed by Ambasz, who speaks of his
work as “myth making acts. In my architecture
| am interested in the rituals and ceremonies
of the 24-hour day. ... My work is a search for
primal things: being born, being in love, and
dying.”

Extending these aspects of surrealism
and ritual to the Lucille Halsell Conservatory in
San Antonio, Texas, Ambasz again used earth
berms and a fusion with landscape to give the
total complex its combined impression of
Babylonian garden and space-age celebration.
In this case, since there was a necessity for
greenhouses to shelter botanical displays, he
designed these features as assertive, pyrami-
dal forms (totemic in themselves), which are
embraced by ground surface incisions and
sculptural mounds. The Halsell Conservatory
produces the effect of a living monument that
pays homage to both the visible manifesta-
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tions of plant life and their invisible sources of
nourishment from the sky and earth.

In April 1995 Ambasz’s most ambitious
urban project to date opened in Fukuoka,
Japan. The ACROS Building - a center for inter-
national culture and information —is a 15-story
structure offering facilities for exhibitions, con-
ferences, musical and theatrical events, offices,
and commercial enterprises. Its most distin-
guishing feature is a massive terraced wall of
vegetation, functioning as the extension of a
series of public gardens that service the sur-
rounding complex of buildings.

Oddly, although this impressive structure
is acclaimed in Japan, it has not yet received
due attention in the Western design reviews
and popular press. It is the peculiar fate of
Ambasz’s work to generate intense interest in
those parts of the world where progressive
industrialists, civic leaders, and young design-
ers have understood the importance of green-
ing the cityscape, but then receive only moder-
ate appreciation, indifference, and sometimes
even hostility, in places still committed exclu-
sively to technocentric glass and concrete
urban centers — or, as Ambasz has observed,
cities that continue to make the inhumane
choice of “gray over green.” The ACROS Build-
ing represents one of the most important
examples of architecture as the garden, versus
merely sitting in the garden. People who visit
or work in the cultural center use its “growing”
facade for strolling, jogging, relaxing, and
other levels of participation. This unique arca-
dian ziggurat is thus removed from the cate-
gory of a mere visual or functional object and
achieves a new level of green architecture con-
necting to and stimulating all of the senses.

For Emilio Ambasz the Fukuoka project
anticipated his larger vision of a "Green Town"
concept for Japan, based on what he perceives
as an emerging new respect for the garden city
concept. In general, when the notion of a
“return to nature” or living with the natural envi-

ronment is proposed, most people automati-
cally envision a house in the untouched wilder-
ness. Ambasz points out that for the more
densely populated nations of the world, espe-
cially small countries like Japan, there is barely
a square meter of its land surface that has not
been cultivated by humanity; so even those
areas that appear to be wild forests and virgin
landscapes are almost invariably the product of
human intervention at one time or another. As
Ambasz suggests, “There is a philosophic ques-
tion here: we have to redefine what is nature
and what is man-made nature. In a situation
such as the global one, certainly exacerbated in
Japan, where a tree exists either because some-
one planted it or because someone decided to
leave it there, it is imperative that we create a
new definition of what we mean by man-made
nature. Such a definition would have to incor-
porate and expand not only the creation of gar-
dens and public spaces but also the creation of
architecture which must be seen as one spe-
cialized aspect of the making of man-made
nature.” In this proposal, Ambasz goes to the
heart of the issue of green design and civiliza-
tion's custodial role in maintaining nature.
Mankind has always been a fundamental part
of ecological structure, and its architecture and
commerce (prior to the Machine Age at least)
frequently provided essential contexts for the
survival of plants and animals. Great varieties
of insects, birds, rodents, mosses, algae, flow-
ers, etc. could not have survived in their so-
called natural state without the construction of
human habitat and the development of agricul-
ture. This concept of the Green Town is not
confined to some vision of a picturesque rural
village - although, in the face of certain mega-
mall wastelands today, this could be consid-
ered a beneficial feature — rather, it suggests
the reinstatement of the garden as part of what
many scientists predict will be 100 years of
environmental restoration needed to salvage
the earth from 20th-century industrial damage.
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Moving from Japan to Europe, The Pit
project by Peter Noever in Austria shares the
ritual vision of architecture as an extension
of landscape in common with the work of
Ambasz. Currently the Director of the MAK
(Museum for Contemporary Art/Applied Arts)
in Vienna, Noever has been periodically work-
ing on this major earthwork and under-
ground/overground dwelling since 1971. In
the fullest sense of the word, it is a continu-
ously evolving concept paralleling the mutable
processes of nature. He recycled a 200-year-
old abandoned wine cellar and adjacent quarry
in Breitenbrunn and, with the addition of
whitewashed cubes as living space (CUBE
XXXVII; 1993 and 1989 realisation of the
gridded field of 36 concrete cubes). A series of
earth berms, and several wing-like concrete
slabs, has transformed the entire area into
what appears to be the contemporary version
of a Neolithic earth shrine. However, rather
than see The Pit as a ritual space for cosmolog-
ical speculations or totemic worship, Noever
has shaped this environment as a celebration
of simple human interaction and a communion
with nature. It is what architect Michael Sorkin
has described as “an armature for spectator-
ship.” In this regard, the entire experience of

visiting the project is an orchestrated sequence
of participatory events — walking the 164-foot-
long quarry passage, arriving at the under-
ground social chambers built into the wine
cellar, enjoying the company of friends at a
spectacular long table, and contemplating
views of the surrounding country that have
been articulately framed by doorways and
the longitudinal direction of the earth berm.
Reminiscent of the great 18th-century
Jantar Mantar astronomical observatories of
India, built by Maharajah Jai Singh in Jaipur,
The Pit also relates to the earthworks move-
ment of the 1970s, which included artists
like Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, Robert
Morris, and Dennis Oppenheim. Yet, unlike the
cosmological purposes of the Jantar Mantar
or purely sculptural objectives of earthworks,
Michael Sorkin points out that “Noever’s work
tests not the edge of sculpture but the edge
of architecture.” In this project he has accom-
plished a hybrid fusion of disciplines, arriving
at a unique interaction of habitat, public space,
landscape architecture, and ceremonial monu-
ment, with provocative implications for ecolog-
ical dwellings of the future. Beyond conven-
tional earth-sheltered architecture, Noever's Pit
suggests the re-examination of troglodytism,



as humanity’s first form of shelter. It also takes
a different perspective on the adaptive re-use
of existing space, the creation of a new social
orientation based on connections to the earth,
and, like ancient Celtic monuments which were
built over many centuries, it proposes that the
future of architecture can be seen as a continu-
ous evolutionary process.

Continuing to look at those architects
whose work has achieved a contextual integra-
tion and possible ritual or cosmological impli-
cations, Gustav Peichl is another Austrian who
has built an extraordinary earthwork-like com-
plex - in this case a Radio Satellite Station in
Aflenz. The original concept grew out of
protests by the community of Grassnitz
against the intrusion of this facility and its
potential destruction of the pastoral vistas of a
mountainous terrain. The architect responded
by designing a series of structures that, in
addition to the satellite station, include hous-
ing for staff, operations offices, and recreation
quarters which are either completely under-
ground or integrate with the landscape by
means of earth-sheltered roofs and mounded
enclosures.

In terms of space orientation, the Satellite
Station design has taken advantage of every
opportunity to create an imaginative fusion
with the regional environment. The living quar-
ters are connected to the main building by
underground passageways, a recessed central
court allows light to penetrate the interior
spaces, slit windows require the minimum dis-
placement of earth, and the above-ground
building elevations are kept to a minimum
height. The only vertically assertive statement
of the entire complex is a parabolic antenna
that takes on the character of a monumental
constructivist sculpture, projected in dramatic
profile against the distant mountains.

Surreal, functional, and environmentally
sensitive, Peichl’s brilliant solution for this site,
like Noever’s Pit and Ambasz’s Schlumberger
Laboratories, seems to bridge the gap between
the earliest principles of troglodytism and a
new, computer-connected, habitat for the next
century. High-technology communication is

both the premise and subject of the Satellite
Station — so it is, in fact, technocentric at its
core — yet the resolution is environmental.

It demonstrates an aesthetic and functional
response to one of the most irreversible global
trends today, that is, the opportunity to partici-
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pate in the so-called cybernetic lifestyle as a
result of computers. This means that a bur-
geoning population can now live and work in
the same place and communicate to the world
by modem, the Internet, and facsimile. While
the subject will be discussed later in the con-
text of other green architects, it is to the par-
ticular credit of Gustav Peichl’s prophetic vision
that his communications center was built 20
years ago. In this regard he has pioneered a
persuasive early model for an alternative
lifestyle.

Peter Noever and Gustav Peichl seem to
be rightful heirs to the legacy established by
another exceptional Austrian, the Surrealist
architect, sculptor, and design theoretician
Frederick Kiesler. This extraordinary (but
absurdly undervalued) thinker in the arts of
this century laid the groundwork 50 years ago
for environmental art and organic architecture.
He also proposed ideas for anthropomorphic

houses which related more to the evolution of
life growing out of the womb and his interest
in female imagery than to the aggressive
geometry associated with male dominated
architectural form. In his seminal book Inside
the Endless House of 1964, Kiesler observed
that “no object, of nature or art, exists without
environment. As a matter of fact, the object
itself can expand to a degree where it becomes
its own environment. ... The traditional art
object, be it a painting, a sculpture, a piece of
architecture, is no longer seen as an isolated
entity, but must be considered within the con-
text of this expanding environment. The envi-
ronment becomes equally as important as the
object, if not more so, because the object
breathes into the surroundings and also
inhales the realities of the environment, no
matter in what space, close or wide apart,
open-air or indoor.”
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Other heirs to the legacy of Kiesler include
architects Jersey Devil, Ushida-Findlay, James
Cutler, Arthur Quarmby, Peter Vetsch, and
Charles Jencks. In each case their work uses
organic form — sometimes directly recalling
Kiesler's womb-like imagery — and connects to
the surrounding terrain in ways reminiscent of
primordial construction techniques and earth-
covered shelter. Certain of these designers’
buildings and environments seem to suggest
elements of ceremony and ritual, especially
through the provocative inclusion of "borrowed
scenery,” as in the houses of Ushida-Findlay,
and the calculated cosmic symbolism of the
earthworks of Charles Jencks and his wife Mag-
gie Keswick. Generally, their philosophical sim-
ilarities involve the integration of landscape as

part of the raw material of architecture and the
expressive translation of nature’s fluid forms
into the language of building.

Jersey Devil is an architectural firm of
four partners (Steve Badanes, Jim Adamson,
and John Ringel), who function as a designer
and builder team. Since the 1970s, they
have moved around the USA like nomads
constructing a remarkable variety of hands-
on houses. They met as students at Princeton
in the late 1960s, banded together around
a mutual interest in combining craft, techno-
logy, and green principles, and early on, con-
tributed to a revolution of professional practi-
ce in architecture. In an absurd ruling passed
by the American Institute of Architects in
1909, it became illegal for designers also to
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function as their own contractors; but, as a
result of the persuasive accomplishments and
outspoken advocacy of design and build rights
voiced by firms like Jersey Devil, the law was
ultimately revoked, and an increasing number
of architects are now performing as designer
and builders.

The peculiar name of the Badanes,
Adamson, and Ringel architectural partner-
ship was borrowed from local folklore in the
Forked River region of New Jersey where, leg-
end claims, an 18th-century woman presum-
ably bore a devil infant whose curse haunted
the region. The female child, who died while
young, is said to have possessed cloven
hooves, horns, and a deranged behavior. After
her death, she was reported to have appeared
in the woods on a periodic basis and was
blamed for anything that went wrong in the
community. During the construction of the
group’s Snail House, neighbors often com-
mented on this unconventional structure
as something the “Jersey Devil might have
designed.” The architects liked being credited
with the devil's work, and they needed a name
to start a checking account; so, from this sim-
ple origin, their Satanic identity was born.

This maverick team functions like a green

-architectural “hit-squad,” basically camping out

on a site to communicate more intimately with
its special peculiarities. They then develop
their ideas and choices of building technology
out of an informed sense of total context. As
dedicated advocates of solar energy and land-

scape-related design decisions, the team sees
its buildings as extensions of nature and,
therefore, renewable by an absorption of the
same biomorphic characteristics that nature
has already indicated as suitable for a particu-
lar situation. "l think of solar as an aperture
into being truly in touch with the site,” John
Ringel explains. “A designer has to be in touch
with the site ... you might as well ignore grav-
ity." In this regard, whatever Jersey Devil does
with a location architecturally, it is also
intended to communicate environmental stan-
dards and function as a kind of eco-biography
of that place.

Jersey Devil's hands-on approach pro-
vides an interesting paradox in today’s perva-
sively high-tech design obsession. Contrary to
the architectural profession’s increasing immer-
sion in the virtual reality of computers, their
preference is for the low-tech reality of an
earth-sheltered habitat and the conversion of
sunlight to energy. Their seemingly casual,
agrarian, attitude toward the environment,
coupled with a 1960s Aguarian sensibility and
an “outlaw design” hostility towards wasteful
building practices, can actually be misleading.
Jersey Devil’s work is also on the cutting edge
of sustainable technology and the use of
advanced computer-aided equipment as a rein-
forcement of their solar commitment. For
example, in their unusually large 10,000-
square-foot Hoagie House outside of Washing-
ton, DC, a computerized mechanism called
Roto-Lid is coordinated with a skylight to pro-
vide efficient heating, cooling, and lighting on
a year-around basis.

From the perspective of an integration
with context and the inclusion of regional
terrain and vegetation, Badanes, Adamson,
and Ringel share many ideas in common
with Ambasz and Peichl. The differences lie
in their spontaneous, theory-free, and anti-for-
malist attitude toward building with nature.
Their functional and aesthetic decisions, while
partly developed through conventional con-
struction documents, are always left open to
spontaneous changes and based on an evolu-
tionary set of discoveries. In their famous Hill




To a rational being it is the same thing to act according to nature and

according to reason.

House of 1977-79, near San Francisco, they
combined what they call “hands-on craftsman-
ship” with an extraordinary sensitivity to site
orientation. The building is carved into the
crest of a hill to create a low profile in its nat-
ural context, protect it from frequent Pacific
wind storms, and still allow light to penetrate.
As a result of earth berms and sod roofs, the
interior spaces remain at a relatively stable
temperature, while a wind-powered pump and
gravity-fed delivery system provide water to
the house. '

For Jersey Devil's 1992 House in the Keys
at Islamorada, Florida — commissioned by a

potter client — they incorporated a badly deteri-

orated (but hurricane-proof) concrete structure
and supplemented a new addition, oriented
around a three-story stair tower. The heating
and cooling are passive solar from a radiant
roof, ridge vents assure an efficient internal

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus

airflow, and a screen armature around the
dwelling provides for both sound and sight
protection from an intrusive nearby highway.
Other environmentally sensitive features
include a recycled plastic recreation deck, a
thermal mass of concrete for insulation, and an
old trailer that has been converted to energy-
conserving guest quarters.

By avoiding categorization and what they
consider pretentious and creatively restraining
design theory, the Jersey Devil team occupies
an interesting niche in contemporary green
architecture. Their work can be seen as posi-
tioned somewhere between idiosyncratic rural-
ism and highly sophisticated eco-technology.
The orchestration of shapes and volumes in
Jersey Devil's buildings is clearly informed
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zation seems more about animating a pastoral
lifestyle than celebrating earth-centered ritu-
als. Unlike the cosmological implications of
designers like Frederick Kiesler, Emilio Ambasz
and Peter Noever, the architecture of Jersey
Devil seems more analogous to the terrain-con-
scious character of ancient Celtic and Neolithic
habitats, but filtered through the influences of
Frank Lloyd Wright, Art Nouveau, and the Arts
and Crafts movement.

Reflecting a similar interest in earth shel-
ter and biomorphic form, the work of Ushida-
Findlay in Japan demonstrates a logical con-
nection to both Jersey Devil and Emilio
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Ambasz, as well as the much earlier Kiesler.
Each architect is identified by an involvement
with organic spaces, imagery that reflects a
“womb-to-shelter” metaphor, and structures
that absorb aspects of their surrounding envi-
ronment.

The Eisaku Ushida and Kathryn Findlay
studio is a husband-and-wife partnership
founded in 1988 as a bi-cultural (Japan and
Scotland) collaboration and best known for its
work dealing with architecture as a reflection
of regional topography and the psychological
interface between habitat, technology, and
nature. Unlike many green architects, who see
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Soft and Hairy House
Ushida-Findlay Partnership
Tsukuba City, Japan

1994

their buildings as structure imposed on the
environment — with a certain deference to ecol-

ogy in terms of energy conservation — Ushida-
Findlay’s philosophy proposes their work as
“the taming of technology, not the taming of
nature.” They see the combined physical, aes-
thetic, and scientific role of buildings as a har-
mony of nature’s forces capable of offering a
combination of protective retreat from the
city and a visual, technical, and atmospheric
absorption of the immediate urban context.
Through formal means, theoretical
propositions, and an attitude toward garden
space reminiscent of the Japanese concept of
“borrowed scenery,” the partnership has cre-
ated a vision of the house as a microcosm of
the city. By observing that broader social fluc-
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tuations outside have an influence on their
more compressed counterparts inside, the inti-
mate spaces of residence can be seen as pro-
tective capsules, while the more public areas -
like the living room and kitchen — can be tied
more directly to the cityscape. Conventional
urban planners tend to see buildings exclu-
sively from the exterior and as nothing more
than physical intrusions conflicting with their
ambitions for uninterrupted traffic flow. In
opposition to this oppressive type of urban-
ism, Ushida-Findlay propose that, by acknowl-
edging buildings from the “inside out” and
envisioning city planning from a microcosmic-
to-macrocosmic perspective, architects can
help empower city dwellers to re-shape their
own living and working environments. Such
ideas are on collision course with most con-
temporary urban planning procedures, but
they lie at the core of the Ushida-Findlay part-
nership’s concept of “re-engagement.” They
propose a way of looking at the city as an infi-
nitely varied tapestry of corporeal, perceptual,
psychological, botanical, and topographical
experiences that relate to what they have
termed “psycho-geometry.” This is a totally
integrated cityscape predicated on the ultimate
inside/outside experience.

In two of their more famous buildings -
the Soft and Hairy House and Truss Wall House
~ Ushida-Findlay demonstrate their surreal
sensibility and notion of infusing elements of
the outside urban context. The Soft and Hairy
House of 1994 was built for a young couple
in Tsukuba City near Tokyo and based on the
development of interior spaces as an expres-
sion of what the architects have called "orgias-
tic potency.” While perhaps more of a comment
on the owners’ libido than a therapeutic reality
of the architecture, the house does presenta
sensuous explosion of organic forms that fuse,
convolute, and metamorphose into each other
to produce a compelling environment of fluid
membranes and cradling sanctuaries. The eco-
logically responsible features of the dwelling
include an extensive roof garden, which both
enriches quality of life for the residents and
provides insulation to maintain a steady inte-



rior temperature. Clearly indebted to Kiesler’s
Endless House, with its indeterminate flow of
ceilings into floors, allusions to pre-natal exis-
tence, and feminine metaphors, Ushida-Find-
lay's interpretation of house-as-living-organism
adds an intriguing cross-cultural dimension. It
is full of Oriental and cosmic references that
suspend this building somewhere between a
Zen garden and a communications satellite.

The even more daring and aggressively
organic structure Truss Wall House uses curved
concrete construction to achieve what is
described by the architects as “a fluid continu-
ity of sensuousness and physical imagery
which is disseminated with a person’s move-
ment through that space.” Flanked on all sides
by conventional Japanese two- and three-story
domestic buildings, this glistening white, dra-
matically sculptural edifice appears to be an
extra-terrestrial satellite that intended to land
temporarily, but then decided to stay on in the
neighborhood as a prophetic manifestation of
future lifestyle. The building functions as a
live-in theatrical event”; it is like a human
organ with technological, spatial, and thermo-
dynamic functions. Among its green features,
there is a permaculture space between the
walls utilizing indigenous planting and offering
anagricultural opportunity for the residents to
grow their own herbs and vegetables.

While some of Ushida-Findlay’s proposed
inside/outside relationships in architecture
are vividly evident and compelling as formal
inventions, their claims for the Truss Wall
House as a physical and metaphorical bridge
between living space and neighborhood are
not as clear. Perhaps if some of the formal
vocabulary of this dwelling was to expand into
streetscape amenities, adjacent buildings, park
lands, and, ultimately, into a larger urban plan,
these connections could be made more tangi-
ble. However, by choosing such an exotic
visual language for the house, the designers
have tended to exclude some of the most
essential ingredients of communication in an
urban environment. This refers to those psy-
thological references that provide the glue of
ommon experience among city dwellers and

the basis of any true fusion with context.
These bonding elements are the myriad signs,
symbols, icons, and states of reflex identifica-
tion that shape the “collective unconscious” (in
other words, the essential raw materials of
recognition which make a city readable). In this
respect, an inclusive collage of the familiar is a
far more appropriate resource for true integra-
tion than an imposition of the unfamiliar.

This question of finding a more inte-
grated urban language - one of the goals
sought by Ushida and Findlay - brings up a
profound issue in the development of any new
environmentally friendly architecture or public
space. A major factor in responding to the
ecological model of integrated systems is an
understanding of nature’s capacity to include,
rather than exclude. As mentioned earlier, it
is still the tendency of most environmentally
committed architects today to impose a build-
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ing on the cityscape and then rationalize its
internalized green features as evidence of the
designer’s awareness of outside natural forces
(while the edifice itself is designed as a an
insular object). Ushida-Findlay are tactically
correct in “wanting to play interior and exterior
aspects against each other, by looking for
clues in the city which can generate the
design.” They are also right in seeking guid-
ance through the lessons of natural phenom-
ena and the relationship of city dwellers to
their surroundings. But the next stage of archi-
tectural development — in fact, the challenge to
all green designers — should be the integration
of buildings with their contexts as seamless
fusions of each other; as syntheses of ecologi-
cal processes already in place, and as monitors
of people's subliminal reactions to environmen-
tal signs and signals, which can then be trans-
lated into billboards of the collective uncon-
scious. These objectives are the complete
opposite of most traditional 20th-century
architecture, but they are also the wave of
the future.

Whereas Ushida-Findlay seems mostly
concerned with the relationship of organic
architecture to urban situations, the pioneering

work of British architect Arthur Quarmby has
concentrated on rural sites and the promotion
of a type of earth-sheltered structure he has
identified as ‘geotecture.” Trained at the Leeds
School of Architecture in England, he became
a specialist in plastics and tension structures,
building the world’s largest transparent air-sup-
ported dome early in his career. His pioneering
work in earth-shelters started more than thirty
years ago and, as a result, he has led the way
by focusing on the most obvious difficulties
involved with underground construction —
referring to severe temperature changes,
excessive rain or snow, and high humidity - all
characteristics of rural England, where he has
built most of his structures. In this respect, he
is probably the most experienced and techni-
cally proficient innovator in the earth-shelter
field, since most of his specialized colleagues
tend to practise in much more favorable cli-
mates. As case in point, the main virtues iden-
tified with sod roof structures have been their
appeal for insulating houses in desert commu-
nities and for energy-efficient cooling systems
in sun-drenched environments.

Rather than look to 20th-century techno-
centric construction for precedents, Quarmby
prefers drawing inspiration from such sources
as the Tholos Tombs of Mycenae, Nero's
trench-like Golden House on the Capitoline
Hill, Hindu religious shrines in India, and
Bronze Age earth-covered shelters of the
Tuatha de Danaan civilization in Britain. By
observing the principles of these ancient
structures, he embraces one of the most pro-
gressive aspects of carving into the land - to
create “invisible architecture.” The purpose is
to develop a complete fusion of habitat with
existing topography, so that it becomes diffi-
cult to discern where building separates from
landscape. “Earth-sheltered architecture is dif-
ferent,” Quarmby states. “It is a reverse of the
normal situation in which the exterior form of
the structure makes the greatest impact.” He
also understands the revolutionary implica-
tions of reducing the physical presence of
shelter (as typically synonymous with the art
of architecture) and, instead, converting the
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emphasis to surface landscape and the use

of trees and plants as an extended form of
iconography. He sees that “blending into the
landscape is by now too limited an aim” and
proposes a greater readiness “to use the over-
the-top landscaping ... in order to create a
striking or even startling feature in the land-
scape - but with the use of vegetation.”

Arthur Quarmby’s vision of earth-shel-
tered houses is refreshingly free from any cult
and escapist motives associated with a 1960s
alternative lifestyle, from the briefly fashion-
able phenomenon of suburban troglodytism,
or from the urban panic neurosis that drives
the agoraphobic city dweller to seek sanctuary
ina natural refuge. Even though the popular
incentive to build this type of architecture is
depressingly low, he still sees himself as part
of a mainstream movement and the beneficiary
of a reversal of resistance in the near future.

For this reason he has built his structures with
consummate attention to technical detail, set
up monitoring systems to test results, and
committed himself to the personal act of living
in an earth-sheltered house. In pursuing his
“zero energy — zero land use” goals, he has
become a leading innovator in excavation,
insulation, prevention of leakage, humidity
control, and interior illumination.

When designing Underhill in Yorkshire for

his own family, Quarmby cut Britain’s first con-
temporary earth-shelter into a sloping hillside
to a maximum depth of 4.8 meters. By means
of skylights and reflections from an internal
pool, the interior is flooded with light and, as a
result of the deep sod and vegetation covering
the roof, the living spaces are comfortable, in
spite of the inclement weather of the region.
As a result of the large social area at the center
of the house, a crowning tetrahedron of glass
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for illumination, and easy access to the well-lit
bedroom wings, the building completely
defeats the rhetorical complaint among earth-
shelter critics that such dwellings are dark,
damp, and claustrophobic. By engineering a
downbhill drainage system that feeds into a
porous subsoil of sandstone, and by installing
a large capacity extract fan near the pool,
Quarmby has kept the interior humidity
remarkably low and the temperatures well con-
trolled throughout the year, with a minimum
use of fossil fuels. As a final tribute to the eco-
logical intelligence of Underhill, its rooftop has
become a microcosmic wildlife reserve and, as
Quarmby has observed, “The profit from fat-
tening sheep on the roof should not be dis-
counted.”

In a more recent project for the town
of Penrith in the English Lake District, Arthur
Quarmby has designed the Cumbria Visitor
Centre to function as a resource for displaying

the arts and crafts of the region. The main
innovation in this project is the architect’s
intelligent decision to hide what would have
been a large and intrusive structure in a beauti-
ful national park by using earth berms and
landscaped roofs as natural camouflage. The
interior includes some of the largest Gunite
vaults ever proposed, and daylight filtered
from above supplies ample illumination to the
exhibits and shops. The major values of this
building to the cause of earth-sheltered archi-
tecture are its use of landscape to disguise a
large public building, the securing of a com-
mitment from England’s Department of the
Environment to sponsor a daring technology,
and the precedent that has been set for both
municipal and commercial involvement in
ecological design.

A more exaggerated interpretation of
organic form, combined with earth shelter,
can be found in Peter Vetsch's series of Nine
Houses, built in 1993 in Dietikon, Switzerland.
Trained in agriculture, with early career inten-
tions to become a farmer, this Swiss architect
shares ideas in common with Kiesler (a fusion
of floor planes, walls, and ceilings reminiscent
of the Endless House), Jersey Devil (hands-on
construction) and Arthur Quarmby (a mission-
ary-like advocacy of earth-sheltered buildings).
Vetsch’s collection of semi-troglodyte houses
are built in concrete sprayed over metal
frames, then insulated by a thick layer of foam.
These roofs are subsequently covered with
fleece filter mats and, finally, a landfill of soil
and humus. The architect credits nature itself
as the entire source of ideas behind his use
of convoluted forms, while the tunnel-like
interiors draw inspiration from the habitat
of burrowing animals and his deep concern
for energy conservation and a more prudent
use of land surface. At the same time Vetsch
denies historical connections to subterranean
architecture and insists his building configura-
tions are entirely a response to the surround-
ing environment and a rational program of
functionalism.

Vetsch's Nine Houses measure from 800
to 2,200 cubic meters per unit, are divided into




interior spaces varying from four to seven
rooms, and are clustered around a central
pond and biotope area. Located within a “U"-
shaped hill, each house is enclosed by land-
scape, with living areas oriented to the south
and the bedrooms to the sorth. Light sources
for the bathrooms, kitchens, and other cen-
trally located facilities come from skylights.
The innovative construction technology con-
sists of a 25-centimeter-thick layer of polymer-
bitumen (a foam product made of recycled
glass), applied directly to the structural surface
of sprayed concrete.

Unfortunately the exaggerated curvilin-
ear forms associated with designers like Peter
Vetsch have become illustrative clichés for an
earth-centric philosophy — exactly the way
rotated grids, skewed I-beams, and exposed
duct systems have become stereotypical repre-
sentations of the technocentric. This is one
of the dangers of conceiving architecture as
an exaggerated sculptural experience. While
Vetsch’s environmental intentions are aestheti-
cally reinforced by his choice of flowing vol-
umes, the inhabitants of one of his buildings
might well long for the visual relief of a few
vertical walls or some reassuring rectangles to
serve as formal counterpoint to the relentless
use of amoebic shapes. In this respect he
might take a few cues from the brilliantly
sculptural work of Frank O. Gehry, who has
managed to stop short of a perilous plunge
into the excessively baroque by maintaining
a satisfying tension between his convoluted
wave forms and a chunky Cubist geometry. On
the other hand, from the perspective of earth-
friendly technology, it should go on record
here that Gehry’s buildings may be organic in
appearance, but they are the polar opposite of
environmentally responsible architecture. His
work is actually a hyperbolic celebration of
toxic materials and wasteful technology. For
example, his use of massive expanses of tita-
nium and aluminum-clad walls (some of the
most lethal materials available in terms of
manufacturing technology and industrial pollu-
tion) are just the beginning of these offenses.
His sculptural virtues aside, Gehry’s work is at
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the pinnacle of design-centered architecture
today and may also be among the least con-
scionable from an ecological standpoint. In
contrast to this kind of blatant disregard for
green principles, Vetsch is at least moving in
an admirable direction (his tendency toward
a kind of Gaia-fetish organic design notwith-
standing) and his targets of research seem
destined to make a valuable contribution to
future environmental construction.

Like all green architects today, Vetsch’s
work asks disturbing questions concerning
what hope exists for slowing the growth of
irresponsible mega-structures that endanger
all the principles of the Age of Ecology. The
rampant competition for “world’s tallest
towers” is based on the short-term economics
of inflated land values, the profits to be gar-
nered from stacked-up real estate, and is
manifesting in record-breaking high-rises
in the name of gain. Given these ego-inflating
rewards, there seems no way to stop the
onslaught. The prospect for any kind of wide-
spread commitment to a technologically

difficult and financially costly earth-shelter,
of the kind suggested by architects like
Quarmby and Vetsch, seems relatively futile.
Furthermore, there are many technical issues
to be resolved before the concept can even be
totally justified as ecologically favorable. In
her 1990 article entitled Cave Dwellers in the
Age of Plastics Kirsten Fuchs pointed out that
Vetsch’s iron armatures “deflect natural earth
radiation and cause damage to human health
due to unnatural bundling or re-direction of
such radiations. Also, the polyurethane that
was used for insulation has been medically
identified as a possible cause of allergies.”
These criticisms suggest that Vetsch's earth-
sheltered architecture must substitute current
materials with more natural choices, although
this also increases costs and creates a further
chasm between the motivations of profit-
obsessed real estate development and the
acceptance of green architecture.

This evaluation is not intended to single
out Vetsch's buildings for a critique of their
economic viability or their failure to eliminate



all toxic materials - the costs and degree of
effectiveness of green technology are problems
with virtually all of the work illustrated in this
book - but it does bring up the question of
how much progress the Western world’s profli-
gate consumer culture will realistically sponsor
under the circumstances. Messianic designers
like Quarmby and Vetsch, with the help of
environmental scientists, will undoubtedly
come up with the answers to most eco-tech
and eco-cost questions over the next decade,
although this does not assure a marketplace
for their services. Better communications are
part of the answer (assuming someone is lis-
tening); still, as long as human enterprise is
driven by a demand for instant gratification
and the acquisition of limitless wealth, there is
a profound risk that only a handful of the con-
verted (presently a minuscule percentage of
the world’s population) will even begin to think

about underground architecture as a serious
alternative for the new millennium. There are
encouraging signs — for example, the fact that
huge segments of Tokyo’s retail and entertain-
ment industries are now located in the subway
system - but the deeper philosophical mes-
sage of an underground architectural future
eludes the majority of architects and their
clients.

The work of Vetsch and Quarmby is
based on the interpretation of environmental
design as a condition of moral resposibility,
where decisions about form are driven by an
earth-centric conscience and a conservationist
view of humanity’s role in nature. Their use of
serpentine shapes, locally available materials
and fusions of structure with topography are
as much a reflection of ethical standards as
aesthetic choice. As a result, their buildings are
purposely rural and linked to regional identity.

Underhill

Arthur Quarmby
Yorkshire, England
1974
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The work of Charles Jencks, in associa-
tion with his late wife Maggie Keswick, is also
characterized by convoluted form, partially
buried structures and a surreal shaping of
landscape; however, their imagery is more
about cosmic symbolism and astro-physics
than conservation and ecology. In many ways
their work can be seen as an example of the
ultimate in cosmopolitan cosmology. The
Garden of Cosmic Speculation in Scotland is
a profound work of landscape architecture
designed to demonstrate Jencks' literary theo-
ries concerning cosmogenic sources in the
building arts. Primarily known as an architec-
tural theoretician and advocate of Postmod-
ernism, he has now proven to be a leading
voice in the environmental design movement.
Jencks’ occasional building renovations,
houses, and interior designs have gained him a
respectable reputation for the use of complex
symbolic imagery (sometimes diluted by a cer-
tain decorative excess). His critical texts, on
the other hand, have probably influenced the
1980s generation of designers more exten-
sively than any living architectural writer since
Robert Venturi unleashed Complexity and Con-
tradiction in Architecture during the 1960s.

It is always difficult for a prominent figure in
literature to jump the fence into the actual
practice of the profession of his or her critical

focus. In recent history, one thinks of the per-
ilous decision of certain art and theater critics
to exhibit their own paintings and stage their
own plays. Jencks’ migration into symbolic
buildings and landscape architecture has been
particularly risky, mainly because he is vulner-
able to attack on every level from those dis-
gruntled practitioners he may have trashed,
or ignored altogether, during his many years
of critical writing.

Fortunately, as a reinforcement of Charles
Jencks' already formidable reputation, The
Garden of Cosmic Speculation is a compelling
and haunting masterpiece. It is also one of the
few contemporary environmental works that
has been actually drawn from a complex net-
work of cosmological and astrophysical refer-
ences. Both Jencks and Keswick have studied
their subject in depth, and every nuance of the
sculptural configurations used in shaping the
landscape and the symbolism developed for
graphic iconography has been filtered through
a carefully researched body of references. Con-
firming the philosophy expressed in his book
on The Architecture of the Jumping Universe,
he and Maggie Keswick have actually produced
a much more persuasive example of cosmolog-
ical imagery than most of the designers to
whom he attributes this achievement in his
publication. Jencks has lavished praise on cer-




tain contemporary neo-Constructivist archi-
tects for their sinuous and labyrinthine formal
inventions. In his view, their convoluted forms
signify both the organic configurations of
nature and the chaotic disorder of the uni-
verse. In reality, camouflaged by the artificially
progressive conceits associated with com-
puter-aided design, most of this New Age
architectural iconography applauded by Jencks
is the opposite of advanced environmental
design. It is, instead, characterized by an
unconscionable use of toxic materials, detach-
ment from ecological values, resolution in
forms that lack any true cosmic significance
(but seem more like conventional shape-mak-
ing for its own sake), and a tenacious attach-

ment to formal devices that look suspiciously
as if they might have been cribbed from some
early Cubist paintings.

The entire Scotland property is filled with
symbolic artifacts, and the renovated house
includes some masterful uses of wave motifs
on ceilings and walls to represent the more
recent scientific views of the universe as an
endlessly expanding convulsion of chaos and
continuity. With the exception of some rather
fussily designed artifacts and interior space
decor intended to illustrate the cosmic myster-
ies, the main park areas have been created
with a thoughtfully spare design program,
composed of interlocking earth mounds, water
basins, and plant materials. Jencks’ wife was a

Cumbria Visitor Centre
Arthur Quarmby

Penrith, Lake District,
England

Project, 1990
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leading scholar of Chinese gardens and brought
to the project a knowledge of Buddhist medita-
tion environments and the Japanese Zen con-
cept of "borrowed scenery,” wherein the terres-
trial landscape is only a transitory microcosm
representing the paradisiacal archipelagos of
an eternal afterlife. Jencks and Keswick com-
bined these traditions with their fascination

for the nonlinear dynamics of Chaos Theory
and an interest in bridging ideas from ancient
cosmology to the latest speculations of astro-
physics. Anxious to transcend the mechanistic
interpretations of phenomena that have domi-
nated Western culture since the Greeks intro-
duced atomism, their garden represents an
endeavor to capture the spirit of cosmogenesis
and the endless continuum concept of an outer

space that flows into itself. Their garden also
expresses the fractal geometry of nature where
(contrary to orderly appearances) everything

is irregular. In this way The Garden of Cosmic
Speculation is an endeavor to create a terres-
trial representation of the jump start surges
that have marked the course of evolution, and
such non-Euclidean concepts as amorphic, the
entropic, and the indeterminate.

On many levels Charles Jencks' literary
speculations on phenomenology and architec-
ture seem to parallel the theories on entropy
and art generated by the earthwork artist
Robert Smithson in the late 1960s. At that time
Smithson (later killed in a plane crash in 1973
during aerial photography of one of his pro-
jects) was consumed by an interest in the rela-
tionships between the human brain, natural
processes, and the difficulties of expressing
his discoveries in art. As part of an essay enti-
tled Sedimentation of the Mind for Artforum
magazine in the USA, he wrote: “The earth’s
surface and the figments of the mind have a
way of disintegrating into discrete regions of
art. Various agents, both fictional and real,
somehow trade places with each other - one
cannot avoid muddy thinking when it comes to |
earth projects, or what | call ‘abstract geology.’
One’s mind and the earth are in a constant
state of erosion, mental rivers wear away
abstract banks, brain waves undermine cliffs
of thought, ideas decompose into stones of
unknowing, and conceptual crystallizations
break apart into deposits of gritty reason. ... |
Slump, debris, slides, avalanches all take place
within the cracking limits of the brain. The
entire body is pulled into the cerebral sedi- |
ment, where particles and fragments makes
themselves known as solid consciousness. A
bleached and fractured world surrounds the
artist. To organize this mess of corrosion into ‘
patterns, grids, and subdivisions is an esthetic
process that has scarcely been touched.” The
poetic power of Smithson's writings and earth-
works — combining his vision of brutality, ‘
chaos, erosion and a struggle to make sense of
natural disorder — relied on a more terrestrial
focus than the cosmogenic abstractions in The




Garden of Cosmic Speculation. Although diver-
gent in concept, these artists have explored
environmental symbolism on levels that are
much more consistent with the sensibility of a
post-industrial age than most current green
architecture.

Charles Jencks’ and Maggie Keswick’s
plan for the estate garden in Scotland incorpo-
rated a series of existing hills and the remains
of an old marsh. Then they added a 50-foot-
high spiral mound connected to a series of
snake-like configurations 400 feet long.
Thwarted by the rains of the region, which
tend to aggressively wash away artificial earth
formations, they decided to keep the mound-
ing process fairly primitive and develop the
final earthwork into a composition of site-spe-
cific twists and folds. These sculptural features
are both inspired by and submit to regional
terrain, becoming the basis of a formal physics
garden intended to present models of the
atom, the universe, and various other cosmo-
genic sources of imagery. As Jencks describes
the result: “These were designed with scien-
tists and metalworkers, but they interpret the
truths of the universe metaphorically - they
are not illustrations of contemporary science
and technology so much as reinterpretations
of what these public discourses tell us.”

For all their good intentions and their
estimable environmental merits of their work,
architects like Ambasz, Noever, Quarmby,
Vetsch, and Jencks/Keswick are still elitist and
produce work that is exclusively available to
affluent individuals who can afford to clear
their consciences with an occasional gesture in
the direction of ecological design. What the
green cause desperately needs is a universal
commitment by governments to research and
sponsor economically affordable green habi-
tats and a grass-roots movement of hands-on
builders who want to set an example of sane
living at a reasonable price. While hardly repre-
senting the start of a global trend, the work of
David Lea in North Wales and Gianni Pettena on
the Island of Elba at least shows what is possi-
ble with a low budget, a prudent use of
resources, and a lot of ingenuity.
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Forcing yourself to use restricted means is the sort of restraint that

liberates inventing. It obliges you to make a kin

can not even imagine in advance.

David Lea, an architect educated at Cambridge
and presently living in Gwynedd, is, like Peter
Vetsch, deeply dedicated to buildings as exten-
sions of their contexts, and favors important
physical and psychological interactions
between the natural environment and the
way people relate to all of the various compo-
nents of a building. Driven by a philosophy
that “architecture cannot be divorced from
nature,” he describes it as a means “to recreate
a corner of paradise. By paradise | mean the
place where people may experience the fullest
possible sense of well-being. The key to par-
adise is a harmonious relationship between
man and nature.” This viewpoint sounds
almost naive in its earnest simplicity. However,
as noted earlier in these pages, his observa-
tions are fully supported by psychologist
Theodore Roszak and a growing number of his
colleagues, who have concluded that nature
deprivation is a major cause of mental malad-
justment. Lea’s convictions are profoundly felt
and right on target, given the fact that at least
90 percent of practising architects in the world
today could not care less about humanity’s
connections to nature and seem bent on main-
taining this complacent state of detachment.
Although David Lea’s central practice
has produced impressive housing and educa-
tional buildings in North Wales, one of his
most intriguing projects is a small rural cot-
tage he built for a London painter with very
limited resources. Entitled Studio in the West
Country, this tiny thatched-roof structure
seems to recall the Arts and Crafts Movement,
harken back to Ruskin’s and Morris’ rejection of
the industrial revolution, and resurrect a lost
set of values concerning how to live in har-
mony with the immediate environment. Con-
structed for a mere £3,300, his house looks
like a hybrid cross between a tender for Noah'’s
Ark and an aboriginal mud hut. On closer
inspection, however, one understands the bril-
liant use of minimal technology, the ingenious
fusion of materials (bent saplings, chicken
wire, cement reinforced with cow hair, straw
insulation, and reflective ceramic tiles), and
the final aesthetic triumphs of the ensemble.

d of progress you

Pablo Picasso

The dwelling was built by the combined
talents of David Lea and his artist client. He
worked with her for several weeks on the site,
established the basic structural systems of
bent wood armature, and then returned peri-
odically to see how she was progressing with
the final details. Recalling the hands-on pro-
cesses used by Jersey Devil - but on an even
more elementary and earth-friendly level - Stu-
dio West is a mini-triumph of primitive con-
struction and site orientation. It also creates
an image that seems to successfully evoke the
combination of an ancient Celtic earthwork
and a primordial habitat. Every inch of this
modest structure leaves the visitor with a
peculiar sense of witnessing a prophetic vision
for an intelligent alternative to a Mad Max
future — meaning one ravaged by environmen-
tal plunder. Studio West is the alternative to
a time when all of the fossil fuels have been
exhausted, the rapacious industries have been
reduced to archaeological wastelands of
twisted steel, humanity has returned to forag-
ing for food in the wilderness, and vengeful
forests have reclaimed the world’s major cities.

Gianni Pettena’s House on Elba is even
more primitive and low-budget than Studio
West. Pettena, currently a professor at the Uni-
versity of Florence, began his career in the
1970s as a major contributor to an architec-
tural wing of the earthworks movement, at
that time being led by artists Robert Smithson,
Nancy Holt, Michael Heizer, Dennis Oppen-
heim, and Walter de Maria. Sometimes credited
as the European counterpart of Cordon Matta-
Clark (the brilliant French-American pioneer of
Deconstruction in art, who utilized existing
buildings for a series of surgical cuttings and
removals), the work of Pettena pursued a more
geomorphic direction. While he shared Matta-
Clark’s interest in creating interventions with
“found buildings,” his approach was involved
with themes of re-birth through nature, as
opposed to seditious attacks on formalist
design. As the same time, Pettena’s early
efforts had guerrilla-like characteristics, using
patural phenomena to demonstrate his own
subversive tendencies. In three projects, which
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he called “Anarchitecture” - Ice |, Ice II, and
Clay House — he developed the concept of
using natural phenomena as a metamorphic
repossession of architecture. Taking his cues
from the importance of building facades in Italy
as the "communicative skin of architecture,”
Pettena operated on a private house and a uni-
versity administration building in Minneapolis
during the winter by spraying water over these
structures and freezing them into blocks of ice.
In an equally controversial project in Salt Lake
City, he covered an entire suburban residence
with wet clay in the heat of summer and
allowed the sun to bake the dwelling into a
kind of “ghost adobe.” Once the ice and clay
had consumed these structures, they became

(at least temporarily) uninhabitable; but the
result was a trenchant commentary on Ameri-
can lifestyle. Both clay and ice are ecologically
favorable construction materials in areas of the
globe with severe hot and cold climates; but, in
the Minneapolis and Salt Lake City communi-
ties, the Pettena projects were interpreted as
subversive assaults on the USAs sacred tradi-
tions of wasteful resource consumption.

After his 1970s sojourn in America, Pet-
tena returned to ltaly and continued to work
on a series of politically and environmentally
motivated installation and public performance
projects. His more recent work has focused on
building an ecologically sensitive structure on
the Island of Elba. In a location of spectacular
natural beauty, his main focus in this personal
house has been to intrude on the context as lit-
tle as possible. The dwelling was developed
out of a fisherman’s storage shed for nets and
assembled mostly out of found objects and
materials the architect gathered while scaveng-
ing around the island. The effect of the house
is like a primordial collage, recalling some
heachcomber's cottage in a Somerset Maugham
novel — isolated, unpretentious, and improvisa-
tional. Similar to David Lea’s Studio in the West
Country, the Pettena dwelling stands as an
example of how more fortunate survivors may
live after the impending environmental apoca-
lypse has driven escapees into the wilderness.
In many ways this structure is a continuation
of the philosophical direction established by
Pettena’s early projects. It is a concession that,
in the final ecological scenario, nature con-
sumes all. In this case, instead of perpetuating
the politicized environmental polemic of the
1970s, the House on Elba is an architectural
elegy for a more contemplative climate. It
strips away the excesses of consumer culture
and demonstrates the value of modesty, econ-
omy, and a primal sense of an art experience
translated into the simplest form of architec-
ture. It expresses the values of a real post-
industrial world — not some intellectualized
facsimile that celebrates its purported Gaia
connections with a kitchen full of ice makers
and microwave ovens.



Pettena sees his House on Elba as “a
place to look at the stars.” David Lea believes
that the role of architecture is not to “express
the age,” but instead “to have a resonance
which quickens our spirits.” As a result, the
work of both architects is very low-key, cost
effective, and closely aligned with the rhythms
and processes of nature. At the polar opposite
interpretation of site-specific architecture,
Hans Hollein’s recent design for a European
Center of Volcanism in France is precisely an
example of “expressing the age” by means of
an aggressive intervention in the landscape.

As Austria’s most famous living architect,
Hollein has played a role in the forefront of
various aesthetic directions over the last few
decades ~ including participation in early
1970s radical architecture, followed by impor-
tant work in the Postmodernist idiom, a tenta-
tive flirtation with deconstructivism in the
1980s, and, more recently, an increasing
involvement with the environmental move-
ment. Much of his work has been character-
ized by a lavish eclecticism, Pop-culture irony,
and a tendency toward decorative and sculp-
tural excesses which his razor sharp architec-
tural sensibilities have usually curbed in the
nick of time - or, as critic Joseph Rykwert com-
mented on Hollein’s risky extremism: “He con-
sciously stands on the brink of kitsch, but
never passes the line.”

Hollein’s 1994 “Vulcania”, European Cen-
ter of Volcanism, designed for the Clermont-
Ferand region of France, is a dramatic complex
situated at a 1,000-meter altitude and mostly
carved out of the basin of an extinct volcano.
This boldly profound cultural facility repre-
sents a progression in his work that seems to
conceptually transcend most of the buildings
that have previously defined his career.

The circular configuration of the building,
underground exhibit spaces, and a large cone-
shaped tower at the surface level symbolize
the various elements of terrain associated with
volcanoes and are intended to respond to peo-
ple's curiosity about the violent eruptions that
have determined the formation of the earth.
Hollein has intentionally given the entire com-

plex a strong ritualistic and cosmological qual-  House on Elba

ity, consistent with both the mystical and the gt‘:*‘lit;e“e”a
scientific aspects of vulcanology. Its surface ]935_3;

portions suggest eruptions and incisions in
the landscape, while its subterranean sections
refer to the layered materials of geological i
study. By an integration of structure and land- |
scape, the architect has introduced a series of
sculptural volumes that metaphorically reflect
the existing topography of the region, but
which in this case appropriately allude to a
Dante-esque or Jules Verne-like descent into
the center of the earth.
From an iconographic standpoint, this
Center of Volcanism represents a superb fusion
of idea, structure, and context. Rather than
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prescribe the building and its study facilities as
the final product, Hollein has proposed that
the entire region of extinct volcanoes be
included as part of the exhibition. From a func-
tional standpoint, he has provided a circular
matrix and network of passages that take the
visitor through an inside/outside experience,
demonstrate how volcanic activity occurs, and
allow for the study of strata elements, materi-
als, and other geological information.

While the architect mentions his use of
regional materials in the construction of the
Center of Volcansim, he has not indicated
whether this includes a conscientious program
of green technology as part of its realization.
If not, this brings up a persistently gnawing
question at the core of most environmental
architecture, that is, why do so few examples
achieve an equilibrium between ecologically
favorable building techniques and their trans-
lation into a new visual language? Certainly

Hollein's uses of volcanic materials, incorpora-
tion of existing topography, and sensitivity to
the total site, place this building in the fore-
front of environmental imagery; but the next
phase of creative development for all eco-ori-
ented architects today is to strike the balance
between green science and green art.

Hollein’s most acclaimed building to date
- and certainly an important experiment with
site-specific architecture — is the Museum
Abteiberg in Monchengladbach. The structure
is built into an impressive hillside and includes
roofs and facades that can be walked upon -
very much in the way that pedestrians animate
Emilio Ambasz's ACROS-Building in Fukuoka.
The concept grew out of an earlier urban plan
that Hollein had developed for the city, and
this sense of a fragmented hill town on a pic-
turesque promontory informs the entire pro-
ject. The building cuts, weaves, plunges, and
masterfully articulates the site with a sculp-
tural dynamism rarely achieved in the 20th
century, save the earlier organic architecture
triumphs of Frank Lloyd Wright. This particular
structure perfectly reinforces Hollein’s belief
that “form does not develop from the material
demands of use but from the very being of
use, from its spiritual meaning, from the sense
of all physical reality.” He believes that human
shelter must be associated with ritual and con-
nected to the sacred and erotic; that buildings
speak out (as in architecture parlante) appeal-
ing to all of the senses through multi-dimen-
sions of participation.

The work of SITE, an architectural group
in New York founded in 1970, has contributed
to environmental thinking and the integration
of architecture with its context for more than
20 years. Originally identified with the loosely
defined movement called “Radical Architecture
in the 1970s — which also included Hans
Hollein, Gianni Pettena, Emilio Ambasz, Ettore
Sottsass, Alessandro Mendini, and such groups
as Archigram, Haus Rucker, Archizoom, and
Superstudio, among others - SITE’s approach
during that period was a critique of Modernist
traditions and an exploration of the ambiguous
connections between art and architecture.
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Among the group’s better-known buildings - a
series of eight merchandising showrooms for
the BEST Products Company - two such struc-
tures became prophetic indicators of SITE's
future work — the Forest Building in Richmond,
Virginia (1980), and the Rainforest Showroom
in Hialeah, Florida (1979).

The BEST catalogue and showroom series
was sponsored by the company’s owners, Syd-
ney and Frances Lewis, who were major Ameri-
can art collectors with an unusually enlight-
ened agenda for bringing art into the public
domain. Rather than plunk down monumental
sculpture in front of their buildings - a preva-
lent practice of the 1970s, facetiously labeled
by many critics as “plop art” — BEST encour-
aged SITE to expand the horizons of public art.
The corporation’s typical stores were formula
supermarkets (banal brick boxes sitting on
highway strips) which SITE used as a subject
matter for art. Given the sanctity of formalist
design in the early 1970s, this approach was
seen as radical and subversive. From an ortho-
dox Modernist perspective, it undermined the
established aesthetic values of “real architec-
ture,” which were then (and still are) seen
exclusively as a mission of form making, shape
making, and space making. Based on an oppo-
site premise, SITE treated the BEST showrooms
as existing “readymades” (to borrow a term
from Duchamp), and as targets of disruptive
interventions for altered meanings. By taking
advantage of people’s reflex identification with
BEST's prosaic commercial imagery, these
architectural inversions added an interesting
dimension to the idea of “narrative” architec-
ture. They became examples of edifices used
as informational sponges, where the absorp-
tion of people’s subconscious reactions toward
certain archetypal buildings was played off
against a generally passive view of architec-
ture. For example, the public rarely considers
the aesthetic role of buildings in their daily
lives, or whether these intrusions have any
meaning whatsoever beyond providing shelter.
Architecture is usually taken for granted as a
generic part of the background, and seldom
seen as a notable presence in the foreground.

Also, the rather chilly language of Modern
design has only exacerbated this state of indif-
ference. In the case of the BEST showroom,
SITE developed the idea of “architecture as a
commentary on architecture.” This included
the use of disorienting elements that tilt, twist,
crumble, break apart, and basically guestion
rhetorical definitions by initiating new thresh-
olds of debate concerning the roles of art and
architecture in the public domain. As evidence
of this, one of the most frequent reactions
from first-time viewers of the showrooms has
been: “You know, | never thought about a
building before | saw this one.” These condi-
tions of questioning, bemusement, and
ambivalence have become the basis of critical
dialogue and a valuable part of these struc-
tures’ architectural significance.

The original site areas for the Forest
Building and the Rainforest Building were each
covered with trees and rich ground vegetation.
SITE decided that the iconography of these
structures should grow out of a conscientious
preservation of the natural environment by
fusing the context into the buildings. The
showrooms’ commonplace characteristics were
used as a foil to create a new kind of interac-
tion between landscape and architecture. They
were designed to seem as though they had
been consumed by a portentous role reversal -
or as the victims of “nature’s revenge.” This
sense of an intrusion by forest and plant life
was achieved in the Virginia showroom by
means of a massive incision, splitting the
building apart and allowing giant oak trees
and ground cover to march through the open
chasm. In the Florida Rainforest Building, the
existing landscape was extracted and pre-
served in a nursery during construction. It was
then replaced as a garden space between a
massive exterior waterwall and a second-layer
thermal barrier. In each of these buildings,
landscape was interpreted as an integrated
and seemingly chaotic extension of the archi-
tecture, contrary to its usual role as a periph-
eral and manicured after-the-fact accessory.

While these early BEST Products show-
rooms did not contribute to the advancement
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of green technology, they provided a welcome
shade garden environment in Virginia and
excellent cooling advantages in Florida. Their
main value, however, was to create a commu-
nicative iconography based on people’s
ambivalence concerning architecture’s relation
to nature. In the Forest Building, for example,
the structure was cut into a hillside and, in
order to celebrate the connection between the
visible surface of the landscape and unseen
subterranean levels below, the glass front
facade holds back a volume of earth as a geo-
logical terrarium. This device carried the

inside/outside message of the architecture into

a seldom explored “above/below” dialogue
with the unseen sections of the earth. The ter-
rarium was composed of multiple strata of
regional soil and rock and, over a period of
time, became populated by underground life -
moles, worms, insects, etc. — that frequently
animated the inner surface of the glass. This
innovation launched SITE into a series of build-
ings and parks with terrarium wall features

which, unlike the bleak opacity of conventional

walls, have resulted in true examples of muta-
ble and evolutionary architecture. Buildings
that grow and change with time and acknowl|-
edge subterranean life as an integral part
of architecture carry a valuable message for
the green revolution, without proclaiming it
through the usual channels of political propa-
ganda.

In 1992, SITE completed a major struc-
ture, combining public space and a series of
green buildings, for the Seville World Exposi-

tion in Spain. The Avenue Five was one of the
main pedestrian arteries providing visitors
with access to the national pavilions and
event areas. Designed as a celebration of the
Guadalquivir River that divides the city and of
the Expo theme "discovery,” this project was
also a commemoration of the site where the
great explorers’ ships were built. After the
closing of the exposition, this project has
become the centerpiece of a Columbus Park.
The design challenge of Avenue Five was
to treat the entire length (nearly half a kilome-
ter) of a grand pedestrian space as a unified
experience. The result is based on a fusion of
references to the adjacent river and the need
to join a series of disparate facilities, including
a monorail train, a central station, several
leisure gardens, three restaurants, and two
information kiosks. In plan, the building is
dominated by the straight line of the monorail.
This train track is intersected by an undulating
glass waterwall that functions as a skin-like
membrane to enclose the restaurants and as a
metaphorical microcosm of the topography of
the Guadalquivir area. The waterwall creates
one side of a grand processional, while ivy-
encrusted columns and pergolas define the
opposite elevation. The surrounding paving is
terraced downward to create a riverbed effect
along the base of the waterwall and, at the
West end of the processional, the source of
this canal is contained within a mountain-like
earth shelter covering the information booth.
In response to the hot and arid climate of
Seville, all of the restaurants in Avenue Five are
enclosed by the heat-filtering waterwall and
covered by the cooling elements of either an
earth-sheltered roof or a vine-covered pergola.
These overhead gardens — or “lifted land-
scapes” — provide a maximum of shade and
demonstrate a successful example of aesthetic
decisions that grow directly out of incorporat-
ing nature's own green technology. Even the
low-energy irrigation system servicing the ele-
vated gardens is powered by the static electric-
ity generated through the flow of water over
glass. In addition to creating a building that
users can hear, smell, touch, and experience
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Avenue Five
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World Expo, Seville, Spain
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atmospherically, the visual effect (especially
with the benefit of time that has elapsed since
its completion in 1992) is a building totally
constructed out of water and vegetation. In
this respect, Avenue Five stands as an excel-
lent example of SITE's continuous endeavor to
interpret “art as a condition of climate control.”
In a 1997 project for the Museum of
Islamic Arts in Doha, Qatar, SITE developed a
total fusion of architecture, exhibition spaces,
communications technology, and landscape.
Confirming the group’s belief that architecture
should reflect the integrated systems govern-
ing nature, the project was the result of a tight
collaboration among designers, artists, and
technicians. The lead team of SITE, Tourbier

and Walmsley (landscape architecture), and
Land Design Studio in London (exhibition
design) started with the premise that this
museum should express the spiritual unity of
Islam by means of very simple organizing fea-
tures. These include: a 12-meter grid plan that
“de-materializes” on the exterior to define a
public garden, a series of lateral walls that
pass from inside to outside becoming an intrin-
sic part of the exhibition experience, and a
sequence of undulating roof planes that create
dramatically sculptural interiors with varied
ceiling heights. Viewed in context from the
adjacent neighborhood, the museum is
intended to appear as though “the building is
the garden and the garden is the building."

From an environmental technology stand-
point, this museum design had to deal with the
extreme summer heat and humidity of Qatar,
particularly the issue of how to de-humidify
the interior spaces in order to accommodate
priceless Islamic manuscripts and other histori-
cal artifacts. Solutions for these issues include
honeycomb insulation and special heat resis-
tant materials for the roof planes, the use of
deflected daylight on the interiors, radiant
cooling for large spaces, and passive solar
cooling for the offices and park areas. In addi-
tion, there are shade walls with overhanging
pergolas, heavily vegetated courtyards, the
use of light-reflecting colors on walls, and the
latest advances in green air-handling and de-
humidification technology for all galleries and
storage areas. To further the cause of green
technology, the museum design proposes such
innovations as using the nearby ocean as a
receptacle for evacuated heat, interior thermal
storage to retain cooler night air for daytime
use, and a natural ventilation system that
reduces heat build-up during the warmest
hours.

The architectural imagery of the Museum
of Islamic Arts is a response to sources associ-
ated with Doha - including Islamic culture, the
rolling desert, the sea, nautical commerce,
regional vegetation, and the specific topogra-
phy of the site area. In this sense the choice of
configuration is "biomorphic”; meaning that
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Mary, Star of

the Sea Church

David Arkin

Gualala, California, USA
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both form and content are intended as a visual
reflection of the evolutionary processes of
nature. It is also “geomorphic”; proposing the
building as a metaphorical microcosm of the
surrounding area, with references to the wider
geographical hemisphere that includes Qatar.
From a compositional perspective, the
museum has been developed as a system of
passages — walls that pass from interior to
exterior and slice through dune-like roof vaults
— giving visitors the impression of a vast desert
landscape, punctuated with architectural fea-
tures and an occasional oasis of greenery. The
design also reflects the traditions of geometric
pattern in Islamic art; in this case, rather than
limit this choice to wall decoration, SITE uti-

lized physical volumes, grid structures, and a
sequence of partitions in space which translate
this legacy into sculptural form. These layers,
starting with the main facade facing south, are
a processional colonnade wall, a massive glass
waterwall that filters light and cools the lobby
area, a grid structure showcasing fragments of
Islamic architecture, followed by a succession
of exhibition walls in various materials and
degrees of opacity, perforation, and trans-
parency. The centerpiece of the museum is a
dome-capped building-within-a-building, based
on classic Islamic architectural proportions and
dedicated to exhibiting religious history.

The interior exhibitions, in addition to
showing historical art works, include the latest
video equipment to help explain the origins of
the artifacts on display and computer technol-
ogy as part of a global outreach program to
access Islamic cultural institutions internation-
ally through a website and the Internet. Most
of the showcase facilities are designed as an
intrinsic part of the wall system, which also
emphasizes SITE'S fundamental approach to
the integration of architecture and its context-
in this case, an endeavor to combine the sym-
bolic presence of the wall, climate-related
architectural elements, and cybernetic commu-
nications systems to embrace global culture.

In many ways the Museum of Islamic
Arts consolidates SITEs belief that the future
of architecture will increasingly combine envi-
ronmental principles with communications
technology. It has provided an opportunity to
explore these principles within the framework
of exhibiting a religion-based history of art,
educating people about Islamic culture, and
housing these functions in an edifice that
weaves together a network of structure, infor-
mation, and regional imagery. This project also
represents a comfortable bridge to the next
category of environmental architecture - ritual
and symbolic devices that connect buildings to
their cultural context.

Although it is rare to find ideal examples
of the marriage between green science and
green art, the work of California designer
Sim Van der Ryn has contributed substantial



groundwork to both symbolic content and
innovative ecological design for more than two
decades. As founder and president of the Eco-
logical Design Institute in Sausalito, California,
he has continuously served as a leading pio-
neer in green construction technology (coordi-
nated with aesthetic approaches) that reduces
water consumption, utilizes grey water, con-
verts organic wastes into humus for the enrich-
ment of soil, and expands the uses of solar
energy. In pursuing his goals he has taught,
written books, lectured globally, and devel-
oped architectural projects to demonstrate his
theories. Unfortunately, as with most revolu-
tionary voices, he has been resisted by the
politically threatened, marginalized by the
establishment, and frequently denied a rightful
access to design commissions. In fact, only

within the past few years has he started to
build on a consistent basis.

In association with David Arkin, Sim Van
der Ryn has led the Ecological Design Insti-
tute's basic missions: to interpret every build-
ing as a teaching tool, to think of architecture
as an extension of natural processes, to treat
ecological responsibility as a pact with the
environment, and to make nature visible
through design. Whereas a great percentage
of their work is directed toward pure environ-
mental research, the construction of a simple
chapel by David Arkin — Mary, Star of the Sea —
at Gualala Point, California, 120 miles north of
San Francisco, provided an opportunity to cre-
ate a symbolic religious building in fusion with
climate, atmosphere, and site. The building,
seating about 175 people, is located on a

Mary, Star of

the Sea Church

David Arkin

Gualala, California, USA
1995
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windswept crest overlooking the sea and
includes certain physical features that take
full advantage of the prevailing air currents.
Deflected by an obliquely slanted roof on the
west elevation, the wind passing over the east
facade clerestory creates a Bernoulli effect (a
controlled zone of low pressure) under the roof
plane. In combination with temperature-sensi-
tive hydraulic arms that open the windows
and prevent overheating, the warm air is thus
drawn outward toward the low-pressure zone.
In the colder season the heat from the sun
is stored in the concrete floor. Arkin’s final
achievement is a chapel with a consistently
comfortable interior temperature in all sea-
sons, side walls that open up completely
| and allow parishioners to experience services
| in the open air, and a site orientation that
enhances its combined environmental and
religious experience.

Mary, Star of the Sea is designed to
accommodate a notch in the natural rock
formation of the hillside and also relate to
a nearby cluster of pine trees. As a result of
the atmosphere-responsive technology, of
the choice of Douglas Fir as the basic building
material, and of an ingenious construction
system composed of many short diagonal
trusses and split ring joints, the building
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appears to be a fluid extension of its surround-
ings. Metaphorically, it seems like both a forest
and clearing, a web of branches and an open
meadow. The structure communicates an
immediate impression of spiritual purpose -
although not an obvious church in terms of
conventional imagery — and uses its green
technology merits to connect the terrestrial

to the transcendental.

Two churches in Arkansas, the Thorn-
crown Chapel in Eureka Springs and the
Cooper Memorial Chapel in Bella Vista by the
American architect Fay Jones, share David
Arkins’s concept of translating an earth-cen-
tered philosophy into sacred iconography.

In the case of the Jones buildings, there is a
conscious use of the Gothic style traditionally
associated with early Christian churches.
However, unlike those weighty medieval pre-
decessors, his religious structures have been
ingeniously woven out of a network of web-
like timbers that metaphorically connect to
surrounding forests. These imaginative edi-
fices actually invert the Gothic construction
traditions of massive stone elements in com-
pression; instead, Jones’ chapels have been
assembled by linear wooden members in ten-
sion. The results are distinctly contemporary
and lyrical embodiments of Industrial Age
technology, expressed through a visual lan-
guage that evokes a timeless sense of nature
and cosmology.

Fay Jones is sometimes condescendingly
referred to as a regionalist. In today’s cutting-
edge critical circles, this marginal category
usually refers to any architect who is not
located in Los Angeles or New York and whose
work doesn't display some overt manifesta-
tions of late-version Constructivism. To his
great credit, Jones is simply a courageous inde-
pendent. He is a teacher at the University of
Arkansas — with a practice in Fayetteville — who
studied with and worked for long periods
under the shadow of Frank Lloyd Wright in
the 1950s. He finally emerged with a body of
environmentally inspired original work in the
1980s and was awarded the American Institute
of Architects’ highest honor (the A.l.A. Gold




Medal) in 1990. Since then, he has finally been
given a long-overdue important place in the
history of American architecture.

The similarities between the Fay Jones
and David Arkin ecclesiastical structures derive
from a shared American sensibility. Both Jones
and Arkin have drawn inspiration from Frank
Lloyd Wright's vision of organic architecture,
they have had a major influence on the work of
students and young professionals, and have
demonstrated a profound dedication to green
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Real Goods

Solar Living Center

(see also page 148 and 151)
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values and a respect for context. Admittedly,
from the standpoint of formal choices and a
failure to break through into new aesthetic ter-
ritory, the work of Jones and Arkin is locked
into certain residuals of traditional design; but
in terms of environmental commitment, their
motivations make them assertively part of the
future. This paradoxical situation again brings
up that nagging question concerning the green
movement: when is it going to develop a visual
language that is sufficiently radical and con-
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tent-driven to aggressively dislodge the domi-
nant Modernist or Constructivist orthodoxy?
In a peculiar way, creativity across the board
in contemporary architecture suffers from

a polarity that is equally regressive at both
ends of the ideological and stylistic spectrum.

By comparison to the rural American spiri-

tualism of Jones’ and David Arkins’s churches,
or the aggressively cosmogenic symbolism of

Jencks’ and Keswick’s Scotland park, the ecolog-

ical and cosmological factors in Antoine Pre-
dock’s buildings are, by his own admission,
neither conscientiously green, nor particularly
symbolic in origin or intent. His work invariably
demonstrates a brilliant use of sculptural mass
and sensitivity to context. Describing his work
as “abstract landscapes,” he is one of the few

architects who proudly sees himself as a region-

alist - interpreting this status as the essence of
a new sense of contextualism. His buildings are
distinguished for ideas that emerge out of what
he calls a "naturalistic cosmology.”

Educated at Columbia University and
the University of New Mexico, Predock has

designed buildings that have been character-
ized as south-western since the beginning of
his professional practice in 1967. This identity
has usually referred to an imagery drawn heav-
ily from sources in the adobe construction of
the desert regions and the New Mexican pueb-
los. At its best, Predock’s work is brilliantly
fused with landscape in the organic architec-
ture tradition of Wright, or the timeless monu-
mental legacies of Luis Barragan and Louis
Kahn. His less successful examples can be dan-
gerously close to the ubiquitous Taliesin West
chic and the rather cloying “puebloesque”
styles pervading communities like Santa Fe
and Taos. Transcending such problems in his
La Luz Townhouses of 1970, a resident com-
munity in Albuquerque, Predock designed a
series of dwellings along the top of a ridge,
thus preserving the ecological balance of a
fragile riverbed. Built of sun-dried adobe
extracted from the site, these houses are espe-
cially effective in resisting the desert heat by
reason of the architect’s intelligent use of a
time-tested approach to construction technol-




ogy for a warm and dry climate. He also
engaged passive solar heating and cooling,
and his well integrated, stepped-form imagery
for the buildings is distinctly regional in every
respect, reflecting what Predock calls the three
souls of the south-west: “the Indian, the Span-
ish, and the Anglo.”

He describes his work as “an adventure, a
discovery.” One of the best examples is the Rio
Grande Nature Center of 1982, where Predock
built a small educational institution in the mid-
dle of a natural wetland and delicate ecosys-
tem. Adjacent to the Rio Grande River as its
major watershed, the site is loecated in the
flood plain, and the building had to impose a
minimum intrusion on a waterway essential for
the sustenance of both the natural and man-
made systems of the region. Breaking away
from his earlier "puebloid modern,” the archi-

tect has retained his loyalty to classic Mod-
ernism. For the Nature Center project he has
added strong elements of expressed engineer-
ing and a primal, fortress-like, imagery that
somehow contributes a counterpoint to the
soft marshland environment. The building is
successfully environmental on several levels,
It is symbolic of the local eco-system, provides
a tunnel that delights young people who visit
the site, and the interior water tubes, which
demonstrate how wetlands function, also
serve as a passive solar storage facility.

In some respects, Predock’s architecture —
usually enclosed and inward looking - resem-
bles aspects of Islamic buildings, where walls
are designed to enhance the canons of faith,
keep out intruders, and deflect the sunlight.
To Western eyes, the visual effect of this type
of structure can sometimes be'perceived as
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uninviting and autocratic. On the other hand,
like Predock’s work, its visual appeal derives
from the use of rich earthen materials, a pro-
found sense of context, and a comfortable
human scale. While exhibiting a less environ-
mentally sensitized fluidity than the work of
architects like Quarmby, Vetsch, and David Lea,
Predock maintains a formalistic majesty that
seems naturally responsive to each situation -
precisely the way desert towns in Arabia im-
pose an assertive geometry that melts seduc-
tively into the surrounding rocks and dunes.

From the standpoint of symbolic devices
that connect buildings to their cultural context
and the achievement of sheer visual poetry in
architecture, nothing in recent memory sur-
passes Genovese architect Renzo Piano’s Jean-
Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center in New Caledo-
nia. This structure is located in the French
territory of Oceania, approximately 1,000
miles east of Sydney, Australia. As a tribute to
Piano's sensitivity to the regional environment,
it celebrates the multiple layers of Melanesian
culture. As the architect observed in develop-
ing his vision, "“it was not feasible to offer a
standard product of Western architecture, with
a layer of camouflage on top: it would have
looked like an armored car covered with palm
fronds.”

Originally catapulted to fame as the co-
designer (with Richard Rogers) of the Centre
Pompidou in Paris and as a progenitor of the
so-called “high-tech” movement in architecture,
Piano was selected to design the Tjibaou Cen-
ter through an international competition in
1991. By responding to the wisdom of native
advisors within the local Kanak culture, he cre-
ated a consummate integration of regional
materials, traditional construction methods,
contemporary technology and ecological
design. His conceptual decision to resolve the
plan as a series of beehive-like pavilions -
reflecting a long legacy of conical architecture
in the South Pacific — becomes a sensitive
counterpoint to contemporary formal strate-
gies and the existence of topography and
vegetation, uniquely identified with the New
Caledonian landscape.

From a green design and climate control
perspective, Piano has utilized weatherproofed
bamboo - the world’s most easily erected and
rapidly regenerated raw material — as vertical
elements that capture and control wind
through adjustable ventilators. The use of
bamboo also renders the building infinitely
renewable and establishes a consensus
imagery that fits comfortably into the culture.
This motivation toward iconic familiarity is fur-
ther confirmed by the architect’s decision to
connect his series of pavilions along a "back-
bone” ridge, which recalls the linear patterns
of typical rural village development.

With the completion of the Tjibaou
Center, Piano has achieved the seemingly
impossible in contemporary architecture.

He has created an inhabitable bridge to the
21st century that embodies past, present and
future. Our present Age of Information and
Ecology suggests an architecture of less sub-
stance and more information, less intrusion
and more inclusion, less objectification and
more fragmentation, less Euro-centrism and
more cultural diversity. Renzo Piano is nearly
alone in combining all of these progressive
elements in one building.

In many ways the concept of a high art
manifestation of green architecture, growing
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out of “advanced technology translated into
aesthetic terms,” can be seen as a contradic-
tion in terms. One primary mission of this text
from the beginning has been to identify evi-
dence of a new eco-centric imagery in the
building arts that may ultimately dislodge

the prevailing clichés of techno-centrism.

The most obvious indication, manifested in
the work of architects like Ambasz, Noever,
Quarmby, Predock, and Piano has been a
greater sensitivity to site and the increased
use of terrestrial materials and vegetation.
This is admirable as part of a public health and
artistic choice rationale. At the same time, the

results still fall short of transforming the man-
ufactured metal, chemical, and digital products
of environmental technology into a commu-
nicative iconography. On the most basic level,
very few factory-built artifacts are popularly
regarded as humanistic or nature-connected
in appearance. For example, if one agrees
that the earth art of Robert Smithson is a pro-
foundly humanized representation of his ideas
about de-materialization and entropy, then
most of today’s high-tech environmental archi-
tecture — no matter how earnest its ecological
and symbolic intentions — tends to look slick,
decorous, and glacial by comparison.







Translating
Technology
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The physician can bury his mistakes, but the architect can only advise

his clients to plant vines.

Some dedicated architects are trying to
address this issue of eco-tech as art, but their
means of expression are often locked into
Modernist conventions. In a few cases the
results have been convincingly adapted to
environmental experimentation, without falling
into the trap of an overly cultivated stylistic
orthodoxy. The architecture of Thomas Herzog
fits this description. Since the 1970s he has
been a thoughtful and consistent pioneer in
combining a rationalist economy of means
with ecological concerns. A professor of

Frank Lloyd Wright

design at the Munich Technical University, a
believer in interdisciplinary teamwork and
research, he would also have to be included on
any respectable list of the "world’s greatest
Modern architects.” He maintains this role with
a dignity and power that makes it easy to dis-
cern the difference between his inventive for-
mal means, imbued with content, and the
derivative, vacuous, shape-making associated
with academic Modernism. In fact, he now
finds himself at the cutting edge of the “new
minimalism” which is rapidly gaining ground




as an alternative to the excesses of a declining
neo-Constructivism. Compared to an interna-
tional architecture scene now suffocating from
baroque extravagances, Herzog’s thoughtful
focus on what he terms “constructional
physics” is a breath of fresh air. Rather than
dwell on the dead-end pursuit of high-tech
style, he interprets technology as a response
to such issues as zoning, natural infrastruc-
ture, economics, site restraints, solar energy,
and the thermal value of different materials. He
is guided by the laws of physics and the muta-
ble conditions of nature that are destined to be
an intrinsic part of all progressive architecture.
Lamenting today's superficial flamboyance,
he states that: “| am not interested in being
provocative; but in view of the all too familiar
picture one has of the built environment —
with the wretched structures of the past few
decades - | don't feel obligated to conform.”
Herzog believes in “less exhibitionism” and
views architecture as “large, expensive objects
with long term effects; for short term impres-
sions they are the wrong objects, the wrong
medium. They must possess a neutrality that
will allow life to develop.” His call for restraint
in the midst of so much pretentious current
grandstanding is a point well taken; but this
argument is flawed by the fact that some of
the most grandiloquent “exhibitionist” build-
ings in history have also been among the most
enduring (for example, the immortal excesses
of the Italian Baroque), and even a few extrava-
gant indulgences planned for the short term
(the Eiffel Tower and the Barcelona Pavilion)
have a secure place in today's world. Addition-
ally, these monuments have certainly “allowed
life to develop.”

Thomas Herzog’s 1977 House in Regens-

House in Regensbhurg
Thomas Herzog

burg is a simple diamond-shaped structure Regensburg, Germany

with a sloping glass roof that allows extra light 1977-79

to penetrate the interior. Indicative of the

designer’s view that environmental architecture Page 132

should “make necessary technical features visi- House in Waldmohr
- ; ; Thomas Herzog

ble ... detailing them in an aesthetically effec- Waldmohr, Germany

tive form,” he created a passive solar dwelling 1982-84
using a layered house-within-a-house integra-
tion of an intermediate temperature zone
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wrapped around an inner core. The visual
appearance of the house from some directions
is that of a greenhouse (which is actually the
case in the lower prismatic sections facing
south), locked into a neighborhood of nonde-
script high-rise housing and its own cluster of
beech trees. The image is certainly high-tech,
but it is also comfortably integrated as a result
of the use of lean-to timber beams and the
feeling that it grows (plant-like) out of its sur-
roundings. All of the technology is visible. It
has a glazed southern face, sloping roof for
passive solar heat gains, natural limestone
floor tiles for radiant heating, stilts to raise the
edifice above the high ground water level and
protect the beech trees, and the general light-
weight construction materials that blend with
nature, rather than assert the building’s impor-
tance.

For the plan of a House in Waldmohr, Her-
zog used the “thermal onion” plan, involving
another interpretation of the building within
a building. The basic principle is to place the
rooms requiring the highest indoor tempera-
tures — bathrooms, for example — in the center
of the house, surrounded by rooms where the
temperatures decrease proportionally as they

get nearer the exterior. In Waldmohr, Herzog
placed a cube in a square on the diagonal of

a south-facing site to create both an external
and internal glass facade. A conservatory
between these membrane walls functions as a
temperature control buffer zone, and heating
comes from hot water under the floors. Each of
the environmentally favorable features of the
house is clearly visible and part of its aesthetic
statement, inclusive of the surrounding trees,
laminated timber construction, mylar foil sun
screens on the interior, planted roof, and ver-
dant trellis structure shading the east and west
elevations.

In 1988 Herzog won a competition fora
new congress and exhibition complex in the
city of Linz, the state capital of Upper Austria.
Designed as a low-sweeping arch, this 204 x
80-meter structure composed of 34 flat-arched
steel girders provides the maximum covered
space for exhibits and conference events witha
minimum of column intrusions. One of the most
resourceful innovations was built into the roof
as a way of benefiting from diffused daylight to
illuminate the interior. This idea also provided
a maximum resistance to the penetration of
heat and cold. In this sense, the roof becomes
an intelligent skin, where even the changing
angles of the sun are compensated for by retro-
reflecting grids inserted between the double-
glazed sections of the surface. This exhibition
center offered Herzog an unusual opportunity
to research the entire spectrum of climate
control within a single building —including air
circulation, air quality, lighting, and tempera-
ture control —and demonstrate his basic belief
that truly bionomic buildings also have a corre-
sponding resolution in aesthetic form.

If the buildings of Herzog can be
described as “cerebral cool” high-tech, the
architecture of Jourda and Perraudin might be
described as “humanistic cool.” While each of
these architects’ buildings can be character-
ized as lyrical interpretations of construction
technology and rooted in classic Modernism,
they have managed to stay on the positive side
of a rather perilous fine line between brilliant
innovation and a fashionable retro-vision.




Unlike their less inventive colleagues who cling
to the technocentric mainstream, they have
embraced the environmental dimension as an
open avenue of exploration that has liberated

their design sensibilities and helped avoid that )

anti-ecological plethora of curtain-wall turgid-
ity prevalent everywhere. For Jourda and Per-
raudin this has been no small achievement —
especially in France during the past decade,
where the nation has been identified since the
early 1980s with a glut of techno-slick and Po-
mo bombast.

Francoise-Héléne Jourda studied at the
School of Architecture in Lyon during the late
1970s and joined with Gilles Perraudin, also
educated in Lyon, after leaving college to form
a professional practice with an emphasis on
environmental issues. Although critically
acclaimed at the forefront of French high-tech

in their early work, Perraudin ultimately drew
on his experience gained while doing research
at the Institute for Sahara Studies in Algeria. He
became heavily influenced by the notion of
regional construction technology that respects
the availability of local materials. Perraudin
responded enthusiastically to the intelligence
of traditional mud-brick building techniques
for a hot desert community and embarked on a

_ mission in architecture to incorporate sustain-

ability, a symbiosis with site, and the valuable
lessons of nomadic cultures.

Jourda and Perraudin adapted the Alger-
ian experience to their philosophy of design,
developing the concept of “reactive” buildings
that “transform themselves according to exte-
rior data and modify their envelope to fit cli-
matic movements ... the first step to the
design of ‘living buildings’.” With regard to
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nomadism they feel that, even though our
Western societies enforce stationary lifestyle
(for example, gypsies are outcasts as a result
of their migratory habits), there is much to
learn from the nomads’ remarkable ability to
live in a give-and-take relationship with the
environment. As reviewed in the second chap-
ter of this book, aboriginal cultures share the
same capacity to interweave Man and nature;
but the rich world commitment to technocen-
tric dementia and ecological aberration is so
advanced that reversal seems unthinkable. In
any case, these persistent young architects
hold to their optimism by interpreting the
nomadic experience not so much as a state
of physical mobility, but rather as providing

the archetype of flexible habitats that can
breathe, adapt, grow, and easily accommodate
new behavior patterns at very short notice.
Jourda and Perraudin’s main case is for flexible
living and working spaces, based on a belief
that Western cultures will ultimately embrace
nomadic societies’ environmental wisdom and
adaptability.

A few of Jourda and Perraudin’s private
houses are notable for the imaginative use of
physical site to determine creative choices.

In the case of their Experimental Houses in
Stuttgart, the buildings were designed as part
of a large garden exhibition in 1993 and intend-
ed to serve as models for a new lifestyle closely
aligned with the environment. Three related
dwellings were linked by a metallic roof shell
and supported by tree structures. The first
provided a minimalist enclosure, the second a
more rustic stone dwelling, and the third a glass
house opening onto a garden. The nomadic
aspect was suggested by an opportunity for the
inhabitant to have a selection of three environ-
ments to choose from — all distinctly different
ambient experiences — each based on climate
conditions related to seasonal change.

For their 1987 Private House in Lyon-

St. Just, the architects developed an inside/
ouside situation similar to Herzog’s House in
Regensburg by creating a canvas cover that
shelters the building, a micro climate between
the layers of structure, and both exterior and
interior vegetation. The shed-like structure
has a 21-meter-long glazed facade and can be
completely opened to expand the living space
into the garden. Taking cues from the superb
cross-ventilation techniques learned by study-
ing desert dwellings, the Lyon structure has
been designed with a capacity to breathe and
offer a compatible environment for both plants
and people.

Jourda and Perraudin’s most impressive
building is the 1990 Cité Scolaire Interna-
tionale de Lyon, where they designed a mas-
sive, snake-like, glass wall with sun screens
that are both functional and iconographic. This
classroom building is situated along the Rhone
River — reflecting the undulations of its natural




course - and includes an 8,000-square-meter,
tent-like roof, suspended from poles and cov-
ering the primary, intermediate, and upper
school classrooms. This assembly of services
under one large umbrella space, called the
‘Center of Life,” has the feeling of several sym-
biotic villages, connected by a green canopy of
plant life. The most interesting aspect of this
building is the fact that, even though its gen-
eral appearance seems to be late Modernist, its
actual effect is topographical. The visitor has
the feeling that, if this structure was not made
of steel and glass, it could be interpreted as a
technological Arcadia, where the machine-
made ensemble becomes both a support
mechanism and a metaphor for nature.

One of Jourda and Perraudin’s most origi-
nal projects is their design for a metro station
at Gerland. The design calls for a linear paral-
lelpiping of the train platforms and a series
of three cone-shaped light wells, creating a
surreal interface between above and below-
ground relationships. On the surface level,
these cones suggest an imagery suspended
somewhere between geomorphic observatories
and dormant volcanoes. On the tunnel level,
they resemble troglodyte pocket parks and
atotal inversion of the typical subway train
experience. In an intriguing reversal of the
Tokyo metro’s endless subterranean metropo-
lis, the Gerland station suggests a future world
where surface civilization becomes too con-
gested and escapes to more peaceful and arbo-
real sanctuaries underground. In spirit, this
project parallels those science fiction film
sagas where space nomads transport verdant
replicas of terrestrial life to other planets
because the ravaged earth has become unin-
habitable. Whatever its implications as environ-
mental commentary, this subway project opens
up a compelling above/below dialogue. It also
fulfills one of the primary objectives for a new
earth-centered iconography, that is, it demon-
strates the capacity of architecture to use ter-
restrial references to influence the direction of
urbanistic development.

The work of Jourda and Perraudin is fre-
quently linked to the architecture of Jean Nou-

vel, probably the best known of the new wave
French architects who participated in the Mit-
terand era’s “Les Grands Projects.” This was an
architecturally flamboyant decade during the
1980s, when France’s President sponsored
competitions for a series of ambitious — and
for many critics, vainglorious — civic works in
and around Paris. Reflecting Mitterand’s dis-
tinctly Modernist tastes, a few of the resulting
structures were worthy masterworks. Nouvels
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Institut du Monde Arabe was in this esteemed
category, while other structures were simply
ostentatious baubles in the cityscape. The
banal new Paris Opera building stands out as
one of these offensive reminders of a rather
pretentious epoch.

Jean Nouvel's career hit meteoric heights
after the construction of his impressive Arab
center, and he became one of the most influen-
tial gurus of the French high-tech movement.
While most of the work of his colleagues fell
into the abyss of slick pastiche, Nouvel has
demonstrated a special genius for side-step-
ping the minefields of "techno-glitter" and for
coming up with a substantial body of thought-
ful and imagistically compelling buildings in
the Modernist idiom. None of them could be
credited as ecologically motivated, but several
of his structures possess a contextual aware-
ness and a billboard-like presence that demon-
strate the architect’s intelligent absorption of
site-specific feedback and his ability to give
this information an urban scale.

The Fondation Cartier of 1994 on Boule-
vard Raspail in Paris is a superb example of
Nouvel’s use of the architectural facade as a
chronicler of environmental information. It is
built on the site of an esplanade of cedar trees,
planted by Chateaubriand. The architect set
back the major volume of the building and
allowed the trees and ground cover to remain
in the gap between a free-standing glass parti-
tion and the actual curtain wall of the exhibi-
tion center. Recalling SITE's 1979 Rainforest
Building in Hialeah (without the waterwall ele-
ment), this use of facade as an independent
membrane in front of the actual thermal bar-
rier creates a layering of space that frees
architecture from the restraints of traditional
enclosure. The Fondation Cartier contributes to
the concept of “passages” mentioned earlier-
referring to the use of walls as filtering dia-
phragms for regional data. Like the Florida
Rainforest Building by SITE, Nouvel's sequential
glass partitions draw their informational signif-
icance from the ambiguous relationship
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between exterior and interior, the stratification
of vertical transparencies, and a condition of
kinetic scenography provided by the interac-
tive reflections of sky, vegetation, street life,
and the surrounding buildings.

The architecture of Jourda and Perraudin
and Jean Nouvel is held in high esteem primar-
ily as a result of their ability to balance artistic
mission with technological wizardry. The fact
that they also manage to embrace certain
aspects of environmental design is further evi-
dence of their prescience in ecological matters;

nevertheless, it is not the primary message
communicated by their work. They show a
tacit commitment to the earth-centric cause,
although, by contrast, the primary shakers and
movers in green technology use earth science
research as the motivational center of their
architecture. This leads to the next area for
review — green design research and technologi-
cal innovations.
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Among the architectural teams most directly
associated with progressive research is the
German firm LOG ID. This interdisciplinary
group (with a name that sounds like an astro-
naut role-call for the next Alien film) is
uniquely composed of architects, engineers,
medical doctors, botanists, physicists, and
communications technologists. Founded by

Dieter Schempp, the firm has become a world-

class contributor to solar energy research and
the economics of green technology. While the
work of LOG ID is primarily science-oriented,
their use of functional coordinates translates
into buildings that have a convincing artistic
profile — very much the way pragmatic

to Thomas Herzog's ‘thermal onion’ theory, the
Schempp and Wolter team created a series of

building-within-a-building constructions using

demands in aerodynamic design have spun off
consummate examples of minimalist sculpture.

Dieter Schempp was born in Stuttgart in
1944, and studied at the Technical College of

Detmold, with an internship spent in the Lizero

office in Cannes, France. He opened LOG ID in
1972 in association with Dieter Wolter, based
on the development of innovative solar con-

struction systems for architecture. Approach-

ing climate control technology in a way similar

layers of walls that collect the sun's rays effi-
ciently, allow for a flow of controlled air tem-
perature throughout the interior, and make
it possible to incorporate vegetation for air
cleansing. The principles guiding this green
solar system are based on the symbiotic rela-
tionship between Man and nature. Like Her-
zog’s House in Regensburg, the exterior glass
enclosure covers a well insulated core struc-
ture capable of storing the sun’s heat in winter.
Through a diathermic heat transfer, warmth
flows from the outer transparent partitions
through the walls of the interior building and,
to enhance this process, special doors are
opened and fans are engaged to accelerate the
flow of air currents. In summer, the trees and
plants between the thermal and opaque walls
offer welcome shade and vegetal transpiration,
while the ventilators reverse their winter role
to provide cool air circulation.

Schempp and Wolter have focused most
of their research on the office interior, since it




has traditionally been the most culpable villain
in terms of its obscene violations of air quality
and resource conservation in the working envi-
ronment. LOG ID’s emphasis on solar answers
to these problems goes back to the most
essential source of energy since the dawn of
human civilization, where the sun was right-
fully seen as the only true source of energy.
They also understand the equation between
the presence of light and its conversion to
human energy - an ideal model where the
maximum productive return is generated for
the minimum of energy input.

LOG ID’s 1989 Research Laboratory for
Experimental Traumatology in Ulm is one of
their prime examples of green solar architec-
ture based on the right of inhahitants to
breathe clean air and enjoy a sense of well-
being in the work place, as well as the client’s
right to lower fuel costs and build economi-
cally. This structure includes a complex range
of services - offices for doctors, educational
classrooms, laboratories, X-ray facilities, a
computer center, and a library. It offered an
ideal situation to put into practice LOG ID’s the-
ory of an “experiential” as well as functional
green environment, since the interior had to
accommodate research and the examination of
patients who have suffered some form of trau-
matic accident or disease. For anyone who has
been subjected to the grim standards of med-
ical building design these days — where every
service space seems inspired by the interjor of
aurinal - the entire mission of clinical architec-
ture appears predicated on creating the dis-
comforting impression that any wall surface
can be hastily hosed down to remove the unsa-
vory evidence of surgery. In admirable con-
trast, the medical center in Ulm is a fusion of
light, fresh air, vegetation, and spaces that
inspire the researchers and laboratory techni-
cians. In this sense the final aesthetic accom-
plishment of the building is its psychologically
reinforcing ambience, based on an ecologically
sensitive design program.

The 1990 Medium GmbH printing factory
in Lahr, Germany is another example of the
environmentally favorable layering of wall

membranes. This company specializes in the
production of catalogues, magazines, newspa-
per supplements, and advertisements with a
daily capacity to 14,000,000 pages. The
enlightened client, Alfred Schiitz, specifically
requested a building that would protect
employees from harmful manufacturing sub-
stances, reflect sound ecological planning, and
demonstrate to the public that Medium was
willing to do its share in protecting the natural
environment.

The LOG ID office built a divided struc-
ture (designed by Fred Méllring) - one half for
production and the other part for administra-
tive offices. The centerpiece is a glass green-
house, with an interior garden, that bridges
the two sections and provides solar benefits in
all seasons. The fan-like plan seems to have
been chosen as a subtle metaphor for the rays
of the sun, while the general effect of the
building - with its curved walls and dramati-
cally visible interior vegetation — suggests a
living organism in the regional landscape. The
interior space is heated by utilizing the rays of
winter sun collected under the glass atrium
and guiding this warm air into the offices. The
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machine hall is climate controlled by heat
waste recovery. Employing an intelligent (and
seldom considered) feature in contemporary
architecture, the walkways and parking areas
surrounding the printing plant are constructed
with perforated paving, which allows for rain
penetration into the earth and the natural
process of transpiration to take place —a com-
mendable alternative to the usual obscene loss
of water through gutter run-off.

LOG ID’s Glasshouse in Herten, a library
and cultural center in the city of Herten near
the Ruhr Basin, is a third structure built around
the principle of a centerpiece garden. Like the
Medium GmbH, an atrium solar collector dis-
tributes warm air in the winter and releases
the sun’s heat through ceiling ventilation dur-

ing the summer. The vegetation is composed
mainly of subtropical plants, which function as
both an air cleanser and a restful sanctuary for
employees and visitors.

Returning to the work of America’s vener-
able environmental architect, Sim Van der Ryn,
his work — in association with David Arkin —on
the Real Goods Solar Living Center in Hopland,
California has been one of the most celebrated
examples of green design research in action.
This progressive store, catering to an ecologi-
cally enlightened clientele, was created primar-
ily as a showcase to demonstrate the philoso-
phy of energy independence and how a
shopping center could be realized in deference
to nature. As in the climate-conscious and
solar-adaptive structures of LOG ID, Van der
Ryn’s Ecological Design Associates have load-
ed this retail enterprise with a profusion of
energy-saving and cost-conscious innovations
that have consolidated its milestone status.
For example, as a result of the use of photo-
voltaics in energy production, the building
actually sells back electricity to local power
companies. Also, a destroyed region of the
Feliz Creek flood plain surrounding Real Goods
has been restored through stream-bed recla-
mation and a landscape plan favoring regional
ecology. This has established the store as a
major tourist attraction and, at the same time,
totally justified the extra investment in green
initiatives.

The Real Goods construction technology
includes straw bale insulation (covered with
several inches of a pneumatically applied earth
and cement mixture), a glu-lam support struc-
ture, cement columns, a sprayed-on membrane
roof made out of recycled automobile tires,
and a re-used redwood trellis. The final cost
per square foot was $90 - a figure confirming
that ecological design can compete favorably
with conventional building budgets.

The aesthetic and green design ensemble
of Real Goods has successfully achieved the
client’s objectives. In an early program he
stated: “The site plan should maximize ele-
ments of beauty, serenity, and spirituality;
this should be a sanctuary and a testament to
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sustainable building practices, energy systems,
living, agriculture, and community. When folks
pull off the Highway 101 and proceed through
the entry way, they must be overwhelmed with
a sense that they have crossed into another
world, into a green, cool, comfortable parallel
universe.” The finished building and its adja-
cent landscape communicate a free-flowing,
collage-like, appearance which, in spite of its
exacting eco-technology and energy-saving
features, seems totally uncontrived. The curvi-
linear, shell-like, roof planes integrate with

the wooded surroundings, the plan acknowl-
edges regional typography, and the funda-
mental premises for this project have set new
standards for a shopping experience in de-
ference to the environment. In comparison

with the mega-malls that blight American
suburbia and increasingly lay waste to vast
areas of wetlands and forests, the Green Goods
store is a new and optimistic paradigm of eco-
centric intelligence - and proof that commerce
and nature do not have to be mutually ex-
clusive.

Sim Van der Ryn’s accomplishments
have been centered around a site-specific
and regionally oriented commitment to green
design research. The work of the Center for
Maximum Potential Building Systems (CMPBS)
in Laredo, Texas has, on the other hand, taken
amore universalist approach. This organiza-
tion, under the leadership of Pliny Fisk and Gail
Vittori, studies the patterns of habitat around
the world with the intention of understanding
the correlation between living conditions, cli-
mate, botanical life, and topography as drawn
from a variety of geographical locations. While
more utopian in its objectives than Van der
Ryn's down-to-earth Ecological Design Associ-
ates, CMPBS remains very similar in its hands-
on, design and build approach and its transla-
tion of regional design solutions into
archetypal models for other situations.

Laredo is actually an ideal township to
conduct such research. It is connected to early
Southwestern cultural traditions, characterized
by a legacy of adobe construction, situated
next to a former US Army wind-research

energy laboratory (complete with creaking
windmills), located in a hot desert climate, and
faces the looming potential of a severe local
water shortage. In general, the community is
very similar to locations in South America,
Africa, and South-East Australia. The focus of
CMPBS’s research is on the problem of global
urbanism and the failure of most commerce to
base its operations on the integrated systems
of nature for the protection of its own contin-
ued profits and sustainability. As part of recent
showcase projects, the group has monitored
the construction and performance of each
environment,
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CMPBS’s centerpiece ensemble is the
Laredo Demonstration Blueprint Farm, started
in 1987. It is the prototype for a new farming
technology in the Southwest and potential
model of an integrated regional community
with a global perspective. This self-sustaining
design takes into account its regional climate
and surrounding landscape, with an emphasis
on food production, the recycling of wastes,
water conservation, and the creation of an
alternative to suburban sprawl, with its usual
absence of urban agriculture. This advocacy of
a fusion of farming, manufacturing, and habi-
tat is one of CMPBS's most important contribu-
tions to contemporary community planning. In
support of this idea, ecologists unanimously

agree that the major key to environmental suc-
cess in ancient cities like Cairo and Jericho was
their capacity to balance the diverse activities
of agriculture, service professions, and com-
modities exchange within an urban situation. It
is an accepted fact that nature thrives on diver-
sity and deplores regional concentrations of
specialized industries and crops — or, for that
matter, any kind of excessive demands related
to single-purpose human enterprise. As a case
in point, there is the classic absurdity of vast
one-crop agricultural communities in the Mid-
western USA. They are besieged by equally
specialized plant diseases and insects — but
deprived of these pests’ natural enemies
because the predators are overwhelmingly out-
numbered - so the crops must be drenched
with chemical insecticides, which destroys the
taste of the produce and poisons the con-
sumers. The Blueprint Farm offers an alterna-
tive to this kind of one-crop operation and has
the additional advantage of setting the stage
for diversified farming, which could reduce
the need for energy-consuming long-distance
transportation in bringing food to supermar-
kets.

Pliny Fisk has designed the two-acre
farm prototype in Laredo as a flexible build-
ing system that can adapt to different natural
conditions and human requirements. For this
reason its operations are broken down into
various component parts, each serving like a
demonstration unit that functions as an plug
and play part of an integral whole. For exam-
ple, there is a need to save water at the Laredo
site, so the project depends completely on
rainfall collected in reservoirs located adjacent
to rooftops. All water is then purified in polish-
ing beds of gravel and aquatic vegetation.
Mesquite, a local hardwood species, is used as
a flooring material because it grows rapidly
like a weed and produces a wood product even
harder than mahogany. Its building characteris-
tics were discovered in Argentina and Africa,
but since it grows readily in Texas, its advan-
tages have translated successfully into the
CMPBS project. In another globally useful
contribution to eco-technology, the Blueprint



Farm buildings are equipped with down draft
evaporative cooling towers. This system is
based on an ancient Iranian cooling technique
for circulating air through a building by means
of natural drafts that exit warm air out the top
and let cool air sink into the living and working
spaces.

All of the Blueprint Farm shelters are
built from salvaged oil rig drilling stems
as armatures that hold shade support, infill
walls, green houses, or cooling tower roofs.
The cools hade increases annual production
by 30 percent. Considering the small size of
the two-acre site, this contribution has major
profit implications for the local farm commu-
nity. Additional inventions under development
include underground cisterns, wastewater
treatment areas, and the establishment of a
major regional marketplace for selling local
produce. The CMPBS team is also working on
two proposals for refrigeration. One idea incor-
porates a natural mineral called zeolite, origi-
nally used by Sioux Indians. It is a material that
absorbs and desorbs moisture and can be used
as the basis of a refrigeration system. In a sec-
ond cooling experiment, Fisk and his team

worked on a nocturnal reradition technique
that cools water to below the freezing point
during low humidity periods.

Fisk proposes that the CMPBS philosophy
is a reflection of the “New Science.” He believes
that green architecture is controlled by the
principles of indeterminacy lying at the root
of modern physics. Reports from science tell
us that “no sub-atomic event is independent
of another and no sequence of such events
is strictly predictable.” To Fisk, this suggests
that being part of an ecological system means
“engagement from within.” Since all of nature
is subject to the laws of chaos, he supports
a "bottom-up” theory that takes this element
of chance into account and postulates that
every human enterprise is precariously situ-
ated between disaster and evolution, with the
result that every detail of natural phenomena
is answerable to operations within a larger
matrix. This concept reaffirms an ancient
Islamic architectural principle, whereby, simply
described, the interior space of a dwelling is
seen as a microcosm within the macrocosm of
the house. The house can then be interpreted
as another microcosm, relative to the macro-

The Advanced Green
Builder Demonstration
CMPBS

Austin, Texas, USA
1994-97

153



Larede Demonstration
Blueprint Farm

CMPBS

Laredo, Texas, USA
1987-

cosm of the city. The city, in turn, is viewed as
a microcosmic part of the macrocosmic nation
—and so forth until the concept of habitat
relates to the ultimate macrocosm of the
worldwide condition.

In a project entitled The Advanced Creen
Builder Demonstration in Austin, Texas, CMPBS
has organized another “life-cycle” prototype for
international applications. Similar to the Blue-
print Farm, this structure is also based on read-
ily available materials and technologies which
have been orchestrated as a showcase of sym-
biotic relationships. The checklist includes
earth block and straw construction, a selection
of plants, caliche block and stucco, etc. - each
based on easily accessible byproducts, raw

materials, and craft skills. The industrial prod-
ucts include photovoltaics, a sheet metal
cistern, pv's, and recycled rubber products.

From an aesthetic standpoint, the work
of CMPBS is another example, like the work
of Sim Van der Ryn, where the architectural
imagery of a building is a direct reflection of
its environmental commitment. CMPBS and
Ecological Design Associates both demonstrate
a search for post-industrial paradigms that
acknowledge the need for an iconography
which reflects a use of solar energy, a sensitiv-
ity to land and water preservation, and a desire
to connect to the surrounding context.

Pliny Fisk was educated at the Graduate
School of Fine Arts at the University of Pennsyl-
vania under the pioneering environmental
theoretician, lan McHarg, and informally with
the great architect Louis Kahn. As a result,
his green mission and future choice of design
language was profoundly influenced by these
creative giants. He was also exposed to the
controversial and sociologically oriented work
of Robert Venturi, another influential alumnus
of the G.S.FA. In fact, quite visibly in a number
of Fisk’s recent structures, there is a strong
connection to his inspirational origins at Penn.
The fundamental principle that human inter-
vention in nature should be an obligatory ex-
tension of ecology came from McHarg's teach-
ings and seminal book Design with Nature.

At Blueprint Farm, the imagery of certain
buildings shows evidence of a fusion between
Kahn's eloquent geometry and the brash, pop-
Americana of Venturi’s early house designs.
The oversized iconic chimneys of the Venturi
dwellings have become, in Fisk’s hands, a
witty and environmentally appropriate adapta-
tion of Middle Eastern cooling towers. In the
Green Building Demonstration, its collage of
industrial elements speak to an entire range
of cross-cultural references, which would be
equally at home in the desert regions of
Africa, an oasis in Arabia, or a suburban town
in Texas. In this case, the industrial framing
and mixture of materials communicates an
impression of architecture in the process of
flux and change. Even CMPBS’s use of steel



and concrete seems to imply a symbiotic
relationship with the growing processes of
plants and trees.

The ecological design research of both
Sim Van der Ryn and Pliny Fisk, while philo-
sophically committed to redefining humanity’s
relationship to nature, is primarily focused on
low-tech green solutions for contemporary
urban and suburban architecture. Motivated
by a more psychologically oriented and Gaia-
inspired set of objectives, Association Sens
Espace was organized in the Paris studio of
Hervé Baley in 1969 with the purpose of recon-
necting people to their origins in the natural
environment. The group is composed of archi-
tects, artists, and engineers who support the
currently held view of most environmental psy-
chologists that nature deprivation is at the root
of an increasing number of mental disorders
today. Reflecting certain aboriginal cultures’
beliefs in the value of spiritual transference to
achieve a more profound level of earth-centric
identity, this experimental design organization
from France seeks a better understanding of
biomorphic relationships in the search for a
coherence with nature.

Under the direction of Jean Pierre Cam-
predon, Association Sens Espace has taken the
position that most contemporary architecture
asserts its presence in the environment using
a litany of technical systems and aesthetic
choices that only increases people’s alienation
from nature. The group further points out that
buildings can actually impose psychological
barriers through design choices, destroying
any hope of coherence. Sens Espace members
feel that this problem is infinitely more com-
plex than the partial solutions provided by
energy conservation and sustainable construc-
tion technology; rather, they see a new role for
architecture in the realm of spiritual leader-
ship. In this respect they propose the idea that
architecture be landscape and deal with new
levels of plasticity that simulate the way nature
stitches together its fabric of organic and inor-
ganic life. Sens Espace is interested in a soft,
flexible, morphogenic architecture that takes
advantage of the lessons learned from past

nomadic lifestyles and the mutable characteris-
tics of nature.

The Sens Espace-designed Cantercel Pro-
ject, begun in 1988 in association with the
Ecole Supérieure d’Architecture in Paris, is a
training center founded with the purpose of
promoting a sense of harmony with the envi-
ronment. While the architectural features

include familiar components of green construc-

tion — for example, rammed earth, raw wood
support systems, fabric coverings, passive
solar energy, etc. — there is also a conceptual
motivation which the group defines as an evo-
lutionist sensibility. The principles behind this
approach and its built manifestations in Can-
tercel are to create an ensemble of demonstra-
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tion buildings, agricultural areas, natural land-
scape, and outdoor/indoor seminar spaces.
From an educational standpoint, the objective
is to simulate the interactive processes of
nature, so that building technology and occu-
pants’ behavior become a logical extension of
the eco-system. With this in mind, many of the
physical features of Cantercel were chosen for
their sympathetic equations in nature, includ-
ing a lozenge-like central building with a tex-
tile roof and a structural pattern of wood
columns that mirror the rhythms of the sur-
rounding pine trees (as though the building is
bending to the force of the wind). The main
innovation was provided by team member
Michael Flach who developed a free-flowing
and lightweight support system that, rather
than concede to the rigid column grids associ-
ated with heavy roof planes, achieved his view
of architecture as part of a spontaneous con-

textual flow. His success was made physically
possible by an extremely economical canvas
covering that is held firm in wooden grooves
by a series of rods. The fabric is stretched with
a rope, forming a diagonal arc and creating a
double curvature for strength. At the same
time, it forms a union with its surroundings
and a spare, contextually respectful, visual
presence.

The Cantercel project is a model of inter-
action that encourages students, professors,
community members, and professional design-
ers to develop a living environment where, in
the words of Campredon, “Architecture can
become the science of relationship and com-
munication, rather than that of protection.” In
spite of these rather utopian ambitions (remi-
niscent of 1960s Drop City idealism), Cantercel
has become a viable and productive testing
ground for eco-sociology and a demonstration



of the wisdom of constructing shelter that
behaves like a living organism. The most
valuable lessons of this educational center
propose that, by trying to find operational
parallels in ecology for each element of struc-
ture, the builder-as-inhabitant can ultimately
recover that lost sense of earth-centric coher-
ence.

The Berlin contractor for urban recon-
struction, STERN, founded as an outcome of
the 1978 International Building Exhibition (IBA)
in Berlin is dedicated to the principle of sensi-
tive urban reconstructions. They design and
coordinate alternative planning concepts for
the redevelopment of inner-city areas. By look-
ing at the city as a form of biotope (a cluster-
ing of people for mutual social and economic
benefit), they envision successful urban design
as an organized response to certain bioclimatic
imperatives. In the process of researching

and developing municipal projects, they share Buildings at

Sens Espace’s belief in the “science of relation- ~ Fraenkelufer

Hinrich Baller

(in association with STERN)
Berlin, Germany

ships.” STERN practises a policy of working
with community leaders in an effort to bring
the integrated forces of nature into civic life.
The firm’s work is dedicated to finding solu-
tions for typical urban design problems. These
include the lack of adequate vegetation in
cities, the destruction of salvageable proper-
ties in favor of totally new development, and
the construction of buildings without regard
for climatic considerations.

For Block 103, a housing project in Berlin,
STERN worked closely with the community to
help determine their space needs and quality-
of-life expectations. Based on their response,
the architects included a series of interven-
tions to humanize the environment with green
technology and landscape. Among those fea-
tures most appreciated by the tenants is a
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communal garden, the opening up of light
shafts and skylights to bring illumination to
the interiors, the use of photovoltaic roof pan-
els to capture solar energy, and an innovation
which they call “vertical swamp” to capture
grey water for recycling.

This housing project addresses two of
the most important objectives in ecological
design: the recycling of an existing structure
and the use of a public project as a major

‘resource for environmental education. In addi-

tion to a series of aesthetic decisions that
retain the old factory elements as part of the
conversion, Block 103 includes an interweav-
ing of industrial fragments with landscape
which demonstrate the designers’ sensitivity
to the elements that join together Machine
Age imagery, ecological design, and garden
space.

The work of LOG ID, Sim Van der Ryn,
CMPBS, Association Sens Espace, and STERN
has pioneered the fusion of the technological
side of green design with aesthetically related
imagery. For the average architectural patron,
however, their work is identified with experi-
mentation and, in some cases, includes a con-
troversial visual interpretation that only fuels
client suspicions about newness and risk. In
contrast, there is a group of designers with a

generally more traditional approach in terms of
form and imagery, who can be extremely per-
suasive in client acceptance of green design.
The value of these architects to the environ-
mental cause is their tendency to construct
highly appealing buildings that make the eco-
logically favorable features of their work seem
quite natural and somehow less threatening to
conventional tastes. Unfortunately the term
“experimental” is frequently interpreted as a
code word for cost overruns and a positioning
of the client in the psychologically uncomfort-
able role of seeming like a test case. In reality,
part of the game of selling ecological design
lies in the ability of the architect to generate
feelings of confidence. This marketing process
usually means camouflaging the riskier
aspects of green technology and its inevitable
increased costs. Within the larger picture, this
client resistance to experimentation has been
the principle road block in the development
of a new environmental design language to
match the progressive achievements of green
technology.




The Seattle, Washington, architectural firm of
Olson/Sundberg has been at the forefront
among those architectural practices leading
the way among designers who have had an
influence on the acceptance of green design. In
terms of professional profile, this practice is
the opposite of STERN, with its focus on the
issues of urban decay and rebirth. The Olson/
Sundberg partnership works mainly for a
wealthy clientele with an environmental con-
science. While their buildings are usually con-
servative from a design perspective and firmly
rooted in the influences of Frank Lloyd Wright
and European Modernism, the value of their
accomplishments has been to demonstrate the
advantages of an ecologically aware lifestyle.
An important part of Olson/Sundberg
practice is residential, so they engage client
input on a highly personal level - even provid-
ing illustrative collages to determine image
preferences — in the interests of making con-
nections between architecture, nature, and the
residents’ preferred lifestyles. This attention to
detail has resulted in a series of consummately

designed and ecologically programmed build-
ings in the Pacific Northwest. The firm’s out-
standing legacy of structures has included an
admirable checklist of environmental features
that include a total fusion with surroundings,
sod roofs, recycled materials, and solar-ori-
ented construction.

The Olson/Sundberg office was formed
in 1985, but both architects had worked inde-
pendently on ecologically favorahle projects
starting in the late 1960s. Jim Olson and Rick
Sundberg are graduates of the University of
Washington, started practice in the 1960s, and
currently represent one of the most highly
regarded Northwest architectural studios inter-
nationally. The firm’s best-known emblematic
project is the Filucy Bay Residence in Long-
branch, Washington. It was designed by Olson
in 1968 for the former Ambassador to Iceland
as a structure that would reflect the client’s
memories of the sod roof houses that surround
Reykjavik. Since the owner suffered from vari-
ous allergies, the house had to be built out of
non-toxic materials. For this reason, the archi-

Building a Bridge
to the Common
Client

Filucy Bay Residence
Olson/Sundberg
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tects chose concrete block, wood, and a care-
ful fusion of the structure with the surrounding
landscape. The building is cut into the hillside
so that the roof plane supports grass and vege-
tation and seamlessly joins the building to the
surrounding landscape, making the entire
dwelling seem like an excavated sanctuary

in the natural environment, rather than an
imposed structure. In addition to its admirable
green design features, Olson wanted the struc-
ture to be symbolic of the fact that “our culture
is at the turning point as we begin to shift our
roles from consumers of limited resources to
stewards of the planet.” Given its time frame of
the late 1960s, the Filucy Bay Residence is a
remarkably visionary building that predicted
the gradually increasing awareness of environ-
mental responsibility that has reached a
crescendo today. Although the house owes

a great deal to the influence of Wright’s cave-
like interiors, overhanging eaves, and Japan-
ese-inspired use of materials and partitions, it
also demonstrates great originality in its site-
specific design features and attention to cli-
mate control. For example, the cedar wood
used for construction has weathered well and
enhances the feeling of the building as an
extension of nature. From an energy efficiency
standpoint, the aggregate concrete block walls
store heat from the sun and release it into the
house.

In terms of providing an inviting interior
environment, the Filucy Bay Residence offers a
variety of rooms that vary the living experi-
ence. The upper living room is cave-like and
protective, while the lower social area takes
advantage of the panoramic view of Mount
Rainier and the bay below. For the pleasure of
the inhabitant, this creates the impression of
standing in space at the point where sky meets
earth.

In a second major environmental project
— One Carillon Point = in Kirkland, Washington,
Olson/Sundberg brought their green sensibility
to a luxury condominium. The projectis a
31-acre mixed-use development structure on
Lake Washington, including 14 residential
units. In addition to a series of esplanades for

panoramic views, there are shops, restaurants,
a private marina, and a public park. The hous-
ing complex uses its garden setting to isolate
the dwellings spaces from the noise of the
street, and two bridges provide access to the
residences, each with its own private garden.

Drawing upon lessons learned in accom-
modating the allergy-plagued resident of the
Filucy Bay Residence, the condominium project
is built with a minimum use of toxic materials
and, particularly for one dwelling, the owner
was so severely afflicted with allergies that all
interiors had to be free of any toxins resulting
from building materials, paint, upholstery, and
manufactured artifacts. The client suffered
fainting, blurred vision, and headaches from
automobile exhaust fumes, off-gas emissions
caused by carpeting, and even the most com-
mon chemicals used in household cleansers.
Rising to the challenge, Olson/Sundberg cre-
ated an environment that was totally free of
artificial pollutants by favoring an entire range
of special products — unpainted wood, water-
based colors, concrete block construction,
non-toxic grout, natural stone, special glues,
wall insulation with two sets of vapor barriers,
and a charcoal-filtered air-conditioning system
to free the air of dust particles and formalde-
hyde residues. While this extreme case of
a toxin-free environment did not translate
directly into the building's artistic statement,
the extensive use of natural materials pro-
duced an atmosphere that is visually and
physically superior — especially as compared
to the claustrophobic oppression and lethal
toxicity characteristic of most contemporary
apartments and offices.

The environmental design value of Olson/
Sundberg’s work is the product of a subtle and
visually appealing invasion of conventional
architecture with ideas that seem both organic
and functional. Since the Filucy Bay Residence
and One Carillon Point projects have been con-
ceived for luxury living, their green demonstra-
tions tend to get lost on the general public.
While they tactically qualify as showcase situa-
tions, their actual communicative appeal is lim-
ited by the price tag. From this perspective,




the work of the Jones Studio in Phoenix,
Arizona, founded by the brothers Eddie and
Neal Jones in 1979, represents an intentionally

populist level of communication on the subject
of ecological design. Following a credo of the
three R's of green advocacy - “reduce, reuse,
and recycle” - the firm is specifically concern-
ed with outreach programs in the development
of environmental sensitivity and making green
technology available to a larger marketplace.
These concerns include the promotion of pas-
sive and active solar energy, preserving virgin
landscape, encouraging a more productive

and economical use of water, and demonstrat-
ing the options for low-maintenance architec-
ture.

As a student of Frank Lloyd Wright's
architecture, Eddie Jones spent his student
years looking at the special characteristics of
desert architecture and following the example
of Wright by using context and climate as the
premises for design decisions. In association
with Neal, the firm has taken on a mission in
Arizona to generate a truly regional architec-

Arizona Public Service
Environmental
Showcase Home

Jones Studio

Phoenix, Arizona, USA
1992

ture that addresses the problems of living in
a desert environment.

The Jones Studio’s most prominent green
project, from a public demonstration perspec-
tive, has been the 1992 Arizona Public Service
Environmental Showcase Home in Phoenix. In
the words of the architects, it has been devel-
oped as a "shopping center of green ideas,”
with more than 150 available technologies,
strategies, and materials that can be readily
used by the average home builder. Sponsored
collectively by the A.PS., the Federal Environ-
mental Protection Agency, and the Arizona
Department of Environmental Quality, the Ari-
zona Department of Commerce, Arizona State
University, and the Home Builders Association
of Central Arizona, the entire purpose of the
structure has been to increase public aware-
ness of the value of thinking environmentally
and explaining the social, economic, and qual-
ity-of-life advantages of green architecture.
The unique contribution of this project is that
it has represented the first successful partner-
ship in the USA. that has joined together the
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resources of private, federal, and state regula-
tory agencies for the purpose of environmental
stewardship. In addition, as a tribute to the
design talents of Jones Studio, the building
translates its instructive content into a suc-
cessful aesthetic result, which has helped com-
municate the green messages and has encour-
aged the public to see the environmental
revolution as part of a viable change in home-
building paradigms.

In addition to using innumerable recycled
elements in its construction, the Environmental
Showcase Home uses 60 percent less fossil
fuel and water than a normal regional dwelling.
This translates over a 30-year period into a
reduction of 540,000 pounds of air pollution
and a saving of 2.3 million gallons of water.
Among the outstanding innovations of the
experimental house from a recycling stand-
point are its insulation fabricated out of com-
pressed newspapers, a carpeting made of soft
drink bottles, floor and wall tiles using 70 per-
cent recycled glass, cement blocks made with

flyash aggregate (a residual of burned coal,
usually regarded as waste), and virtually all
interior furnishings constructed out of har-
vested pinewood. From an energy conserva-
tion standpoint, the thermal envelope is based

" on principles that were used in historic desert

architecture. There are eight-inch-thick con-
crete walls, shaded windows for heat deflec-
tion, thermal glass, passive solar energy using
reflected daylight to illuminate interiors, and a
solar heating system for water that uses no
electricity or gas. The solar collector panels are
filled with non-toxic liquids and mounted flush
to the roof to avoid the typically unsightly
appearance of such devices, which frequently
discourages high design architects from utiliz-
ing the sun’s benefits. In addition, about one
half of the home's electricity is derived from
photovoltaic cells with a southern exposure on
the roof.

A superior air quality in the Environmen-
tal Showcase Home is assured by the absence
of pollutants normally used in carpets and fur-







niture, and a minimum of covered floor surface
that collects allergy-activating dust and pollen.
Additionally, all of the house’s clerestory win-
dows are mechanically operable to open and
close according to weather conditions and
serve as sources of natural drafts.

The main purpose of the water-manage-
ment system is to eliminate the use of potable
water for regular irrigation and conventional
home uses. The special features include a
desert plant landscaping plan, sub-surface irri-
gation using grey water and rain run-off, low-
flow faucets and showerheads, and various
water-conservative appliances. By another
ingenious system of recycling, the water used
in dish washing and bathing is converted to
flushing toilets before passing into the grey
recycling system. The collective effect of these
innovations reduces household consumption
of water by more than half of standard Ameri-
can living demands.

From an aesthetic perspective, the Envi-
ronmental Showcase Home offers a convincing
diagram for the combination of green lifestyle

and design features that reflect its functions.
Even though several aspects of the original
concept were modified by a conservative local
administration to curb its “radical appearance”
(for fear it might scare away potential converts
to environmental reform), the basic idea
remained intact. It lost an innovative butterfly
roof to accommodate photovoltaic panels and
a sunken garden with water which would have
provided a convectional air current to cool the
house in summer. While somewhat disappoint-
ing to the architects, Eddie Jones' reaction was
to look at the situation from a broader view-
point: “If the fundamental concept is strong
and sincerely prototypical, then it can respond
to variations.” While heavily influenced by
Wright's tilted roof planes, shadowing eaves,
and earth-hugging architectural profiles, this
demonstration dwelling brings a series of
important messages to a public that would
normally never think about green issues.

One inherent problem with the Environ-
mental Showcase Home is the impression that
it demonstrates too little home and too much




technology. In this sense it seems removed
from the realities of everyday life and could
potentially fall prey to the dissipating effects of
today’s information overkill. This kind of self-
conscious presentation tends to be seen as
part of an all-consuming techno-pastiche that
gets drained of substantive content by the
nature of exposure - like the squandering of
ideas through mass media. Still, this project
represents a viable beginning in the stimula-
tion of public awareness and a credit to its
originators' courage and conviction. lts suc-
cess, where mass media usually fails, is in its
impressive physical presence and its capacity
to offer the audience a hands-on demonstra-
tion experience.

With informational purposes similar to
the Jones Studio Environmental Showcase
Home, the American architect Kimberly Ackert
constructed a 1992 competition-winning Aus-

tralian House of the Future project for the
Monier Corporation in Perth, Australia. Con-
strained by a tight budget of $300,000 and
a 4-acre site in the Swan Valley region, the
dwelling features both passive and active solar
energy. It is located in a lush section of Aus-
tralian bush country and is composed of two
split-level rectangular volumes which conform
to a steep slope in the landscape. Consistent
with Australia’s geography, the south-facing
side of the dwelling is the cooler elevation and
protected by a rammed-earth wall composed
of an iron-rich soil mixed with 4 percent
cement.

The innovative environmental features
include an interior courtyard that functions
as a kind of exhaust flue, drawing cooler air
from the floor surface and exiting hot air out
through a series of louvers. Expansive eaves
shade a series of glass doors, while soffits and
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a ceiling clad in corrugated iron reflect natural
light into the interiors. A steel energy tower
contains an electric wind turbine, solar hot
water panels, and water tanks to activate
sprinklers to protect against the bush fires
which frequently plague the hot and arid com-
munity.

One of the most convincing aspects of
this experimental house is the way it seems to
comfortably nestle into its bush country sur-
roundings and express a message of urgency
and usefulness as an intrinsic part of its aes-
thetic resolution. The collage-like uses of iron,
timber, glass, and the tools of environmental




technology suggest the transient look of
garbage housing built by certain Aboriginal
communities. These humble dwellings - com-
posed of tin siding, packing cartons, old fabric,
and other discarded materials — represent a

sad commentary on the continuing abuse and
deprivation imposed on native Australians;

but the shacks are also evidence of tenacity,
spirit, and creativity in the face of adversity.
Once their natural habitats had been usurped
by the European invaders, the Aboriginal cul-
tures were forced to fabricate shelter out of
the refuse of the conquerors. The results have
always been far more interesting, livable,

and environmentally instructive in their use of
recycled materials than the government-spon-
sored, pre-fabricated home units that have
been their replacement. In point, many Aborig-
inals refuse to live in these sterile industrial-
ized products, preferring instead houses of
their own invention.

Kimberly Ackert's Australian House of the
Future offers a type of structure that seems to
grow logically out of the garbage housing tra-
dition and, at the same time, reflects the Abo-
riginal civilization’s acute awareness of nature
as an extension of the body and the need to
use the earth’s resources wisely. Although con-
ceived as a self-conscious environmental
showcase, her green project captures some
important aspects of the native Australian
spirit with a great economy of means. In this
respect, its relevance to the future is rooted in
its absorption of the past.

Like the Jones brothers and Kim Ackert,
Obie Bowman is another architect whose best
work is identified with a regionalist situation
and the promotion of a popular acceptance
of green technology. His office is at the Sea
Ranch, and in many ways, his work is an
extension of the contextualized Western sensi-
bility, but he has contributed a distinctly pro-
gressive attitude toward environmental issues.

The experience that moulded Bowman’s
commitment to environmental reform in archi-
tecture started with a childhood spent in the
San Fernando Valley region of California, where
he affectionately recalls a 1950s agrarian com-
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munity. After returning from his education

15 years later, he was horrified to witness the
suburbanization of the area and the typical
onslaught of dreary housing projects and

relentless destruction of the natural landscape.

Reflecting the philosophy of the noted ecopsy-
chologist Alan Thein - who admonishes the
perpetrators of industrialized greed as totally
reprehensible in their disregard for the envi-
ronmental inheritance of future generations -
Bowman’s guiding principles match those of
certain earth-centric civilizations that under-
stood that classic equation — by destroying a
part of nature, one destroys a part of oneself,
Also, in concert with observations voiced
earlier in this book, Bowman expresses great
suspicion of the current popularity of green
architecture as nothing more than another
chapter in architectural vogue - deploring the
similarity between the frenzied rhetoric of
sustainability advocates and the now deflated
discourse that once heralded Postmodernism
and Deconstruction only a few years ago. He
describes his work as being concerned with

such issues as "concentrating on what build-
ings do, rather than what they look like," “ful-
filling the potential of each site by connecting
the architecture to the uniqueness of setting,”
or “recognizing that each project has impact
on the earth’s resources and trying to celebrate
this fact in a memorable way.”

Obie Bowman was selected in 1990 to
design the Spring Lake Park Visitors Center
in Sonoma County, California. The principle
purpose of the building is to provide an infor-
mation resource on the natural environment,
Native American history, and the regional
water system. The project brief indicated that
the building should reflect its functions by
means of a physical harmony with the sur-
rounding landscape. Spring Lake is a flood con-
trol reservoir for the community, and the ter-
rain has been formed out of an ancient lava
flow, with a plant life reminiscent of volcanic
regions in Sicily. In order to bring the various
natural elements together and establish an
appropriate image for the building, Bowman
designed a pyramidal structure as the most
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logical and serviceable approach for the fragile
context. While he makes no claims that this
unusual shape has been influenced by memo-
ries of a volcanic mountain or the surrounding
hills, in the final analysis it has proven to be an
ideal choice of image from both symbolic and
functional standpoints.

By means of an ingenious site orientation
to make sure the tourist facility did not nega-
tively affect the landscape, the architect iso-
lated the forested areas with low walls to
protect the botanical life and segregate the
intrusive processes of construction from
potential tree damage. To Bowman’s credit,
only three trees were uprooted in constructing
the 2,000-square-foot edifice.

The pyramidal shape of the Visitors Cen-
ter is made of steel framing with redwood lou-
vers, set on a concrete base. For interior tem-
perature control the south-east elevation is
clad in solar collectors, made more efficient by
the slope of the walls. For cooling in summer,
the north side of the building has suction
ducts which draw cooler air inside, while a ceil-
ing fan blows out any accumulated warmth
through attic vents. The complex also includes
a below-grade storage room and a sod-covered
office and workroom to help maintain a con-
stant temperature within these service areas.
While metaphorical references are not acknowl-
edged by the architect, one of the unique aes-
thetic strengths of this structure is the icono-
graphic presence of the pyramid. It appears
to be both a logical expression of its own gen-
esis as part of the landscape, as well as a

reflection of the path of the air flow system
within. It is a rare example of the environmen-
tal message compressed into a simple, but
highly communicative and ceremonial-like,
configuration.

For the 2,800-square-foot Brunsell Resi-
dence at Sea Ranch, Bowman has absorbed
some of the wood siding and moviescape
Western vernacular that has become a trade-
mark of this Pacific Coast Highway architec-
tural monument, With a respectful acknowl-
edgement of the compound’s stylistic origins
(referring to Charles Moore's 1960s Venturi-
influenced affection for American regional
imagery), Bowman has assimilated aspects of
this pop iconography while still creating a sig-
nificant environmental house. Fortunately his
building emerges as a lot more interesting
than its clapboard counterparts at Sea Ranch -
primarily because of the architect’s strong
sense of how to fuse structure and landscape.

By creating a casual and sprawling plan
that respects both climate and panoramic vis-
tas, Bowman accommodates the gourmet chef
owners' requirement for a large kitchen with
an adjacent social area and accommodations
for a large number of weekend guests. With his
decision to allow a surrounding meadow to
cover the roof planes, he has saved the build-
ing from unfavorable comparison to the mock-
shantytown imagery characteristic of most ear-
lier structures in Sea Ranch.

Although the Brunsell Residence has only
portions of its structure 4 feet underground,
Bowman cleverly used an earth berm to create
the impression that the dwelling is mostly
buried in the earth. In addition to providing
a stable climate control for the interior, this
innovation gives the house a rather primitive
image, recalling the architecture of certain
troglodyte cultures. He also uses site orienta-
tion to protect the house from strong prevail-
ing winds, to capture heat through solar
collectors for hot water, and provide winter
sanctuary in a south-facing solarium.

There are strong conceptual and pro-
grammatic links joining the work of Olson/
Sundberg, the Jones Studio, Obie Bowman, and



the West Coast architect James Cutler, in terms
of their gently persuasive approach to green
education through demonstrative design. Each
designer has been profoundly influenced by
the work of Frank Lloyd Wright — absorbing his
theories of organic architecture in personalized
ways — and each has focused on the social and
psychological implications of cooperating with
nature, as an extension of environmental tech-
nology. Cutler, like Olson and Sundberg, is
another Pacific Northwest architect from the
Seattle area who has had the advantage of
being surrounded by a unique verdant land-
scape and the support of an admirable level

of politically endorsed green advocates.

In connecting the architecture of James
Cutler to Wright, it should be seen as a very
positive feature in his architecture, since so
few contemporary designers have ever really
grasped the environmental importance of this
American titan. While certain Wrightian stylistic
devices can be found in the work of Cutler, his
main contribution has been to grasp the far-
reaching ecological implications of organic
architecture and put them into a distinctly con-
temporary context. He has recognized their
value in the face of a catastrophic environmen-
tal crisis in a way that Wright could only proph-
esy, but never actually witness. There has been
atendency to dismiss the buildings of archi-
tects like Cutler (or any structures integrated
with landscape) as part of a residual school of
Wright-derived clichés (mostly generated by
Taliesin West and its depressingly moribund
interpretations of the master’s teachings),
which has been justifiably dismissed by the
current architectural forefront as picturesque
and outdated. At the same time, it is paradoxi-
cal that certain architects dismiss the Wrightian
legacy as regressive, while their own catalogue
of Industrial Age imagery is seldom more than
a computer-aided rehash of the 1920s.

James Cutler has described his work
as wanting to "express the ambiguity as to
whether the building was applied into nature
or whether nature is reapplying itself over the
building.” He believes that the entire act of con-
struction should be approached in cautious def-

erence to landscape because “architecture is
always an insult to the environment” and, there-
fore, any building should expand upon and pay
homage to the ecological demands, physical
features, and even the unseen processes that
already exist in a natural situation. He sees the
role of architecture as an extension and cele-
bration of biomorphic phenomena.

In one of his better known houses, the
3,000-square-foot Houdek/Pope Residence
(1998) in Seabeck, Washington, Cutler was
able to ideally express his “nature first, archi-
tecture second” philosophy, since the structure
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was part of an existing forest and had to
bridge over a wide depression in the terrain
without disturbing the landscape. By the
simple innovation of reflecting the vertical
rhythms of the trees with the supporting

wood pillars of the house, he created a highly
successful wedding of architecture to its sur-
roundings. In this sense, the dwelling seems as
organic and changeable as the forest itself.

In a similar site-specific 2,200-square-
foot structure of 1987, located on Bainbridge
Island and titled Bridge House, Cutler dealt
with the problems of a difficult site, which was
bisected by a ravine and mountain stream. His
solution preserved all of the existing trees and
ground cover by spanning over the stream and
using hand-excavated foundations to avoid
excessive damage. As special environmental
features, he included a solar-responsive south
elevation overlooking a small bay on Puget
Sound. He built the entire structure out of non-
toxic materials, including solid pine and cedar
shingles. Taking some cues from the forest-
enclosed 1974 Tucker House in Westchester,
New York by Robert Venturi and the spiritually

inspired geometry of Louis Kahn (his teacher at
the University of Pennsylvania), Cutler has cre-
ated this residence as an unusual juxtaposition
between nature's evolutionary growth, the wit
of pop culture Americana, and the simple for-
malism of a ritual monument.

The 1999 Gates Residence in Medina,
Washington, designed as a joint venture by
Cutler and Peter Bohlin for the Chairman of
Microsoft Corporation, is one of those projects
that apparently started idealistically and,
through various client interventions, finally
came out as something different. Although
shrouded in military-like secrecy — with only
an occasional leak of photos to the press
when Bill Cates deemed it expedient for public
relations purposes — the home was originally
intended as an environmental milestone. Con-
ceived as a showcase for Cutler’s green innova-
tions - recycled lumber, non-toxic materials,
solar collectors, partially buried rooms, sod
roofs, and Wrightian terraces saturated with
cascading vegetation — the seemingly never-
ending structure has become more or less a
shadow of Cutler's actual intentions. The interi-
ors have been changed according to the clients
tastes and equipped with a level of high-tech
paraphernalia that would shame the Pentagon.
It has been proposed that when the Cates
family wakes up in the morning the electrical
overload triggers a blip in the Seattle power
grid. After weathering a sort of “ecology be
damned" reversal of the original design brief,
Cutler and Bohlin have still managed to retain
some evidence in the Gates Residence of their
artistic intentions, including a series of frag-
mented walls, the use of a variety of admirable
eco-conscious materials, and a successful
fusion of the structure with its topographical
setting.

As an anecdotal footnote to the Gates
Residence saga, two years ago the research
team for this book tried in vain to get illustra-
tions of the house and its interiors from the
Microsoft Public Relations Department. At the
directive of Mr Gates, the researchers were
informed that, for security reasons, no pictures
could be released for publication. Given the



insurance implications, this rejection seemed
logical enough ... until, several months later, a
double-page spread showing the Gates Resi-
dence appeared in Time Magazine. With ency-
clopedic detail, the illustrations described the
floor plan of the building, including a complete
checklist of its technological features. For any
potential invader of the Gates’ privacy, here
was a cat burglar's dream diagram revealing
access to every room and the operational
advantages of each electronic gadget (short of
how to switch off the alarm system). One can
only surmise that, in Mr Gates’ peculiar notion
of security, inclusion in an architectural book is
seen as a liability, while exposure in Time is
somehow perceived as low risk.

In contrast to the mainly rural and organi-
cally landscaped work of James Cutler, Alain
Peskine of ED Architectes in Paris, France, is an
environmentally oriented urbanist who works
with existing situations. His buildings are gen-
erally an intriguing mix of referential sources.
On the one hand, his imagery seems to grow
out of Le Corbusier and traditional Modernism,
and on the other one senses that he is using
the familiarity of this idiom by inverting and
twisting its conventional relationships as part
of an architectural commentary. In some pro-
jects, he confronts the limitations of con-
strained urban sites by treating them as col-
lages of odd shapes and materials. For other
situations, he introduces decorative devices
that appear to be borrowed from Art Nouveau
and Art Deco, but then extends the references
to nature by introducing lush pockets of vege-
tation that seem to have migrated to Paris from
a Frank Lloyd Wright prairie house. This rather
perverse hybridism is thoughtfully calculated
and creates an architecture of wit and irony,
with a comfortable sense of human scale as a
counterpoint to the current Parisian craze for
sleek and bleak high-tech megastructures.

Peskine's 1983 15 Rue de Vanves Apart-
ments in Paris face an 18th-century park, and
each of the living units has a planted terrace
reminiscent of the Japanese concept of “bor-
rowed scenery” — in this case, seemingly
extracted from the adjacent public gardens.
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The collage of architectural vocabularies in the
building plays with references from the neigh-
borhood (as well as Modernist history), result-
ing in an ensemble effect where the entire
structure appears to have been shaped by the
individuality of its tenants, rather than the typ-
ical imposition of an architect’s rigorous auton-
omy. This gives the apartments a sense of per-
sonal identity that plays off well against the
profuse planting of the terraces and atrium
garden.

In dealing with a very compressed site
surrounding a visually eccentric tower house
in Paris, Peskine (as partner in charge) de-
signhed four small condominiums that frame
this odd centerpiece and play spatial games
with its architectural idiosyncrasies. Com-
pleted in 1989, the La Tour de Clamart Apart-
ments can only be appreciated by physically
participating in its complex weave of Lilliput-
ian spaces. For this reason, the Peskine inter-
ventions are almost impossible to photograph

with any degree of justice to their aesthetic
merits. The visitor experiences a labyrinth

of intimate gardens, terraces, stairways, and
visually intriguing collisions between old and
new stylistic fragments that give the ensemble
a feeling that one has stepped into a surreal
folly; but it is a fantasy environment that plays
amusing games of commentary with its urban
surroundings. Consistent with all of ED Archi-
tectes work, the vegetation is completely fused
with the building and, even though structure
and garden are distinctly separate, there is a
comfortable sense that vegetation, dwelling
space, and the cityscape have evolved
together in a compatible dialogue.

Like Alain Peskine, the American architect
James Polshek is committed to designing new
architecture for the existing city by treating his
structures as part of an integrated tapestry.
Unlike the stylistically animated work of ED
Architectes, his interpretation of urban and
suburban contextualism is more focused on a
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modest (and sometimes nearly invisible) form
of intervention. He describes his objective as a
"holistic approach that recognizes the critical
social, cultural, and environmental importance
of the individual project, founded on the belief
that architecture should be more about ‘place-
making’ than ‘image making’." This commit-
ment is laudably refreshing in the face of
architecture’s increasing tendency toward ego-
maniac excess. While the artistic profile of Pol-
shek’s work is low key — in some design circles,
seen as too conservative - his legacy of suc-
cessfully integrated buildings has also become
an influential model for a new philosophy of
urban design that rejects the ubiquitous "blast
and build" pattern of neighborhood renewal.
In designing the North Country Resource
Recovery Center in San Marcos, California, Pol-
shek used this structure to demonstrate that
a landfill and recycling plant to not have to
impose on the environment as industrial eye-
sores. Constructed on a foundation of wood
trusses and masonry piers, the project uses
landscape as an effective screen for the facility
and transforms state-of-the art technology into

the equivalent of a classical Italian garden.
Even though the actual recycling facility is a
metal-clad industrial plant, it is skillfully hid-
den in such a way that it seems like a gracious
public institution. In addition to the functional
buildings, the project includes an exhibit cen-
ter to educate the public about waste manage-
ment, a viewing gallery, and a small audito-
rium.

The 70,000-square-foot Plant Studies
Center for the New York Botanical Garden in
Bronx is designed by Polshek to gracefully
assimilate the neo-classical imagery of an
existing institution. The facade of the new
section is totally vine-covered to indicate its
interior research purposes and collection of
plant life. At the same time, this intervention
is very contemporary in the way that it both
departs from and pays its respects to the 19th-
century architectural language of the original
building.

As former Dean of the Graduate School
of Architecture, Planning, and Preservation at
Columbia University and the lead designer of
his own practice in New York since 1963, Pol-
shek has always used architecture as an educa-
tional force in the community. Whereas most
architects equate success to the amount of
press their work attracts, he measures his
accomplishments by the degree of integration
with surrounding structures and the level of
ego-concealment his work achieves. In fact, in
some of Polshek’s buildings, the primary test
of architectural quality is reflected in how long
it takes the public to notice their presence in
the neighborhood. Admirably, he represents a
category of environmental thinking that tran-
scends the trivialities of seasonal style wars
and media hype by addressing the infinitely
more compelling and future-oriented issues of
neighborhood preservation, social responsibil-
ity, and the application of pluralistic values in
architecture.
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The following three architects represent a spe-
cial category of work that has useful implica-
tions for various new directions in environ-

mental thinking, but it is not strictly ecological.

Their ideas tend to focus more on a sociologi-
cal or topographical contextualism than on
an orthodox green technology. They address
several expanded definitions of environmental
reform, for example, using architecture to
recapture declining sections of the city, pro-
posing ways to alleviate the alternative (but
equally devastating) scourge of rapacious real
estate development, and looking at the fusion
of buildings with nature as a form of geologi-
cal symbiosis, rather than a game of formal
counterpoint with landscape.

At the grass roots level of a new and con-
text-sensitive urbanism, the work of Troy West
holds a leadership position. In contrast to

James Polshek, who tends to work on large
municipally sponsored projects, West functions
as a neighborhood activist and design entre-
preneur who responds to poorer communities
that need housing, civic centers, and quality-
of-life public spaces. By taking advantage of
his role as a professor of architecture at the
New Jersey Institute of Technology, he often
starts neighborhood recovery projects through
the mechanism of class assignments and stu-
dent intern programs. With his talent for cut-
ting through the labyrinthine resistance of
local politics, he has been able to advance
environmental education by giving young
people a unique opportunity to learn about
construction and community values through
hands-on experience. At the same time, he
has served the cause of green architecture
with simple and cost effective innovations.
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Eva’s Kitchen

Troy West

Paterson, New jersey, USA
Project
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New American House
Troy West

Wakefield, Rhode Island,
usa

Project, 1984
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For Eva’s Kitchen, a 60,000-square-
foot shelter and halfway house operated by
Catholic nuns in Patterson, New Jersey, Troy
West suggested a conversion of several adjoin-
ing brick buildings into an appealing social
center that is intended to help psychologically
elevate the spirits of the inhabitants during
their transition back into normal life. For this
reason, the facility has an integral greenhouse
roof to illuminate the interiors, a ramp system
to accommodate the handicapped, and a court-
yard filled with flower and vegetable gardens.
The fruits and vegetables grown at Eva's

Kitchen are served in a spacious, sunlit dining
room and any overproduction is sold in local
Patterson markets. The L-shaped structure also
includes arbor walkways, a trellis-shaded park-
ing area, and a passive solar-gain design to
conserve energy.

For his prize-winning New American
House project in Wakefield, Rhode Island,
designed in association with Jacqueline Leavitt,
Troy West proposed a series of row houses
with gable roofs and gardens, drawn from ref-
erences to 19th-century English housing, when
the British Government declared that every
residence was entitled to an attached garden
space. Taking cues from this historic tradition,
the design team created an assembly of town-
houses that relate to the greater community
and form an intimate enclave for city living.
The primary strength of this project is the
masterful way the buildings fuse traditional
domestic imagery and lifestyle advantages
with a distinctly contemporary feeling and still
embrace the larger fabric of the neighborhood.

Troy West's competition entry for an Inter-
national Center of Communication in Paris,
France, represents a masterful endeavor to
bring some much-needed evidence of the
French capital's scale, garden space, and neo-
classical history to the new La Defense com-
mercial development. La Defense changes the
Parisian periphery with an imposing glut of
super-sleek high-rises that contrast with the
rich diversity of the central city. Along with
Singapore, Shanghai, and Tokyo, La Defense is
just another example of urban development
that brings to mind scenes of George Romero’s
Night of the Living Dead horror film sequels.
This is probably why an architect of West’s gen-
tle urbanistic persuasion decided to undertake
the challenge of trying to bring a humanizing
vision to this competition.

West's solution for the new center was
to create a crescent-shaped building as a
graceful culmination for the historic proces-
sional axis running from the Arc de Triomphe
to La Defense. This terminal enclave includes
a facade composed of vegetation-encrusted
terraces (recalling the verdant facade of the
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International Center of
Communication

Troy West

Paris, France

Project, 1983
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Cliff House

Stanley Saitowitz
Transvaal, South Africa
Project, 1983
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ACROS Building by Emilio Ambasz) and a clas-
sical Parisian plaza. The plan also proposed
extensive adjacent gardens that visually con-
nect the central city to the formerly verdant
suburbs (prior to the intrusion of La Defense),
and used natural green features to heat and
cool the building. To enhance this purpose, the
entire roof structure was conceived as a glazed
space-frame covered with vines that function
as a passive solar collector in winter and a
leafy, ivy-filtered shade in the summer. Pedes-
trian access within the complex is provided by
a system of long ramps and five-meter-square
hollow columns that offer both structural sup-
port and accommodation for elevators, stairs,
and electrical and mechanical systems. Unfor-
tunately, this competition was not realized.
Troy West's International Center of Com-
munication in Paris valiantly confronts the
problem of trying to bring environmental
sanity to the artificial French megalopolis.
In the polar opposite ambiance of the hills
surrounding San Francisco, Stanley Saitowitz
has carved out a place for his work as part
of these Arcadian suburbs. Originally a
South African architect (now living perma-
nently in Northern California), he has wel-
comed the surrounding structure of nature

as the primary generator of form. Starting
with his first internationally known project for
a Cliff House in the Transvaal of South Africa -
distinguished by an undulating roof plane that
mirrors the configuration of local rock forms -
Saitowitz has developed his environmental
sensibilities and formal strategies by observing
the surfaces and infrastructure of nature. His
buildings reflect the rhythms and patterns
found in air flow, water surfaces, geological
strata, characteristic topography, hydrological
cycles, and the seasonal changes of botanical
life.

He sees his most successful work as res-
onating with a site in what he calls "geological
architecture." Reflecting a compatible interest
in the symbolic references found in the work
of such architects as Ambasz, Noever, Ushida
and Findlay, Jencks, SITE, and Predock, Stanley
Saitowitz has described his buildings as com-
bining biomorphic, geomorphic, and cosmeo-
logical sources. He writes: “Geography studies
natural processes to reveal growth and form
as reciprocal: that shape is itself the process
of becoming. Human intervention constitutes
an abridgement of these natural processes."
Saitowitz views architecture as simultaneously
earth-centric and cosmos-centric, designing
each of his structures as a carefully orches-
trated response to these dual forces.

For the Seadrift Lagoon House at Stinson
Beach near San Francisco, Saitowitz shaped the
building in response to a series of situational
references — some actual and some subliminal
~including the waves of the bay, a ship cutting
through the water, a nearby hillside, and even
the sense of an unseen geology. Describing the
house as a “cave carved by water,” the archi-
tect has evoked connections to troglodyte liv-
ing and other early origins of human habitat.
In counterpoint, as a thoroughly contemporary
gesture, he has opened up the interior to sun-
light by allowing it to pass through large
clerestory windows and filter kaleidoscopic
reflections of the water's surface on the walls.
The horizontal wood paneling of the exterior
surfaces and the rolled-back roof plane further
enhance the structure’s metaphorical connec-



Cliff House

Stanley Saitowitz
Transvaal, South Africa
Project, 1983

ture and reinforce its association nature. The building is conceived in the form
ordial shelter. of a half-buried wine barrel, which is also
veloping his brilliantly sculptural associated with the shape of a distant hillside.
in the Napa Valley Storybook Winery, As a way of extending these references to the
ated a vaulted structure, with wine-making function of the structure, there
“iations, that bridges over a is a pedestrian route that takes visitors from
the earth. The entire facility uses  the harvesting of grapes to a tasting of the
n process of fermenting, bottling, finished product to an exit that commands
of wine as an architectural analogy a panoramic vista of the Napa Valley land-
rdependent flow of energy forces in scape.




Seadrift Lagoon House
Stanley Saitowitz

Stinson Beach, near San
Francisco, California, USA
1990
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Storybook Winery
Stanley Saitowitz

Napa Valley, California, USA
Project, 1985




Yumesaki Resort
Matteo Vercelloni
Yumesaki, Japan
Project, 1991
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The site-specific work of the Italian archi-
tect and journalist Matteo Vercelloni, like Stan-
ley Saitowitz, is rooted in a classically condi-
tioned sensitivity to nature and an ability to
incorporate modes of living that have been
passed down through the centuries. Born in
Milan in 1961, Vercelloni is the son of the
distinguished architect and historian, Virgilio
Vercelloni. Before his father’s death, the two
designers collaborated on several history
books and environmental design projects for
Japan and China. The first of these — the Yume-
saki Resort of 1991 - included the develop-
ment of a master plan and the design of a
series of clustered buildings which reflected
the characteristics of a traditional Japanese vil-
lage. This resort was planned for a picturesque
valley near Osaka, with the intention of trans-

forming two rice-farming water basins into an
environment that would evoke the feeling ofa
classic Zen garden and still qualify as a con-
temporary recreational center.

The second proposal, a 1993 design for
the New Shanghai Club and Hotel in China, is
located near a city agueduct with water tanks
and specifically intended to retain the Euro-
pean colonial influence on urban architecture
that dominated this metropolis in the 1920s
and 30s. Since many of these historic struc-
tures still remain and shape the idiomatic con-
sistency of certain neighborhoods, Vercelloni’s
choice of architectural imagery can be seen as
similar in purpose to the work of James Pol-
shek, retaining the stylistic integrity of the
cityscape by means of iconographic assimila-
tion. While this approach has also character-
ized the work of certain Postmodernist design-
ers — Robert Stern and Michael Graves, for
example — the Vercelloni interpretation is less
about the marketing of style and more about
the art of assimilation and inclusion. In addi-
tion to a spacious park that recalls Chinese
landscaping tradition, there is a roof garden
built over the water tanks providing visitors
with a panoramic view of the city.

The work of Troy West, Stanley Saitowitz,
and Matteo Vercelloni represents three aspects
of architecture where the level of accomplish-
ment is measured by how well it fuses with its
context and how intelligently it educates the
public about the value of conservation. In each
case, the merits of their work must also be
credited in terms of realistic budget con-
straints, build ability, and a respect for the
indeterminate, fragmented, and uncontrollable
elements of nature and the city. Even though
the imagery of their architecture can be seen
as traditional from the standpoint of form and
style, the actual implications of their buildings
in an environmentally endangered world are
decidedly progressive. The modesty of their
intentions and their capacity to understand the
green initiative in architecture as a sociological
and preservationist issue place their efforts at
the cutting edge of ideas and services which
are needed in much greater quantity today.




New Shanghai Club
and Hotel

Matteo Vercelloni
Shanghai, China
Project, 1993
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The architect must be a prophet, a prophet in the true sense of the word: if he
can't see at least ten years ahead then don't call him an architect.

Prophetic Visions The above defense of “invisible architecture” is

for the Future intended as a preface to the final section of
this review of contemporary architects, which
focuses on a selection of aggressively visible
and idiosyncratic designers who have made
interesting contributions to the green move-
ment. This last group — loosely assembled
under the title of “visionaries with ideas that
have important implications for the future” -
includes innovators whose guantity of built
work goes from nothing at all to occasional.
The point is that such time-worn terms as
"avant garde” and "progressive” are, in them-
selves, outdated and desperately in need of
being redefined. This observation is interposed
here in full recognition of the fact that the
main lament of this book has been an ex-
pressed disappointment that recent green
architectural language has not kept up with
the dynamic implications of environmental
reform, the information revolution and related
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Frank Lloyd Wright

advances in technology. Design positions that
were once considered peripheral have become,
by default and through a shift in priorities, the
generators of a new forefront. At the same
time, all those overpraised and style-driven
architectural pyrotechnics of the past decade
are beginning to look hopelessly conservative.
This confusion of terms notwithstanding,
the work of American architect Jeffrey Miles
demonstrates a high level of futuristic panache
and, whether his proposals are feasible or not,
he certainly sets the stage for architecture in
the next millennium. He is an ecological advo-
cate and Leonardoesque green theoretician
who has proposed using design and engineer-
ing to attack the problems of pollution. In his
extensively researched Ozone-maker, what
appears at first glance to be a fantasy out of
Star Wars is a brilliantly conceived, wind-clean-
ing series of satellites that repair the ozone
layer by removing chlorofluorocarbons and




simultaneously excreting beneficial clean air
collected from the atmosphere. With a length
of 433 meters, a width of 170 meters, and a
speed of 5 kilometers per hour, the horseshoe-
crab-shaped Ozone-maker circles the earth at
16 kilometers altitude. Miles’ project is based
on the premise that harmful CFCs from fossil
fuel emissions are destroying the ozone layer
and threatening life on earth by potentially
changing the climate and disrupting the global
food chain. Since CFCs remain airborne for
more than a century, with catastrophic implica-
tions, his green machine concept is designed
to help re-establish a balanced atmosphere.

Operated by a crew of twelve “bionauts,”
the hydrogen-fueled machine is helium-inflated
and moves primarily by means of wind power,
using sails reminiscent of an 18th-century clip-
per ship. Supplies are brought aboard from
dirigible stations and balloons. Its main service
is based on removing CFCs from the ozone

Ozone-maker

Detail and total plan
(below)

Jeffrey Miles

Project, 1993
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Biotecture, Balloontown
Jeffrey Miles
Project, 1993-95

Page 197
Biotecture, Artificial
Island

Jeffrey Miles

Project, 1995
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layer. The floating factory uses chemoauto-
tropic bacteria to seed the atmosphere with
alkanes (chemically removing chlorine as
hydrogen chloride). The resulting by-products
are collected and oxidized to provide material
for extra buoyancy and life-support subsys-
tems.

The Ozone-maker, circling the globe out
of human sight, is not exactly an appropriate
subject for this book about the art of green
architecture; still, its visual features are beauti-
fully articulated in Miles” drawings, and the
idea, in itself, is too fascinating to exclude.
The function of restoring the ozone layer is
such an urgent objective that any architect’s
work addressing this issue should be treated
as the highest form of aesthetic endeavor. This
project is, after all, a potential contributor to
the art of salvation.

For another science-fiction-like concept,
entitled Biotecture, Miles embraced certain
aspects of Wright's Broadacre City, with its

idealistic solutions for earth-centric living,

and STERN's vision of the urban center as a
biotope. By combining similar objectives, Miles
has declared that urban centers should be an
extension of the integrated structure of nature.
He suggests that, by studying ecosystems and
the behavior of plants and animals, humanity
has the opportunity to enter a productive
period of reverse engineering. This idea pro-
poses the future city as a product of total recy-
cling and as a conduit-like structure composed
of earth-spanning underground habitat. The
purpose is to conserve land surface and
develop technologies that can bring the full
benefits of sunlight into subterranean living.

Using the potential future benefits of
genetic and molecular engineering, Jeffrey
Miles envisions an architecture for the new
metropolis composed of multiple living organ-
isms (not just plant life) that would function
as an intrinsic part of the ecosystem. In Miles'
holistic scenario, ecological design is not just a
kit of technological remedies for a bad situa-
tion. Biotecture should be a subdivision of Gaia
and the concept of the whole earth as a living
organism. In this way, all human enterprise
could become part of an interdependent struc-
ture, where the motivational forces are not just
products and profits, but, instead, are directed
toward shared economies, communications
systems, and sources of energy, sustained bya
massive, globally-linked system of information
feedback.

With a futuristic fervor matching that of
Jeffrey Miles, the American architect, Donna
Goodman, has been working for more than
a decade on a concept she calls the Floating
City. She comes from an interdisciplinary back-
ground — with studies of art and philosophy at
Smith College and architecture at Columbia
University — which has contributed to shaping
the broad range of her interests in designing
this project. Also, she benefited from an
opportunity in 1979 to work at a shipyard in
Rhode Island and, during this period, became
interested in offshore technology produced by
the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute.

Floating City has been conceived in
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Pecple love the Calbbean lslonds so much:
why not build o few more?
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Page 198 and 199 response to future projections of an over-
Floating City whelming population growth (estimated at
Donna Goodman s i

Project, 1983-95 almost 8 billion people by 2025) that will over-

tax land-based resources and threaten human
survival. Goodman’s proposal is based on the
observation that research into the possibilities
of over and under sea habitat has been mini-
mal and deserves both a technical and philo-
sophical approach. As precedents, the architect
cites land-deprived countries like Japan, where
more than 60 artificial islands have been built
for housing and general urban expansion dur-
ing the past decade. Instead of imposing the
usual solution of landfill, with its inevitable
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disruption of underwater ecosystems, Good-
man’s island would float at 40 feet above water
level on large air-filled pontoons. Stabilized by
cables anchored to the ocean floor, this buoy-
ant mini-city offers self-sustaining technical
and agricultural components that depend on
the sea for energy. For additional support, the
project has an underwater grid of steel tem-
plates that can be adjusted to allow for expan-
sion. Among its economic and environmental
advantages, the complex includes clean sys-
tems of ocean floor mining of various minerals
(iron, tungsten, copper, nickel, and cobalt),
aquaculture farming, roof planting to reduce
pollution and provide shade, and a state-of-
the-art mass transit system.

Services on the artificial island are broken
down into various tier levels, including the
ocean floor for mining, fishing, oceanographic
research, mid-ocean for mechanized farming
and industrial production, water level for a
shipping port and mechanical and electrical
infrastructure, above water platform for light
industry and residential communities, and roof
terraces for solar collectors and additional
infrastructure.

Donna Goodman has given additional
attention to sustainable living systems in an
ocean-based environment, including its eco-
nomic and political structures. The govern-
ment would include a modified Senate, a
House of Technicians, with representatives
from every sector of the economy, including
business, labor, social, cultural, and educa-
tional enterprises. The specific ecological fea-
tures include water-based sources of energy,
solar-operated desalination facilities for water
supplies, recycling of wastes to generate new
energy, and kelp and algae farming for phy-
toremediation and toxin control.

While Goodman’s seductive drawings
describe the Floating City as a kind of techno-
logical utopia, with an infinite number of com-
puter-driven, convenience-oriented, health-
beneficial, and administratively progressive
elements, it is not clear from the illustrations
how these advantages break down into the per-
sonalized fragments that make city life enjoy-
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able. She describes planting, flexible blocks,
and economy of scale, but the drawings seem
mare about mega systems than mini pleasures.
If the gentle inclusionism of architects like Troy
West and Stanley Saitowitz can be viewed as
too local and modest, then perhaps Goodman's
water city can be seen as too sweeping and
ambitious. On the other hand, her various texts
on the proposal provide a critique of the evils
of past utopian plans and their authoritarian
prescriptions for community life, so one can
only assume that the missing individualized
components of Floating City have not yet been
visualized. These reservations aside, for all its
Blade Runner-meets-Water World sense of
futurism, Donna Goodman’s project lays the
foundations for an inevitable expansion of
human living and working space into the
oceans. By analyzing so many aspects of water-
based technology and its environmental impli-
cations, she has offered viable alternatives to
counter a growing fear that great bodies of
water may become just another victim of ex-
pansionist exploitation. She has understood
that the apocalyptic scenarios on land must not
be repeated in the seas.

Representing the polar opposite end
of the visionary architecture spectrum from
Donna Goodman, the Ecstacity project by Nigel
Coates in London is primarily based on cele-
brating all of the chaotic and unpredictable ele-
ments of the urban environment. Coates was
an early leader in the 1970s narrative architec-
ture movement and once editor of a publica-
tion called NATO (Narrative Architecture
Today). The primary mission of the organiza-
tion, unlike the Modernists’ tendency to
proclaim utopian formulas, was to use new
buildings as a means of preserving and incor-
porating all of the imperfections, sensuality,
and multifaceted qualities that reinforce civic
vitality. As Coates commented about this
period of his development: “Our narrative then
was not a question of telling stories, but of
imposing sensual and illogical fragments of
meaning onto reality in order to emphasize it."
Since the beginning of his career, he has con-
tinued to advocate a complete absorption of

the living, evolving, and disparate fragments
of city life as crucial to metropolitan survival.
In many ways, his philosophy is the opposite
of the green design quest for sustainability.
By contrast, Coates states that, in his view,
“Real contemporary culture has an inherent
ephemerality linked to shifts in taste and the
lifespan of information. Architecture, on the
other hand, has volunteered to be marginal-
ized by its commitment to lasting forever.”
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Ecstacity Installation
Nigel Coates

London, England
Project, 1992

Beginning as a student at the famed
Architectural Association in London, where he
later was involved as a teacher, advisor, and
collaborator on special projects, Nigel Coates

teamed up with A. A. associates in 1991 to pro-

pose his Ecstacity for England’s vast millen-
nium celebration. In his pessimism concerning
the tendencies of all new city development
internationally to take the form of high-rise

glut and the destruction of neighborhood iden-

tity, he has proposed that London be trans-
formed into a marketplace for what he calls
“soft urban interventions.” These would in-
clude narrative appendages attached to build-
ings as a way of revealing their origins and
purposes, informational artifacts that integrate
with the left-over spaces resulting from the
ravages of real estate development, art works
that erupt out of sidewalks, and continuously
changing street works that blend past and
future as organically choreographed events.

Coates views his collage city as the opposite of

James Polshek’s and Troy West’s unobtrusive
inclusionism; rather, he proposes a metropolis

exploding with humor, eroticism, and commen-
tary, a “cyberarchitecture” inspired by mass
communications, and an urban plan filled with
perverse inversions of the existing cityscape.
Although not usually associated with green
design, Coates has contributed significantly to
theories that have expanded the concept of a
social ecology (or the city seen as a biotope)
by grasping the value of integrating human
diversity, popular imagery, and evidence of the
“collective unconscious” into architecture.
With a similar interventionist instinct, but
focused on the natural environment, the work
of Francois Roche in France has experimented
with that gap suspended somewhere between
ritual space and temporary structure. Of all the
recent architects now breaking away from the
mainstream definitions of “green,” Roche has
been among the most closely related to aborig-
inal beliefs in a perishable architecture that
returns to nature. He is a confirmed anti-Mod-
ernist and rejects the idea that buildings must
be permanent and environmentally intrusive,
describing his philosophical approach as a
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Mimesis
Francois Roche
Paris, France
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Mimesis
Frangois Roche
Paris, France
1993

202

Camouflage
Francois Roche
Forét de Compiégne,
France

1993
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respect for the “chameleon meaning” of archi-
tecture. When designing a project, Roche is
guided by what he has termed a “genetic code
of territoriality,” where shelter draws suste-
nance from its immediate surroundings and,
as a result, is in a constant state of renewal.
For a 1993 work called Mimesis, near
Pont del Concorde in Paris, Francois Roche uti-
lized a site of the former Bain Deligny to create
an intervention by disassembling the swim-
ming pool and sections of the restaurants onto
a series of eight barges located in the Seine,
subjecting them to the movements of the river.

The project uses all of the materials and sub-
liminal images associated with this section of
the Seine and then breaks them down into a
fragmented collage that is both a memory of
their former existence and a suggestion of
their dematerialization into the environment.
For a project entitled Transfert and
another called Camouflage, each dealing with
territoriality and realized in 1993, Roche built
two temporary 10 x 2 meter cabins in the
Forét de Compiégne. Both were constructed
out of wire netting — one located in a southern
section of the forest with beech trees, and




the other in a northern part surrounded by
conifers. These dwellings were covered with
moss and built to respond to respective dry
and wet environmental conditions. Camouflage
extended Roche’s interest in exploring the
chameleon-like gqualities of architecture. In this
case, a series of windows is suspended on
poles among a cluster of 15 maple trees. As

the trees grow and adapt seasonally, the work
changes in an evolutionary way.

These structures, intended to disinte-
grate back into nature, are related to Robert
Smithson’s Buried Shed at Kent State University
in 1973 and his interest in connections between
entropy and art. Fascinated by descriptions of
the entropy phenomena by astrophysicists and
the notion of an entire universe locked into a
thermodynamic battle of survival, Smithson
felt that art could be interpreted as a metaphor
for the degradation of matter and energy.

Bridging art, science, and culture, the work of
Roche and Smithson has embraced the implica-
tions of entropy, while sharing the Australian
Aboriginals' view that a symbiotic relationship
with nature means becoming part of its fabric,
not resisting its forces.

The site-specific art of Francois Roche
has been included in this section on ideas that
have important implications for the future
because it functions as a chronicler of topics
that architects should be thinking about (but
seldom do) - for example, indeterminacy,
dematerialization, entropy, mutable and evolu-
tionary process, and territorial feedback — and
not because his designs offer a checklist of
practical solutions. From a mainstream per-
spective, his interventions are far too concep-
tual and ephemeral to have much effect on
the more pragmatic initiatives of green tech-
nology.
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Elemér Zalotay, a Hungarian architect
now living in Switzerland, plays a similar mav-
erick role by providing a kaleidoscopic jumble
of theory, novelty, and individual expression
that can seem peripheral to the cause of envi-
ronmental design, although in reality he has
generated important raw material for change.
Zalotay's work is a fascinating mixture of pure
eccentricity and serious prescriptions for the
Age of Ecology that include everything from
vegetation-encrusted skyscrapers, to Broadacre
City-inspired urban plans, to the chaotic col-
lage of his own house in Ziegelried, near Berne.

Zalotay was born in Hungary in 1932,
where he established himself during his stu-
dent years as an artistic and political radical
and was actually jailed several times during

the Hungarian Revolution. As a consequence
of this record of dissent, he was forced to
apply 16 times before getting approval for a
visa to the West. After moving to Switzerland,
he focused his architectural career on promot-
ing a prefabricated panel system for housing
that would permit inhabitants to personally
construct multi-level buildings. This led to an
interest in a wide variety of social and envi-
ronmental issues, resulting in some theoretical
papers published under the title of Corb Plus.
These manifestos proposed that a viable
architecture of the future should combine the
urbanism of Le Corbusier with the organic con-
textualism of Wright — a strange hybrid where
Modernism merges with Arcadianism. These
speculations were accompanied by plans for
cities, suburbs, and buildings that were mostly
unbuildable by conventional bureaucratic and
economic standards, but which nevertheless
revealed Zalotay's masterful sense of assem-
blage and his uncanny ability to create a kind
of collision architecture from patchwork mate-
rials.

The Maison Zalotay is a built compen-
dium of the architect’s multi-faceted imagina-
tion and represents the best example of his
liberated sensibilities working in concert with
nature. Technically, the dwelling is construct-
ed out of recycled wood, glass, and plastics,
grafted around a concrete core and anchored
by cables. Visually, it is a hybrid apparition -
Robert Rauschenberg meets Frank Lloyd
Wright — in the pastoral ambiance of a quiet
Swiss village. The Zalotay home fuses with its
environment in a way that purposefully cele-
brates the unpredictable interaction between
nature and architecture. It emerges from the
landscape like a natural eruption, articulated
by a collage choreography that fills the site
with a cacophony of anarchic movement. The
house is also reminiscent of Clarence Schmidts
famous 1960s House of Mirrors in Woodstock,
New York, which scandalized the community
with its freely assembled amalgamation of
waste materials. Repeating history, Maison
Zalotay also provoked the wrath of the sur-
rounding community, and it has even been




stoned by protesters on several occasions
(Schmidt’s House of Mirrors was subjected to
even greater violence when outraged neigh-
bors burned it to the ground in the early
1970s). In terms of public reaction, Zalotay's
house has become a local equivalent of Marcel
Duchamp’s famed “Nude, Descending a Stair-
case,” which inflamed popular opinion during
the 1913 Armory Exhibition in New York.
Responding to this controversy, he has given a
deferential nod to Duchamp's witty accommo-
dation of accident after the breaking of his
“Large Glass” assemblage (1915-23). With per-
spicacious insight, Zalotay has left the bom-
bardments of rocks exactly where they landed
on his property as an acknowledgment of the
randomness of art.

If Elemér Zalotay’s work can be said to
represent a regionalist vision of utopia, then
Michael Sorkin is clearly an internationalist. In
recent years he has become a catalytic figure
in urban design, proposing schemes that
embrace most of the environmental issues cov-
ered in this survey of architects whose ideas
have important implications for the future.

He is a visionary designer with interests that
bridge from the macrocosmic to the microcos-
mic in rethinking the metropolis of the next
century. Like Coates and Zalotay, his intentions
range from preserving the serendipitous

appeal of an old neighborhood, to the inclu-
sion of green space and ecological design, to
programming the organizational matrix of a
new city.

Sorkin is an American architect, educat-
ed at Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, with a dual career as a major
writer on architectural subjects and the
founder of an influential professional practice
in New York City. He has a deep interest in the
morphology of the city and those similarities
between the mutability of organisms in nature
and the growth patterns of urban centers. The
configurations of his individual buildings are
frequently drawn from sources in the natural
environment — usually plants and animals
that seem to have migrated into his design
schemes as reminders of a community’s origins

in some primordial past. This evidence of bio-
morphism in Sorkin's work is not based on
nostalgia for an alluvial glade and, contrary to
a movement like Art Nouveau, it is not based
on the celebration of flora and fauna as a
romantic antidote to the industrial city. For
Sorkin, the biomorphic connection is both an
avenue of humorous commentary on the tradi-
tions of organic architecture and a profoundly
intelligent exploration of those connections
between the images and functions of the city
and their exemplary counterparts found in
nature.

Michael Sorkin is also an advocate of the
geomorphic city which reflects both local and
hemispherical influences. While many of his
visually seductive drawings may appear to be
descriptions of organizational overkill, the
opposite is true; these illustrations must be
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East New York
development study
Michael Sorkin Studio
New York, New York, USA
Project, 1996
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understood as more diagrammatic than pre-
scriptive. His intention is to graphically under-
stand urban patterns at the macrocosmic level
as a guide for proposing interventions that
flow with existing metropolitan rhythms. In
dealing with the microcosmic level, he accepts
the natural disorder and vitality of street life,
and his architectural role is modulated by the
need to preserve that “complex and contradic-
tory order” in community life advocated by
Venturi. By embracing this duality, Sorkin has
broken away from the authoritarian mold of
Modernist master planning in this century.

As a consequence of Modern and con-
temporary architects’ desire to design the
perfect utopian metropolis, they have often
treated the city as an architectural tabula rasa.
This mission has been based on an assumption
that somehow urban centers are like clean
slates, allowing the designer to ignore the
great wealth of experience already engraved
on the tablet. Thus empowered, they are con-

vinced they bring enlightenment with the
dynamite. Since the days of Le Corbusier’s
overweening proposal to flatten Paris as a
receptacle for his (gratefully unrealized) Voisin
Plan, millions of acres of history, identity, and
knowledge have been blasted off the face of
the earth in the name of urban renewal, a sce-
nario that still continues. Many of today's best
designers fall prey to the same delusion, that
somehow the answer lies in leveling the land,
laying down a rigorous grid, and then erecting
a plethora of glass and steel towers. Most of
the urbanistic extravagances are motivated by
that heady fantasy of conceiving utopia as the
product of a single vision.

In designing a project for East New York
in 1996, Sorkin used a pluralistic approach by
resisting what he calls the "homogenizations
of global culture.” As an alternative, he favors
looking at the community as a “maximization
of economic, social, cultural, and environmen-
tal self-sufficiency” that can still draw on the




collective advantages of greater New York
without losing its identity. The area is a poor
neighborhood in Brooklyn, where Sorkin took
into account all of the region’s diverse topogra-
phy and construction — combining shoreline,
wetlands, canals, factories, and some clusters
of ugly housing blocks. Avoiding the usual
demolitionist tactics, Sorkin's studies evaluated
all of the most popular neighborhood charac-
teristics and then proposed a plan to link them
together by means of parks, village greens,

and various sculptural features that sometimes
metamorphose into buildings. The purpose is
to help bind the community together through a
combination of unifying symbols and surprise
interventions. Among what he calls "acupunc-
ture” amenities, Sorkin planted a tree in the
middle of an intersection, which created four
instant pedestrian arteries (desirably reducing
car traffic by reason of inconvenience), thereby
setting in motion a program to eliminate harm-
ful emissions and traffic congestion by cutting
back on the space available to motor vehicles.
Taking his cues from those great pedestrian
street models still active and relevant in his-
toric cities, Sorkin uses the human body as

“the central measure of urbanity.” In summary,
his cities are made for walking.

In another East New York plan of 1994,
Sorkin proposed a series of souk-like struc-
tures (market areas in the Middle East) called
Shroom, that would connect the entire neigh-
borhood with a series of pavilions (or "pods”).
These units are planned to fill discarded vacant
lots or be grafted onto sections of existing
buildings as a way of increasing their latent
serviceability and adding more gardens and
park spaces to the community. The archetype
for Shroom is the New York industrial loft, with
its inherent flexibility for adaptation to endless
uses. This potentially growing necklace of
structures in Brooklyn is seen as an alternative
to the European concept of large municipal
spaces (a universalistic idea that rarely works
in the American city). The East New York devel-
opment is conceived as a chain of public and
private facilities that bring people together in
more intimate settings for a great variety of

services and pleasures. As a visual gesture
typical of Michael Sorkin's technique for green-
ing the cityscape, the Shroom project also
includes fluid ribbons of vegetation that start
at street level and emerge on the roofs of the
loft structures. When viewed from above, the
entire neighborhood seems linked together
with amorphous tentacles of landscape.
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Michael Sorkin Studio
New York, New York, USA
Project, 1954
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Michael Sorkin might appropriately be
called a visionary with a heart. He has under-
stood that, with all of the buzz about people
living in cyberspace and communicating pri-
marily through global wavelengths, this is
already a reality and just another convenient
tool that will soon be assimilated into the
realm of routine. In this respect, computers
are just like every other exotic technology
that has nourished science fiction hyperbole
and ended up in antique auctions. In designing
for the future city, Sorkin has taken into
account that people are weary of looking at
digital screens all day and sitcoms all night,
so why on earth would they want their neigh-

borhood to be another “virtual reality”? The
fact is that people need and value human inter-
action more than ever because of computer
technology. In the Sorkin city, they walk, talk,
sit in doorways, tend their gardens, and
breath cleaner air. Preserving this desirable
reality is the basic goal of sustainability and
the primary urban design challenge of the
future.
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Office on the
Kurfiirstendamm
Zaha Hadid

Berlin, Germany
Project, 1986

The search for an architectural language
to express the complexities of a post-industrial
society has been a compelling, but still unre-
solved, objective of designers during the past
two decades. This quest is particularly evident
in the work of most green architects reviewed
in these pages. It still seems unclear, as in the
earliest exploratory stages of Modernism at
the turn of the this century, what form this lan-
guage should take, what residuals from the
past should be discarded, and what aspects of
societal change should be expressed. At its
most authentic and vital level, the original
Machine Age aesthetic in architecture embod-
ied everything from a celebration of the way
technology functioned to a demonstration of
how a 20th-century social utopia might be
achieved.

When Modernist ideas had fully matured
by the 1930s, their interpretations were imagi-
natively varied and their theoretical hypothe-
ses were powerfully convincing. In the present
slow evolution of post-industrial theory and
practice, the opposite is true. Beginning with
the late 1960s, when it became fashionable in
certain Po-mo circles to trash Modernism as a
retrograde and inhuman architectural tradition,
the alternatives were frequently far less per-
suasive than the target of attack. There have
been many outstandingly innovative buildings
constructed during the past two decades
based on the pioneering legacies of Mod-

ernism, Constructivism, and De Stijl - particu-
larly those by Frank O. Gehry, Zaha Hadid,
Peter Eisenman, Richard Rogers, Rem Kool-
haas, Eric Owen Moss, Morphosis, Jean Nouvel,
and some others. But, at the same time, a
number of the movements credited as "avant
garde” became forums for trendy dissidents,
paper architects, and short-lived stylistic ten-
dencies with questionable premises. In the
1970s we witnessed the earnest — and mostly
unbuilt — explosion of Radical Architecture,
which often became more a mission of social
protest and performance art than a premise
for viable habitat. During this same period we
also saw the nomadic isolationism of Drop City
communes, with their green guerrilla dome
structures and Gaia-inspired rhetoric, which
lost its momentum for a lack of realistic objec-
tives. This was followed by the flamboyance
of decorative Postmodernism, the proliferation
of pastel-colored pediments and turret-topped
skyscrapers, and its ultimate appropriation by
the entertainment industries in a grotesque
“theme-parkification” of the world. Postmod-
ernism was succeded by a resurrected neo-
Constructivism, which unleashed an explosion
of sculptural excess in architecture making
King Ludwig’s Bavarian castles seem sedate by
comparison. And even the burgeoning green
movement of the 1990s is already in danger of
producing a fashionable glut of vine-covered
thermal houses with trees on the roof and a
climate of environmental elitism seemingly
destined to alienate, more than attract, poten-
tial friends of the earth. While stylistic idioms
and attitudes are an inevitable by-product of
epochal identity, the late 1990s appears to be
an architectural period of predominantly flam-
boyant mannerisms, with little evidence of a
deeper philosophical grounding.

One contributing factor in this poverty of
substantive content is a lack of environmental
thinking. This is a conceptual approach to
green architecture that goes beyond the con-
ventional elements associated with ecological
design. It proposes that a building’s most inter-
esting sources of imagery do not derive exclu-
sively from the surrounding elements that




Let the architect be educated. Skillful with the pencil, instructed in geometry, know much his-
tory, have followed the philosophers with attention, understand music, have some knowledge
of medicine, know the opinions of the jurists, and be acquainted with astronomy and the the-

ory of heavens.

actually exist; rather, they come from thoughts
about things that are implied to exist. This is
a difficult idea to explain, much less put into
practice. What it basically proposes is that a
work of architecture, if it is a true product of
environmental thinking, cannot be removed
from a particular location without sacrificing
its essential meaning. There are no clear-cut
rules or guidelines that specify which ambient
features a building must include to meet these
standards of contextual assimilation, although
itis probably safe to say that most viewers
can tell the difference between a structure
designed as an abstract sculptural object with
no relation to anything but itself, versus one
that responds to its surroundings through
symbiotic relationships. Environmental think-
ing means that walls, facades, interior spaces,
and the general materiality of a building — out-
side of their obvious contributions to architec-
tural function — can be seen as much more
than physical components in the manipulation
of form and space. They become vehicles for
the absorption and communication of contex-
tual information. Within this revised perspec-
tive, the new environmentalism is as much a
social and psychological condition as it is part
of an ecological initiative. Consistent with the
information revolution, buildings can enter ter-
ritories formerly occupied only by conceptual,
environmental, and performance art. For exam-
ple, conceptual art has always emphasized the
search for ideas outside of formal relationships
and craft-based skills by focusing on the ambi-
guities surrounding rhetorical definitions in
art. Like Michel Foucault’s explorations into the
equivocal nature of language by demonstrat-
ing the blurred edges separating reason and
madness, art conceived as a questioning of
the definition of art deals with similar levels of
ambivalence and a challenge to institutional-
ized values. Applied to architecture, these
areas of indeterminacy can become the basis
for using buildings as both a source of psychic
inquiry and the means to achieve an expanded
awareness of context.

The classic precursor for this challenge to
definitions in art is Marcel Duchamp’s famous

Marcus Vitruvius Pollio

“Fountain” (a standard urinal, signed R. Mutt;
1917/1964), which when it was first shown in
the New York Independents Exhibiton forced
viewers to confront issues of categorical legiti-
macy. “The Fountain” was obviously not hand-
carved sculpture and did not reinforce the
showcase expectations of an art gallery; it
was, instead, the heretic act of selection and
placement of a manufactured object that shat-
tered the conventions of exhibition space. It
acquired its meaning from an inversion of situ-
ation. Applying this attitudinal game to archi-
tecture, the suggestion is that a building’s
presence in a landscape or an urban center
embodies a subliminal set of associations that
can be used to invert its meaning. In other
words, the conventional design criteria for site
planning and the archetypal identity of certain
categories of buildings can become the raw
material of inversion. The communicative .con-
tent of architecture is then based not on pure
sculptural form, but, rather, on its capacity to
absorb and transmit ideas by other means. The
exploration of these other means is one of the
main challenges for a new level of environmen-
tal thinking.

While the works of a number of the archi-
tects included in the present survey reflect cer-
tain aspects of this search for an expanded
environmental language, some designers’
capacity to embrace new conceptual territory
seems inhibited by the self-imposed restric-
tions of style, taste, and orthodox design ide-
ologies. Unfortunately this has been a habitual
constraint throughout the century, a limitation
which has thwarted architects’ access to alter-
native means of communication. The commit-
ment to expressive freedom and ground-
breaking innovation in the arts seems to have
excluded most architecture after the 1930s.
For whatever reason, once Modernist and Con-
structivist influences had supplanted the tradi-
tions of iconographic content, decorated sur-
faces, hand-crafted detail, and earth-centric
construction methods in favor of the imper-
sonal language of industrial production, there
seemed to be no hope of recovering these
humanizing elements. At the same time, archi-

215



Piazza d'ltalia
Charles Moore
New Orleans,
Louisiana, USA
1975-78

Public Service Building
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tecture became conceptually inert, locked into
formulaic guidelines for good and bad design,
and based on a rather limited kit of formal and
tactical premises. In contrast, the visual arts
have been a vigorous dialectical battleground
of abstraction versus realism, conceptualism
versus expressionism, and minimalism versus
maximalism. With the exception of certain con-
tributors to radical architecture in the 1970s
and Venturi's advocacy of an imagery drawn
from “the everyday world, vulgar and disdain-
ed,” the dominant stylistic commitments in
the building arts have remained depressingly
consistent. Most architects have strenuously

resisted any potentially threatening assaults on
their beliefs, continuing to describe design val-
ues in such constipated terms as “rigorous,”
“disciplined” and “formally consistent,” while
the built manifestations of this orthodoxy
have been glacial and uncommunicative. There
is an insular and coded litany of theoretical
premises, materials choices, compositional
mannerisms, and formalist conventions that
determine an architect’s ‘in or out' status in the
mainstream today. The building arts seem to
be in desperate need of a critical voice with a
Duchampian sensibility — an iconoclastic figure
who, like Duchamp, could describe his own
guestioning process as "l taught myself to con-
tradict myself in order to avoid conforming to
my own taste.”

The most blatant evidence of this conser-
vative drift in the architecture of the 1990s is
the ascendancy of the art museum as a pre-
eminent cultural icon. It has replaced the reli-
gious edifice, public park, and civic center as
the most coveted category of architectural
commission. As a design challenge, its pur-
poses represent the polar opposite of an inclu-
sionist sensibility. The art museum is hermetic,
elitist, accessible only by paid admission,
obscenely expensive to build, and its primary
mission is to isolate art objects from public
life. Also, while architects pursue museum jobs
with an unprecedented fervor, rarely do the
sponsors of art institutions demonstrate even
a shred of environmental conscience. The
pattern of recent museum construction some-
times seemed to be an administrative decision
to resist anything even remotely earth-friendly.
Oddly, these indulgences appear to be increas-
ing in proportion to a curatorial preference to
maintain the primacy of the traditional art
showcase.

The economically audacious and
resource-wasteful tendencies of recent art
museums notwithstanding, this is not the main
point here. Their negative significance has
been to serve as the opposite of environmental
thinking; in fact, they are the optimum models
of object thinking. The art museum today is
an anachronism, primarily identified with the




growth of private art collections in the 19th
century, when the monarchies (as the principal
sponsors of civic works) began to collapse. As
aresult, its main purpose ever since has been
to function as a reinforcement of ego-centric
indulgences. When artists began to lose their
sources of public patronage, after the 1850s,
their work became more introspective, reflect-
ing a withdrawal into the privacy of the studio.
By the turn of the century, “private art” became
synonymous with “real art," and the exhibition
gallery replaced the public domain as the
showcase of choice. Even the identification of
what could be deemed “"avant-garde” was pred-
icated on challenges to the art museum con-
text (translating, naturally, into a consensus
acceptance of its protective sanctuary). No
matter how outrageous and iconoclastic the
manifestations of art, the main credential that
it was art in the first place has been dependent
on an institutional seal of approval, which has
also functioned as the qualifying barometer for
public acceptance. One courageous alternative
was offered by the environmental art move-
ment of the 1970s. With the exception of the
pioneering achievements of such museum-
resistant artists as Vito Acconci, Robert Smith-
son, Nancy Holt, Mary Miss, Christo and Jeanne-
Claude, Cordon Matta-Clark, Alice Aycock,
Richard Long, and a few others, the “object on
display” conventions have prevailed as a crite-
rion for the recognition and evaluation of

visual art.

Museum enthusiasts counter such criti-
cism by pointing out that the unprecedented
attendance in art institutions today is proof
of a valuable community function - although
clearly not from an environmental perspective.
In reality, museums seem to be a kind of cul-
turally enlightening alternative to the enclosed
shopping mall. Art is obviously deemed better
for people’s intellectual health than a glut of
chain stores. But, like the regional mall, the
museum has become big business, it is
designed to attract selective (meaning affluent)
customers, it encourages people to see art
works as commodities, and demonstrates an
absence of green awareness. To cite some

e

examples, institutions like the Soho branch

of the Guggenheim Museum, Metropolitan
Museum and Museum of Modern Art in New
York and the Louvre in Paris now include shop-
ping center-like museum stores to strengthen
their financial revenues (and probably, from

a sociological standpoint, to accommodate
people who do not visit museums on a regular
basis with multiplex attractions that help them
feel more at ease with art). Whatever the per-
ceived cultural and economic merits of the art
museum may be, as a conceptual and philo-
sophical statement it is the ultimate confirma-

tion of precious object celebration and a failure

to connect with the integrated systems and
multi-dimensional sense of purpose associated
with the Age of Ecology. As environmental
artist Vito Acconci appropriately observed in

a recent lecture: "A museum is a public space,

but only for those who choose to be a museum

public. A museum is a ‘simulated’ public space;
it is auto-directional and uni-functional,
whereas a ‘real’ public space is multi-direc-
tional and omni-functional. ... In order to go

to a museum, you have to be a museum-goer;
you go to the museum in order to continue to
be a museum-goer.”

The search for conceptually liberating
horizons in architecture — leading to the inclu-
sion and transformation of environmental con-
tent — would certainly have to start with a
questioning of architects’ insular ideologies
and xenophobic tendencies to resist new
ideas. The first of these questionable shibbo-
leths would have to be the assumption that

Fountain
Marcel Duchamp

Dimitris Daskalopoulos

Collection, Greece
1917/1964
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architecture is an obligatory orchestration of
massive sculptural volumes. Obviously any
building is a composition of physical elements,
but this does not have to be seen as an inter-
pretive bias. More often than not, Industrial
Age design conventions fail to address issues
of human scale and the pedestrians' psycho-
logical need for the reduction of large vertical
surfaces into a readable level of detail and
communicative content. Certainly the primary
lesson of medieval and Renaissance architec-
ture in Europe is the powerful artistic value of
light and shadow-capturing sculptural features
and iconographic legibility of buildings and
public spaces. The fundamental urban design
flaw of the 20th century was the tendency of
architects to assume that abstract formal exer-
cises, shrunken to table-top models — however
seductive as Lilliputian artifacts — would auto-
matically convert to a comprehensible scale
when actually built. The relentless bleakness
and oppressive gigantism of the contemporary
cityscape is ample testimony to these mis-
guided indulgences. In contrast, the profusion
of evocative subject matter associated with
nature, its comfortable scale relationships

to the human body, the complexity of its
structure, and the science of describing its
processes offers a vast reservoir of ideas and
imagery for infusing architecture with a more
relevant visual content.

Taking a further look at the question of
table-top design — especially now that it is rein-
forced by computer-aided technology — opens
up architecture to an aesthetically revealing
evaluation that might be described as “the
pedestal test.” This means of critique has
multiple functions. It confronts that endless
20th-century debate concerning the differ-
ences between “art” and “design” and helps to
sort out “object” versus “contextual” sensibili-
ties when applied to buildings. The pedestal
test confirms that works by certain architects
with strong sculptural characteristics — Le
Corbusier, for example - can be equally im-
pressive as built structures and as models on a
base. On the other hand, this test also targets
buildings for criticism which only look good as

table-top artifacts and others that are nothing
more than bad design at any scale. The exhibi-
tion base points out the fact that a great deal
of current architecture is derived from Cubist
and Constructivist sculptural forms, which are
usually dismissed as stylistically old-fashioned
when analyzed from an art perspective, but
enthusiastically embraced by various contem-
porary architects as a source of cutting-edge
emancipation. The pedestal criterion proposes
that good buildings in model form — particu-
larly those with proclaimed environmental
ambitions - can be weeded out from the bad
examples, based on whether they look more
convincing installed on their intended sites,
or mounted on exhibition plinths.

The pedestal test can throw new light on
the “art versus design” debate. For example,
when applied to the seminal work of important
sculptors like Vladimir Tatlin, Julio Gonzales,
Constantin Brancusi, Alberto Giacometti, David
Smith, Richard Serra, Robert Smithson, and
Vito Acconci, a major aspect of their art can be
evaluated by the degree of innovation with, or
liberation from, the confines of the base. Par-
ticularly in the work of Smithson and Acconci,
their major objective was to free sculpture
from gallery restraints altogether and make it
conceptually environmental. It is important
here to focus on the fact that, unlike architec-
ture with its functional responsibilities and
subjugation to commerce, the notion of “use”
doesn’t exist in pure art; therefore its aesthetic
merits are based on how creatively the artist
has taken advantage of this implicit freedom.
Two fundamental standards for the apprecia-
tion of art are its effect on other art and the
absence of practical applications (although
political and religious propaganda might be
considered a certified function). Since the cen-
tral purpose of architecture is serviceable shel-
ter, its “art quality” is usually assessed in terms
of its degree of submission to - or escape from
- functional restraints. The pedestal test can
help expose buildings of questionable quality
and distinguish whether they are mediocre
sculptures or contextually insensitive objects -
or both.



. Relative to the exhibition of traditional
sculpture, obviously a Henry Moore bronze is
most appropriately viewed on a standard base.
Conversely, Robert Smithson's "Spiral Jetty" in’
Salt Lake City is an art work conceived as an
intrinsic part of its context and would be

1 absurdly awkward and meaningless, even in
maguette form, sitting on a pedestal. Return-
ing to the architectural model, Le Corbusier’s
Villa Savoie, for example, is a great structure

} as built in the French countryside, yet its sculp-
tural innovations are also persuasive when
reduced to miniature scale for exhibition in a
museum. On the other hand, Wright's “Falling
Water” in Bear Run, Pennsylvania, looks ridicu-
lous when separated from its heavily forested
environment (even when, as in the Museum of
Modern Art model, sections of the topography
and landscape have been faithfully simulated
for table-top viewing). In summary, the
pedestal test becomes a provocative (and usu-
ally reliable) source of assessment in distin-
guishing whether or not the aesthetic content
of a building is dependent on the inclusion of
contextual information, mutable phenomena in
nature, and social and psychological connec-
tions (referring to those “thoughts about
things that are implied to exist” discussed ear-
lier). It could be postulated that any artifact
which can be visually improved by being
presented on a pedestal simply reinforces its

s limited state of objectness. One exception,
already noted, would be Duchamp’s urinal
Fountain, where the viewer’s reflexive accep-
tance of art-on-a-base conventions were used
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to draw new meaning from an inversion of the
gallery context. In architecture, the pedestal
test seems to indicate that if a building looks
better as a model on a base, there is a good
chance it should probably stay there.

The questions raised by this critical
process open up a potentially fertile chapter
in the development of a new environmental
architecture. This challenge is conceptually
complex. It means continuing to offer the
essential standards of usefulness in buildings,
preserving the most familiar characteristics
of an archetypal imagery (as a way of main-
taining the communicative power of consensus
symbolism), embracing the concepts of inde-
terminacy and chance that dominate today’s
philosophical discourse, and still creating ar-
chitecture that qualifies as ecologically respon-
sible art. By abandoning the subliminal power
of recognition in buildings, the designer for-
feits an opportunity to play with subtle levels
of signification, commentary, and a layering
of meanings. These compelling goals in the
building arts are already being threatened by
a prevailing tendency toward facile shape-
making for its own sake (with the inevitable
intrusions these conceits impose on functional
space), and — as confirmation of pedestal test
usefulness — by the risk that all buildings may
end up looking more like regressive sculpture
than progressive architecture.

From the standpoint of developing a
new “pedestal-resistant” architectural imagery
based on connections to the environment, it is
clearly a question of seeking the opposite of a
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determinate technocentrism. In some ways
this unraveling of rhetorical assumptions in
design, by filtering them through our percep-
tions of chaos in nature, might be compared to
the investigations of deconstruction during the
1980s (meaning its contributions to literary
criticism, not the appropriation of Jacques Der-
rida’s theories as justification for a stylish neo-
Constructivist fragmentation in architecture).
In a broader context, deconstruction becomes
a useful model of critical methodology. It can
be seen as an inversion of language — or lan-
guage as the critigue of language - used for
questioning people’s habitual acceptance of
form, syntax, structure, and meaning in litera-
ture. It is a way of liberating the reader from
traditional structuralist formulas, interpretive
bias, and ritualized reading habits, which can
inhibit a deeper understanding of written and
verbal communications.

Inspired by new observations in physics,
which have increasingly abandoned an orderly
model of the universe for one conceived in dis-
order, Derrida has taken his cues from science
because it no longer depends on a traditional
center as its axiomatic point of departure for
theoretical ideas. Scientists and philosophers
have recognized that the human brain is
merely a fragment of infinite disorder (and a
rather crude instrument for speculations about
the complex phenomena of which it is made),

and have come to regard language as a rather
inadequate mechanism to search for any ulti-
mate revelations. Derrida took this situation to
mean that there is no absolute truth, and has
frequently returned to such dialecticians as
Hegel and Heidegger in order to read their
ideas in this revised context. In doing so it
became apparent that the ambiguities of lan-
guage matched those of philosophy and sci-
ence, thus requiring an entirely new system of
reading that might embrace the concept of uni-
versal chaos and its absent center. In pursuing
his objective — and to demonstrate that litera-
ture is just another manifestation of indetermi-
nacy - Derrida has proposed that life itselfis a
text and that there is no meaning outside of
this text.

The process of deconstruction usually
starts out with the premise that most literature
contains traditional narrative structure,
prompting a reflex response to certain uses of
language. What Derrida has called “archetexts”
form a pattern of operative meanings to be
deconstructed. It stands to reason that a simi-
lar methodology applied to architecture would
call for the identification of archetypes to serve
as the equivalent of archetexts. In the absence
of words as critical tools, a comparable means
of access would have to be substituted to
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uncover an equivalent level of deeper readings
in architecture. In dealing with buildings, this
language would most logically derive from
conventional component parts and standard
construction processes — or, in other words, a
set of archetypal objects, methods, and materi-
als that trigger associative meanings in the
viewer's mind.

For example, one classic demonstration
of this inversion process that could be seen as
relating to deconstruction in architecture is
Duchamp’s 1927 Rue Larrey Door in Paris. Sim-
ply described, the artist installed a conven-
tional wooden door at the corner of a room
where two adjacent entryways met at right
angles and provided access to the kitchen and
the toilet. The single door unit was hinged at a
point where it served both rooms. If the door
was closed on the bathroom, it was open to
the kitchen and, conversely, if it was closed on
the kitchen it was open to the bathroom. With
this delightfully perverse gesture, Duchamp
questioned the entire nature of “doorness,”
the way we unconsciously accept its practical
functions, and the word-versus-object relation-
ships of a commonplace architectural element.
The Rue Larrey Door was not conventionally
open or closed, since it was always simultane-
ously open and closed. By interpreting the
rhetorical notion of “use” as the subject matter
of art, Duchamp prophetically set the stage for

T putelliESE

a much more complex and interesting applica-
tion of deconstruction in architecture than its
appropriation as a rationale for certain 1990s |
revisionist versions of constructivist design. |
Unlike the cerebral and intangible quali-
ties of literature, where deconstruction repre-
sents a naturally fertile means of exploration,
the physical mass, cumbersome elements of
fabrication, and environmentally intrusive
handicaps of architecture appear resistant to
this kind of critical approach. On the other hand,
if applied to architecture and its relation to the
environment, deconstruction can be seen as
offering a way to incorporate the inconsisten-
cies and contradictions of nature as a language
of access in the search for new relationships
between buildings and their surroundings.
These “de-architecturizing” forces provide a
subversive tactical means to question the
methodical practices of construction technol-
ogy and their influence on choices of imagery.
This being said, most post-Structuralist
philosophy in architecture today is turning
away from references to deconstruction and
chaos theory, in favor of ideas that could be
considered more in concert with both the infor-
mation highway and the ecology movement.
One recent direction, referred to as “folding,” is
being described with such terms as “pliancy,”
“continuous and heterogeneous systems,"
“fluid transformations,” and “smooth mixtures



of disparate elements.” While much of this dia-
logue seems to suggest a renewed sympathy
for the organic architecture of Frank Lloyd
Wright, the actual manifestations in built and
model form (unlike Wright) tend to treat the
surrounding environment — especially land-
scape - as an alien territory, typically popu-
lated by random grids of lollipop trees bearing
little or no reference to the centerpiece build-
ing. Folding in architecture is generally charac-
terized by formal exercises in the use of
warped planar surfaces to alter conventional
relationships between exterior and interior.
Whatever its claims for “pliancy and fluidity,”
the folded building still remains a familiar her-
metic object based on abstract art principles
and can usually be photographed apart from
its context without a loss of meaning.

While some of the propositions of folding
in architecture appear to be in accord with
the new eco-sensibility, there is no real earth
awareness or intent to fuse structure with
context implied in its objectives. Also, there
are no references to even the most elementary
responsibilities of conservation technology
and sustainable design. Instead, like the appro-
priation of the word “deconstruction” as a cam-
ouflaged way of describing simple neo-con-
structivist design, the general interpretation of
folding seems to be just one more extension of
20th-century orthodox formalism. Its represen-
tative examples are still very much a part of
the notion that a building must always be
some form of abstract sculpture — in this case,
comparable to a kind of architectural origami.

One interesting linguistic contribution of
folding in architecture is an expansion of the
meaning of “information” to “in-formation,"
which implies a fusion of both the transmis-
sion of data and the developmental process of
shaping ideas. This thought leads directly to
the interpretation of architecture as a system
of “passages” (a design approach used in SITE’s
Qatar Museum of Islamic Arts). It is a concept
that links buildings, landscape, and elements
of social, contextual, and environmental com-
munication. Edifices designed on strictly for-
mal terms and then plunked down to await a

patch of peripheral vegetation tend to remain
static and insular. Buildings conceived as inte-
grations of structure and landscape create a
biomorphic ambiguity that encourages a dia-
logue between the inert and the mutable, the
technological and botanic, the architectural
and the topographical. It provides new levels
of communication by opening up a wealth of
connections to both the information and ecol-
ogy revolutions.

A potentially productive way of looking
at the integration of architecture and land-
scape relates to an observation about televi-
sion. The TV set in one's living room is seldom
regarded as anything more than a generic arti-
fact for receiving and disseminating electroni-
cally generated images. The TV viewer usually
does not even notice the physical receptacle as
an example of good or bad design, nor as an
important object of furniture (although it can
obviously be both). Instead, the significance of
the ubiquitous box is its capacity to process
information. By drawing an analogy to build-
ings and their relation to the environment, this
communications role suggests shifting the aes-
thetic focus of architecture from sculptural
object to its capacity to absorb and transmit
messages. This suggests that walls, instead of
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being seen mainly as barriers of enclosure or
compositional elements, can serve as informa-
tion-filtering membranes (or points of passage)
that fuse and dissolve traditional inside/out-
side relationships and incorporate narrative
commentary. There is nothing new about

the idea of walls delivering messages — all of
the historic churches and civic buildings of
medieval and Renaissance Europe were based
on this objective — but its radical appeal today
derives from an opposition to conventional
architectural geometry and a rich potential to
establish the fusion of buildings and environ-
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mental awareness as the raw material for a
new and relevant iconography.

The interpretation of passages is infi-
nitely variable and should not be considered as
any kind of design formula. Basically, the con-
cept proposes that walls and floor planes in a
building should be seen as fluid and contextu-
ally responsive elements, converting the mea-
sure of aesthetic quality in architecture from
formal design to how well a structure reflects
and engages various aspects of landscape,
regional identity, topography, and cultural ref-
erences. In most contemporary architecture
walls are viewed as vertical partitions, used
mainly to divide up interior space and define
the outside limitations of a floor plan. Walls
as passages can defy the plan and perform a
range of communicative and functional pur-
poses. These include: reaching out into sur-
rounding territories, veering off casually as
indeterminate ribbons of transition in space,
and functioning as monitors of changing atti-
tudes in environmental thinking.

In terms of architectural construction,
the concept of passages proposes that trees,
vegetation, water, and other combinations of
atmospheric and terrestrial elements should
be as much a part of the physical substance
of shelter as conventional building materials.
From an aesthetic standpoint, the objective
is to look at the fusion of structure and land-
scape as a kind of interactive dialogue visually
describing their mutual origins in nature. This
entire direction in design suggests the devel-
opment of new paradigms in the building arts,
based on ecological models.

There are also obstacles to this approach.
Since our society has no collectively shared
cosmology or religious associations with
nature - of the kind, for example, that built the
Celtic monuments of Wiltshire or rock-cut tem-
ples of Ajanta - designers of today’s environ-
ment cannot rely on any consensus iconogra-
phy for communication. The global awareness
of ecology has become a motivating sociologi-
cal and psychological force in the development
of a post-industrial version of C.G. Jung’s col-
lective unconscious.




Whereas the term “folding” in architecture
seems to suggest a design process of methodi-
cal, geometry-driven, formal strategies, the
notion of passages is intended to describe
an organic and informal set of connections
between buildings and landscape. For exam-
ple, this concept might take the form of a
series of informational walls that can be dis-
tributed randomly over a land parcel, allowing
roof structures and the surrounding context to
casually bridge and/or penetrate the separa-
tions between the vertical partitions. This sys-
tem creates great flexibility in the orientation
of sheltered spaces and can completely break
down the established definition of where archi-
tecture begins and landscape leaves off.

Some practical and conceptual problems
occur in trying to apply the theory of passages
to a standard formula for high-rise architec-
ture. When the cost of real estate becomes the
determining factor in ecological and aesthetic
decision-making, the vision of an office tower
as an example of “indeterminate and disparate
elements” or as the product of "an absorption
of its own context” is difficult to sell. On the
other hand, there is the possibility of interpret-
ing large urban structures as multiple tiers of
terraced gardens and as vegetated microcosms
of their regions. Taking cues from the Japanese
Zen notion of “borrowed scenery," tall struc-
tures can be seen as tableaux of other places,
or as contemporary equivalents of the Gardens
of Babylon. As a footnote to this issue of high-
rise buildings, there is a now a fundamental
question concerning their continued viability,
especially since skyscrapers are increasingly
conceded to be ecologically problematic as
a result of their unreasonable demands on
resources and questionable choices of con-
struction technology. In fact, environmental
protection laws in the future may ultimately
prohibit all high-rise development in favor
of low-height and clustered buildings, or of
mostly underground architecture, as land sur-
face becomes more precious and the need for
urban agriculture increases.

Hopefully, by using the idea of passages
as a critical tool and as a premise for revised

thinking about architectural enclosure itself,
this process will serve to reverse today’s anti-
ecological and unproductive conventions in the
building arts.

The Age of Ecology is a critical point
of transition and connection. It has arrived
for some architects like a plague on the con-
science, threatening their beliefs, stylistic
preferences, and habitual work methods. For
others, it has become the revolutionary and
resource-saving opportunity to develop a new
technology. For more contemplative architects,
it has been seen as the beginning of a deeper
awareness of the earth and a cause for re-
thinking the foundations of architecture by
blending art, philosophy, technology, and
nature’s integrated systems. While this third
group is potentially the most productive, the
challenges it faces are daunting. It means con-
fronting, questioning, and probably having to
ultimately embrace concepts that endanger
various institutional frameworks, not to men-
tion most things the building arts have been
about since the advent of the Industrial Revo-
lution..
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If we re-enact earth as living connectedness, then we are called to see our place (being placed)
in/on the earth in a transformed, enlarged way. We need, then, to re-inhabit our place. ...

To re-inhabit is to relearn dwelling.

Martin Heidegger

Talso know,’ said Candide, 'that we must go and work in the garden.’ ‘You are quite right,’ said
Pangloss. 'When man was placed in the Garden of Eden, he was put there to dress it and keep
it, to work, in fact; which proves that man was not born to an easy life.’

Voltaire

Most of the works by contemporary architects
presented in this overview of environmental
architecture would not be considered legiti-
mate examples of “true green” within the strict
definition of conservation technology today.
However, before the ecologically correct forces
begin attacking the art and philosophy focus
of this book, it must be emphasized that virtu-
ally no form of shelter constructed today (with
the exception of habitat built by a few remain-
ing aboriginal cultures) can be credited as
authentically green. Everything that technolog-
ically dependent societies assume is essential
for survival - including the remedial solutions
offered by the greenest of green architects -

is plugged into the same diminishing sources
of power. Every absorber plate and foil insula-
tor required to build a solar collector, every
chemical detergent used in a waste-compost-
ing plant, every ream of paper needed to spread
the ecological message, and every drop of jet
fuel consumed in transporting environmental-
ists to international conferences places an
additional drain on these sources. In the larger
picture, green architecture is still nothing more
than band-aid treatment where major surgery
is required. On the other hand, that "every little
bit counts” aphorism is still valid; but it does
need to be activated on all levels of human
enterprise. In architecture this includes chang-
ing the profession’s basic philosophical and
aesthetic values, as well as taking a merci-
lessly critical look at its technology, politics,
and economics. The primary message of this
book always goes back to that call for a more
profound commitment to the concept of inte-
grated systems.

In a majority of recent ecological build-
ings, green orthodoxy is measured primarily
by the degree of investment in energy-saving
systems, the durability of construction materi-
als, and the number of recycled products used
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in fabrication. The more obsessive supporters
of technological solutions disdain aesthetic
considerations as merely frivolous. In fact,
throughout the USA and Europe today there are
exclusive clubs composed of finger-wagging,
eco-moralist architects who, in spite of noble
intentions, have been excluded from this book
because their message is too shrill and the
artistic aspects of their work are too dismally
deficient. Dangerously (because it negatively
impacts on the green movement’s credibility),
environmental architecture has become a cam-
ouflage to justify the work of some vocifer-
ously righteous, but very bad, designers.

This tendency toward dogmatism repre-
sents a growing divisiveness among other cat-
egories of environmental advocacy as well. It is
a form of ecological factionalism that is based,
like most religious faiths, on tribal trust in
some ordained answer. This absolutist mental-
ity sees all other interpretations as insuffi-
ciently rigorous to merit the blessings of a pro-
prietary “Green God.” In their more extreme
versions, these divisive groups can be outright
messianic and confrontational. For example,
there is a lingering 1960s nostalgia wing com-
mitted to geodesic minimal-tech, agrarian
communes, and a slogan-weary political war
against the dreaded atrocities of an industrial
or military conspiracy. Rejecting such tactics
as antiquated, there are the eco-universal syn-
thesizers who envision salvation as a world-
wide network of equitably shared resources.
Unhappy with this emphasis on economics
over nature, the Gaia globalists believe the
earth itself is a living organism and that
humanity’s role is to function as a custodial
gardener. Disdainful of Gaia's arguable hypo-
theses, the radical deep ecologists propose
extreme cutbacks in high-tech living that could
return civilizations to foraging for food in the
wilderness — or, this failing, they would con-

cede the earth to the earthworm. Finding
deep ecology too pathological, there are the
eco-psychologists who believe that the real
doom is festering in people’s minds and we
will perish not from global warming, but from
earth-deprivation neurosis. Unwilling to be
persuaded by the vagaries of psychology,
there are the cutting-edge “techies” who look
at the whole environmental movement as
nothing more than a quest for better clean-up
machines, deeper waste dumps, and bigger
databases. And finally, critical of all the above
groups as cultural philistines, there is the aes-
thetically committed salvation-through-art
camp that sees the earth as a vast horticultural
Sistine Chapel, desperately in need of restora-
tion. Each of these alienated factions can be
found on one level or another in green archi-
tecture today. While all activist positions in
the environmental movement have much to
offer, there is only one reasonable mission - to
organize as a unified cause and condition all
response to fit nature’s model of connected-
ness.

The danger now is too much reliance on
those illusory visions of a technological salva-
tion, in the face of a vastly more complex
problem of psychological distress caused by
an alienation from nature and the lack of an
earth-centered philosophy. Rarely do the heal-
ing measures of environmental technology
address the metaphysical, phenomenological,
or symbolic dimensions that shape people’s
collective unconscious. In our high-tech world,
environmental commitments are mostly based
on repair, not cosmology — on salvage, not phi-
losophy. They represent neither a significant
change of priorities in consumer culture, nor
any new revelations about our connections to
the earth. When evaluating ecologically favor-
able actions in Western societies, we are forced
to see them as mainly defensive, curatorial,
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and expedient. They are also the reflection of
a fatalistic melancholy that Thomas Lovejoy
blames on the growing magnitude of global
warming. He observes: “| fail to see that there’s
any conclusion to draw from all of this other
than that there will be massive extinction no
matter what we do in the way of conservation.
Therefore, the only logical conclusion is to pre-
vent as much of the climate change as possi-
ble." This prospect of a collective sense of
hopelessness reinforces the view of major
segments in the scientific community that
warn of a very real doomsday in the not too
distant future. The specific villain in this final
scenario is still speculative — global drought,
massive crop failures, nuclear waste pollution,
atomic explosion, lethal viruses — but some
unprecedented catastrophic event is deemed
inevitable. Depending on the causes and
extent of this damage, humanity will either

resign itself to extinction or learn from the
experience and take constructive charge of
its own destiny through a heightened level of
union with nature. Science also suggests that,
psychologically, the magnitude of our tools
of destruction and the extreme measures of
change needed for survival may be too much
for people to mentally and physically accept. In
this respect, Martin Heidegger has proposed
that the potential for mass annihilation (like
atom bombs that can eliminate millions in a
second) has profoundly influenced the univer-
sal psyche and produced a phenomenon he
refers to as a “debased techne.” This is quite
different from a traditional technology-versus-
nature conflict, where environmental damage
is regarded as the unpleasant, but seemingly
reparable, result of collective negligence. Hei-
degger postulates that humanity has been
numbed into a mental state where technical
systems are no longer seen as manageable
tools; rather, they have attained the corrosive
effect of being perceived as beyond our con-
trol. From his philosophical perspective, when
technology reaches this dangerous stage, it
“lifts Mankind to a level where it confronts
problems with which technical thinking is not
prepared to cope.” It is a mental plateau of
temporality and resignation that psychically
forces people beyond a point of no return.

In a strange way this atmosphere of uni-
versal malaise may ultimately prove to be one
of the most influential forces in the develop-
ment of architectural imagery over the next
few decades. What form this will take is diffi-
cult to predict, but it is probably safe to specu-
late that some manifestation of what the Welsh
call “hiraeth” or “a longing for the land,” will
characterize the deeper psyche of all civiliza-
tions and translate into the messages express-
ed by their buildings and the way people relate
to the environment.

It would be misleading to end this discus-
sion of organic and biomorphic architecture in
the Age of Ecology by characterizing the uni-
versal mentality today as negative or depress-
ed. Actually, contrary to the fatalistic resigna-
tion expressed by Thomas Lovejoy and




the existential pessimism of Heidegger, the
building arts are presently experiencing a
resurgence of idealistic euphoria among young
designers and students. Conferences on green
technology, politics, aesthetics, and theory
abound these days, and the older generation
of designers is gradually being forced into the
recognition that major changes are at hand.
The climate seems anything but passive or
resigned; but the issue of whether there is suf-
ficient opportunity to embrace all this idealistic
fervor is another matter.

The question is always the same in archi-
tecture — just how much idealism can the field
support? To be prophetic has its price, and the
history books are filled with non-building mis-
sionaries and messiahs — Etienne Boullée, Anto-
nio Sant’Elia, Hugh Ferris, Frederick Kiesler,
lakov Chernikhov, John Hejduk, Peter Cook,
Cedric Price and such groups as Archigram,
Archizoom, and Superstudio - who pursued
their visions with great integrity, but rarely
constructed anything, The day-to-day survival
mechanisms of architecture still require the
designer to get up in the morning and make a
living. This usually means one of two choices:
resigning oneself to a teaching job in acade-
mia, or taking on the next available commis-
sion for some dreary commercial mall or
anonymous office tower. In the general portfo-
lio of job opportunities offered by conventional
business or civic clients, the issue of higher
aesthetic choices rarely even enters the pic-
ture, much less any sympathy for green initia-
tives (considered anathema in a world of short-
term profit motives). It is obvious that such
belligerent and commerce-driven attitudes col-
lide head-on with visionary architecture., Still,
there is plenty of hope for the architectural and
ecological visionary today, with excellent role
models for energetic perseverance and a suc-
cessful record of built projects to be found in
early Modernism - particularly in the work of
that ultimate idealist, Le Corbusier.

In 1923, when Le Corbusier heralded the
“new spirit” in architecture, technocentrism
seemed to be the only liberating response to
the perceived restraints imposed by nature.

After all, the seductive visual language and
new materials of industrial production, plus
the revolutionary ideas emerging in physics,
were the absolute antithesis of 19th-century
romanticism and methodological science.

Technology promised the most luminous possi-

bilities for the architect: an opportunity to
develop a new aesthetic sensibility directly
responsive to socialist ideals and Machine Age
inventions, plus a theoretical foundation with
which to rationalize this iconography as syn-
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onymous with people’s needs and architec-
ture’s functional responsibilities.

The scientist Francis Bacon set the stage
for the Modernist revolution by declaring that
scientific knowledge justifies a technological
supremacy over nature and, since Man is the
only species capable of exercising this option,
it must be ordained by God. After 1850, there
was no retreat from this position. The obvious
advantages of Bacon’s hypothesis for 20th-cen-
tury economic development gave his credo a
universal popularity, and one of its legacies
became architecture wedded to the industrial
dream. As long as the illusion of progress was
equated exclusively to technology and eco-
nomic growth, the shapes, volumes, and
spaces of Modernism retained their energeti-
cally relevant content. Today the reverse is
true. The Industrial Revolution is viewed by the
majority of environmentally sensitized people
on earth as the hereditary enemy of true
progress. It has violated its basic ethical
responsibility in what ecopsychologist Alan
Thein has defined as each generation’s obliga-
tion to "meet its needs without jeopardizing
the prospects for future generations to meet
their own needs."” As a result, most architec-
ture rooted in the industrial tradition could
now be regarded as hostile to the best inter-
ests of people in the year 2010. At the same
time the original fervor of the Machine Age
optimism has been reduced to anemic formal-
ism and academic theory. The focused ideal-
ism, the inspirational vision, the sense of
purpose, the urgency of content — all of the
qualities inherent in Le Corbusier’s “new spirit”
- are missing. In this stagnant climate there is
a great deal for the eco-visionary to accom-
plish. Like the progressive tasks that inspired
early Modernism, there is a job to be done and
a social, economic, and moral demand to give
it practical form and a convincing visibility.
This century’s technocentric architecture (not
taking into account its environmental deficien-
cies) has been successful because it was
always perceived as cheap, efficient, icono-
graphically appropriate, and responsive to
client demands. Green architecture will work

because it is cost effective, functional, aesthet-
ically challenging, and responsive to nature's
demands.

The pioneers of Modernism tended to
over-dramatize their objectives by an “architec-
ture will save the world” claim for their theo-
ries and manifestos. Le Corbusier, in particular,
spoke of the bottom-line choice of civilization
as being “architecture or revolution,” with the
implication that there was an inseparable bond
between morality and building. In the frame-
work of this dialectic, if the world did not
respond to his clarion call for a new socialist
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and industrial vision of the city, the heedless
ruling classes would be doomed by a rise of
the hostile masses demanding better housing
(which would, naturally, take the form of one
of Le Corbusier’s own designs). The 1920s and
1930s were heady decades, when such pas-
sionate fervor could express itself without hav-
ing to acknowledge ecological responsibility.
At that time ecology wasn't even a word in
common use. Today, anyone proclaiming salva-
tion through the building arts would be looked

upon as quaintly anachronistic. There is still a
dynamic architectural mission — in fact, the
greatest in human history - but the first qualifi-
cations for those designers addressing today’s
environmental challenges are humble reserve,
thoughtful research, and quiet philosophical
re-evaluation. The revolution is at hand, but its
objective is not just a question of responding
to the housing needs of disenfranchised com-
munities or proclaiming architectural salvation
through emotionally charged hyperbole.



Rather, the more inclusive task is to seek solu-
tions for human habitats in the face of persua-
sive predictions for an unavoidable revenge on
nature’s part.

Nature will correct. It always has its way
and, other than showing a certain tolerance for
temporary aberrations, allows nothing to get
out of control for too long. In the light of these
corrective powers, there is serious speculation
among ecologists that Homo sapiens may end
up being the shortest-lived species ever to
occupy earth — victims of its own suicidal mis-
conduct. On the more optimistic side, the sup-
porters of environmental reform and ecological
stewardship tend to speak of saving the earth
as though the planet were some kind of sickly
patient in a recovery ward that should be
restored to health for its own good. The earth
is hardly the patient and certainly does not
need saving. The only real beneficiary in any
conservation program is the human race itself.
From this perspective, the custodial role is just
a faintly disguised version of the same anthro-
pocentric premises lying at the core of all irre-
sponsible behavior in the first place. There is
no real sense of connectedness implied here,
only the usual game of environmental oppor-
tunism to see if our deluded species can some-
how trick nature into letting us conduct a guilt-
free perpetuation of business as usual.

The only way this condition of discon-
nectedness can begin to change - particularly
as related to architecture - is through a total
revision of philosophical grounding and a deep
commitment to regaining spiritual and psycho-
logical contact with nature. The consistent
thread of apology that has run throughout this
book is basically a reflection of doubt whether
any viable new state of eco-centrism can be
achieved in the face of so many conflicting
realities. The entrenched systems controlling
every aspect of human survival and its interac-
tion with the environment are such that escape
is virtually impossible without rejecting (or at
least radically modifying) most of the high-
energy demand conveniences associated with
food supply, disposable products, temperature
control, vehicular mobility, and communica-

tions technology. It is doubtful that any signifi-
cant trends toward reduced expectations are
imminent, unless, of course, that final Arma-
geddon prophesied by science actually takes
place and settles the score for eternity.

In the meantime, architecture still has
one of the most important conservation and
communication roles to play in any new eco-
logically responsible vision of the future. The
goals of buildings as examples of green policy
and as monitors of the collective psyche tend
to be compromised by architecture’s depen-
dence on the ponderous elements of construc-
tion technology. This physical presence alone
communicates the opposite of serving the
interests of nature, and most construction
materials derive from ecologically reprehensi-
ble means of manufacture. Avoiding psycho-
logical and symbolic content, architecture still
seems slavishly and inextricably committed to
celebrating the virtuosity of how edifices are
put together or how flamboyantly industrial
materials can be manipulated. The icono-
graphic significance, if any, is the antithesis
of eco-centrism.

A great part of the solution is technologi-
cal, but filtered through a study of the way
nature solves its own engineering problems

The Endless House
Frederick Kiesler
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and how resourcefully energy and materials
are converted to function. Two of the most
astute observers of natural phenomena in the
early 20th century were the great Catalan
architect, Antoni Gaudi, and of course Frank
Lloyd Wright. In both cases they studied how
plants grow, analyzed land surfaces, evaluated
seasonal change, researched geology, and
learned from the interconnected processes
through which nature achieves its miraculous
states of evolution and perpetuity. Judging
from their architecture, these observations
were not just a nostalgic admiration of natural
wonders or pragmatic analyses of ecological
engineering; rather, they watched, learned, and
created from the most subtle levels of earth-
centered cause and effect. It is well known
that Gaudi studied the intricate physiology of
leaves, flower stems, and tree trunks as mod-
els for the structural systems used in his build-

ings. Wright, for his part, contemplated soil
erosion, rock formations, and climatic influ-
ences as sources in determining the formal
orchestration of his architecture and the way
it established a dialogue with context. Both
Gaudi and Wright were already envisioning an
earth-centric future in the early 1900s; how-
ever, as a result of the more superficially
appealing and overshadowing illusions of a
Modernist-inspired technological utopia, very
few architects were listening to their prophetic
voices.

This book began with regrets concerning
the eclipse of Wright's ideas and the majority
of contemporary architects’ lack of involve-
ment with philosophical and conceptual ideas
related to the ecological revolution. A fre-
quently expressed conflict running through
these pages has been a sense of pessimism
concerning the options for changing a danger-




ous state of complacency, versus moments of
optimism inspired by evidence of a youthful
wave of ideas, inventions, and commitments.
Most texts of this kind are supposed to end
with exhilarating reassurances and grand
remedial plans. Because of its timing at the
turn of the millennium, this book is more
about guestions than answers. Its primary
message for architects in the Age of Ecology -
meaning those who want to understand this
era’s complex philosophical implications -
proposes asking all of the questions seldom
raised by the design disciplines throughout the
20th century.

The most disturbing of these questions
gnaw at the roots of cultural and theological
development since the birth of the world’s
dominant religions. For example, how are we
expected to evaluate and reconcile the envi-
ronmental success of so many pantheistic
ancient and aboriginal civilizations - when
each element of nature was identified by
its own divine spirit — versus the dominant
monotheism of today, where an all-embracing
(male) God is proclaimed in the human image,
and the destruction of the earth is viewed as a
privilege of Man’s sovereignty in the universe?
There is substantial evidence that a distribu-
tion of responsibility among multiple gods (of
both male and female gender) related to the
sun, rain, soil, rivers, crops, etc. has been a
more productive theological vision, both eco-
logically and agriculturally, than the despotic
ego-centrism associated with a single deity
and the myopic delusions of “nature for Man's
convenience.”

Another question, asked earlier in this
book, is why have 20th-century philosophy
and linguistic studies produced so few per-
suasive voices whose sources of signs and
symbols have been drawn from the natural
environment? Instead, the majority of leading
theoreticians have scavenged through the
cacophony of pop billboards, the fetishes of
fast-food psychology, and the digitalized ritu-
als of consumer culture (actually, the shallow-
est elements of “surface structure”) that block
access to nature, while ignoring the richness of

earth-centered symbolism lying behind this Living with
junk-world detritus. Where, one asks, are the L’;c"’“l’“'e'
theoreticians and interpreters of an evolving 1990’

eco-language? Where is the Baudrillard, Lacan,
Foucault, Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, de Saussure, or
Lyotard of a new “terrestrial signification?”

A third issue, directly connected to archi-
tecture in the Age of Information, involves the
bothersome question of why the most sophis-
ticated mechanisms of the cybernetic revolu-
tion — notably, computer-aided-design - are
used primarily to describe buildings stylisti-
cally rooted in the early Machine Age. Why,
instead, is the entire phenomenon of electronic
communications not utilized as the inspira-
tional resource for a new visual language? Part
of the answer is obviously that 1920s Russian
Constructivist architects did not have the lux-
ury of software to articulate their complex for-
mal innovations, so designers today feel some-
how obligated to finish the job. Unlike the
early Constructivists (whose work remained
mostly unrealizable for the lack of computer-
ized calculations and advanced construction
technology), today’s CAD-equipped architects
can easily describe and erect the most exotic
configurations. Still, it seems oddly regressive
to resurrect ideas from the 1920s simply
because they can be built in the new century.
And finally, why have so few architects made
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the obvious conceptual and aesthetic connec-
tions between the integrated systems of the
Internet and their ecological parallels in nature?
These questions point to the need for
developing a visionary "eco-digital” iconogra-
phy in architecture. By incorporating ideas
from both informational and ecological sources,
architects provide an opportunity to develop
an imagery that echoes the mutable and evolu-
tionary changes found in nature and the fluid
and interactive flow of data through electronic
communications. In spirit, this seems to indi-
cate something more like trying to capture
the intangibility of the wind passing through
the trees than expressing the cumbersome
mechanics of construction technology. It
seems more like the quest for an invisible or
virtual architecture, as opposed to celebrating
the weight and density of industrial materials.
But there are also dangers in looking at
architecture as an extension of virtual reality.
Given the tendency of almost all technology in
this century to isolate people in a “replacement
for nature” context, then how are the interests
of joining humanity with the environment
served by the remoteness of computer com-
munications? One supportive argument pro-
poses that the capacity to bring an instanta-
neous ecological message to the global
community has never existed before and must
be allowed time to demonstrate its unique
educational outreach. The opposition retorts
that a perpetual isolation in front of screens all
day - no matter how altruistic the messages
being transmitted — represents the ultimate
form of detachment from the environment and
merely compounds people’s alienation and
their ever-increasing state of nature depriva-
tion. These critics claim that electronic solitude
is nothing more than a form of cyberspace
pathology, where our species has managed to
create an illusory and dangerously withdrawn
digital incubator as a replacement for reality.
The conflicts inherent in these questions
appear to have no resolution immediately at
hand. The entire fabrication we think of as our
“reality” must, in the final analysis, be re-evalu-
ated from the standpoint of a return to nature
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(some optimistic observers say we never left it,
but that issue is up for debate). The ultimate
enigma remains: is it too late, and does nature
even want us back? Providing we could return
- burdened with our warped perspectives of
the planet - could we accept the qualifications
for reunion and would we be prepared for the
necessary sacrifices? Scientifically, the human
race has never had a greater understanding
about the functions and preservation of the
environment than today. At the same time,
without the world community’s unified social
and psychological grasp of the inestimable
value of water, air, land, and atmosphere, this
knowledge is not enough to assure survival.
Without radical changes in economic and polit-
ical priorities over the next two decades, the
predictions of those ominous doomsayers
may come true. Our species will decline and
disappear - all of the noble ecological inten-
tions and conservationist databases notwith-
standing. The final challenge is not so much
trying to understand nature, but re-learning
how to intuitively, organically, and cosmologi-
cally live on its terms.

In nature, all things can be seen as a
confusion of “seeming” and “becoming.” Itis a
context where every assumption can become
its own question, every evidence of a pattern
can be a misleading illusion, and every attempt
to impose human-initiated order can backfire
as a higher level of disorder. At the same time
nature demonstrates a rigorous, if incompre-
hensible, structure and symmetry, where
violations of the rules are severely punished.
There appear to be some practical and custo-
dial levels of cooperation with the environment
that can encourage its favorable response;
however, in the formation of a relevant, ecol-
ogy-based, architectural iconography, the chal-
lenges are definitely rooted in the most com-
plex areas of conceptual gymnastics and the
search for ways to relate aesthetic experience
to conditions of indeterminacy and chance. But
even the notion of chaos is rooted in man’s
perception that somewhere there must be
order — a perception that is part of an illusion
imposed by our human limits of reason. "Let



us beware of saying there are laws in nature,”
Friedrich Nietzsche has observed. “There are
only necessities: there is no one in command,
no one to obey, no one to transgress. When
you realize there are no goals or objectives,
then you realize, too, that there is no chance:
for only in a world of objectives does the word
‘chance’ have any meaning.”

Nature is primal, metamorphic, and end-
lessly ambiguous. It is rich in associations and
the one totally universal source of ideas and
symbolism in the arts. It is a genesis of com-
municative content that strips away redundan-
cies and constantly reveals new information.
Through its infinite complexity, nature is an

instructive and inspirational influence that

can expand the aesthetic horizons of the build-
ing arts and confirm the inalienable right of
humanity to try to salvage a place on this
planet before its too late. The mission now in
architecture, as in all human endeavor, is to
recover those fragile threads of connectedness
with nature that have been lost for most of
this century. The key to a truly sustainable art
of architecture for the new millennium will
depend on the creation of bridges that unite
conservation technology with an earth-centric
philosophy and the capacity of designers to
transform these integrated forces into a new
visual language.
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What makes a “green” house? Are ecological materials and
solar panels on roof tops the enly signs of an environmental
architecture? Or were the designs of Antoni Gaudi and Frank
Lloyd Wright even “greener” than the buildings of most
contemporary architects, whose energy-efficient houses do
not differ visibly from traditional modernist architecture?

In his book, James Wines discusses the various — and often
irreconcilable — concepts of ecological architecture, and
pleads for a design that not only calls for technological
solutions but also longs to reconcile man and nature by
aesthetic means.
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of environmental architecture: organically and technologi-
cally orientated buildings as well as integrative buildings
that are rooted in landscapes or urban contexts, designed
by 38 prominent architects including Emilio Ambasz, Nigel
Coates, Charles Jencks, Jean Nouvel, Renzo Piano, and
Antoine Predock.
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