Now the veil has been lifted
Jfrom around this intriguing
figure, thanks to the first book
on Morgan.... This strikingly
handsome book is illustrated
_The

with rare period photo;

Sara Holmes Boutelle's long-
awaited biography. JULIA
MORGAN: ARCHITECT, is the

first full-length study of this great
Californian. We' re lucky o have
... The book is packed with

C Y
color images by San Francisco
photographer Richard Barnes
make it @ magnificent introduc-
tion to the work of @ major
California architect.

—The Oakland Tribune

. some of it new, and
the rest hardly known, except 1o

scholars.
illustrated by Richard Barnes'
postcard-perfect color photo-
graphs.
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DIALOGUE:
JOHN WHITEMAN

John Whiteman is the new director of the SOM
Foundation’s Chicago Institute for Architecture and
Urbanism. Born in Manchester, England. in 1954, he
attended Cambridge, Bristol, and Harvard universites.

Asan

in architecture will gather and try oul (helr

you find that they ran their offices and their

ideas. Since it is outside both
and the corporation, it becomes peripheral
almost by definition.

DBR: How much autonomy do you have?

lives asa urse of inquiry: Le
Corbusier painting every moming, or Al-
var Aalto using painting as a form of re-
search. The type of research I mean is what
Aalto was actually doing when he made

IW:1
the programs I run. Thennlythmglhaveln
dois report iceayear. Inone

architect, he was active in community design projects
in several countries, including a project in London's
East End called “The Planning Bus.” The Chicago
Institute is located in the recently renovated Chamley
House, where it will host several rescarch fellows for
limited terms. DBR interviewed Whiteman in Apri in
Chicago.

DBR: Youwere pre-
ceded as director by
Leon Krier, who
lasted only a short
time. What will you
do differently?

JW: The institute is
currently a vacuum,
and it needs to be run with the idea of
architectural research rather than architec-

compared to the Brookings Institute as an
ambmon 1 find that incorrect because
Iready has akind of

sense, you might look at the institute as an
exercise in widening the franchise and the
debate, bringing in new voices.

DBR: Can you give some examples of what
you are planning?

JW: 1am going to set up a series of fellow-
ships, mainly for those individuals, whether
in practice or on the fringes of the univer-
sity, who are on the brink of doing some-
thing and have a project they want to bring
to Chicago to complete. The project can be
written, drawn, or constructed. The first
fellowships will be given this fall. There
will be three or four junior fellows, in their
thirties, and one or two senior fellows. The
institute will put together an archive of
materials and discussions produced here
and also of the work of people that we
decide to exhibit. There will be very small,
ad hoc exhibits, perhaps one project at a

from which it can make statements. True, it
is based on research, but one of its major
functions is to make about the

time. Our will simply display

what we have done—and reflect the two

Kinds of activity I hope to sustain: drawings
: @ i

way economic policy should or should not
be done. There is no possibility of having
that kind of institute for architecture where
you could do the proper amount of social or
artistic research to be able to say whatis the
right thing to be done.

DBR: The Chicago Institute has models,
though, like the Institute for Architecture
and Urban Studies, which created a cul-
tural spearhead that seceded from official

icarchitecture top) som
of the most original andvital discussions in

the field.

JW:Ithink that our institute in Chicago will
always be seen in that shadow, and that is
not necessarily abad thing. It will be a place
where a new generation of people working

Y
theory.

DBR What will you get out of all this?
IW: Tnitially, T will be swamped with or-

his prob-
lems to another medium, working on it in
paint, and linking it back to architectural
drawing. The university finds it difficult to
give credence to an activity which would
call itself a form of reason, but is not rule-
bound and repetitious in the sense of being
5 e

though, i whaty,

that painting or by that building you can
only know in that medium. Itis an intensive
form of knowledge, as opposed to one that
is extensive (“if I can't repeat it, it is not
knowledge"). A work of art does not func-
tion like that—it is intensive. To misuse
Wittgenstein's phrase, it is knowledge “in
the case of one.”

DBR: That seems diametrically opposed to
SOM's interest in making buildings that
can be done anywhere at any time.

JW: That is probably true, and the same
could be said about Mies van der Rohe.
‘When you go to his buildings, though, you
realize that they are individually con-
ceived—they never quite repeat, although
outwardly they look very similar. The curi-
ous thing about SOM’s history is their
lifting some of Mies’s technology, ideas,
and principles and missing a rather vital
point, which is that when Mies finally put
abuildingdown, that’s whereitis. Itcouldn’t

tasks, but I y plan to
stick by a fairly monastic schedule that will
allow me to do my own writing and draw-
ing. Paradoxically, I find the university to

be anywhere else b he has done very
subtle things with dimensions, the place-
ments of window mullions, or the orienta-
tion of interior and urban spaoes I've al-

be an place for
research. The university has never been
able to take the arts seriously as a form of
sense-making, of cultural activity and pro-
duction. It ties itself to a definition of ra-
tionalism that I find too narrow. Architec-
tural research is much more difficult in
practice, obviously, because the seductions
of architecture are on the business side.
Yet, if you look at the architects you like,

ways k by the i his
buildings rather than their generality, so I
find it ironic that SOM has for the most part
produced generalized buildings. There are
exceptions. Inland Steel, for example, is a
remarkably American, specifically Chica-
goan building, and very successful. But
much of SOM’s work flounders on the
distinction between administrative tech-
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and others that require knowledge of a
‘more singular and intensive form.

DBR: SOM succeeded in applying the cor-
porate model to the architect’s office, and
this similarity to their clients perhaps ex-
plains their tremendous success. Is that
model of organization now in crisis? In
setting up the institute, are they saying that
they've missed something?

JW: The institute does not exist solely for
SOM—that is the open and devlared policy
of Bruce Graham, who set it up. It really
doesn’t exist as a child of the firm, and if it
tumns out to behave like that, I would regard
it as a gross failure. SOM’s royalties from
designed works, chairs and things like that,
g0 to the foundation, and much of the
current funding comes from that. We will

tute will not have to rely on a single source.
This will take several years.

DBR: Inthe past you' ve been involved with
projects that have promoted the politiciza-
tion process. Do you think this political
approach will thrive in Chicago?

JW: The way the question is often posed—
“can architecture actually perform any re-
formistor revolutionary activity?"—seems

tecture really is, and to produce descrip-
tions and perhaps a few examples of that
difficulty. I want to make the work of good
architects more difficult, and yet to make
that difficulty the locus of their: ion. [

material quantities into money and back
again. No form of reference between the
material artifact and the money is neces-
sary, so, logically speaking, there is no

want to find a form of persuasion that says
“this is the task of architecture,” and urges
architects to work on their intuitions by
locating them in difficulties.

Contrast that with the sixties belief that
architecture could achieve some reform by
‘making its social tasks clear: “If we can ask
the right sociological questions, we can
come up with the right architectural draw-
ings to fit them.” Although 1 am sympa-
thetic to its political and social ambitions,
that conception of the architectural task

of the theory that gave rise to them—illus-
trations, not buildings. The thoughts that
are guiding the design are not rooted in
material practice. It collapses the project
that is actually the most interesting for any
radical intelligence in architecture at the
moment: how to deal with the material of
architecture.

Architects will always be in the grip of
power. The question is how the power is
distributed and what one can do in its grip.
How can you produce a form of intelli-
gence that deals on the one hand with the
extreme di ies of making material

dinaway
tectural history. The way that architecture
transforms  sensibilities, if it transforms
them, is by becoming a small locus of anew
way of feeling. 1 don’t think that anybody
canprovide the necessary defenses. Archi-
tecture can be appropriated by the bour-
geoisie, as in the U.S,, or just allowed to
spread and produce a new kind of sensibil-
ity. In my view, architecture can never
produce reform, but it can introduce more
equal and just sensibilities into the world,
and will do so in very localized and rather
painful instances. These instances give rise
to others that are then appropriated or bred
into a new style to be copied by the bour-

forms, and on the other with a form of
morality that surrounds architecture and
allows it to operate in the grip of power?
When I talk about difficulties, I don’t mean
that we can consciously choose to be good
guys or bad—that doesn’t happen. The
question is whether, while in the grip of
power, we can make a building according
to “their” expectations, but then do some-
thing different. One way I like to read
buildings is to see that they are hostage to
and yet at the same time not limited by the
power that beckons them into being.

Why is it that money needs to build a
building that almost illustrates its own fi-
nancial This is one of the dif-

geoisie. is entirely
to that process, and that is the most realistic
thing we could hope for it.

My grandest hopes for the institute are to

archi-

)

ficulties behind the office building, for
example. Yet, as a philosophical device,
money is actually a substitute, a thing
through which value transmutes itself from

reason why
financial power that gave rise to it. Within
the business community, however, there is
adesire “10 see what you get"—very much
like Weber's protestants’ and capitalists™
desire to see their own virtue reflected.
Still, it is not a necessary condition, al-
though nothing seems less obvious now in
a world that has surrendered itself to those
kinds of desires, the fantasies of capital.

As to whether architecture is a response
to people’s needs, my fears are about the
difficulty of describing them, and of pro-
ducing forms that are capable rather than
responsive. We cannot produce a socio-
logical description of needs and then know
‘what to build. The idea that this might be
possible is itself quite an astonishing ambi-
tion. I think the architectural task is in some
ways both simpler and more difficult: sim-
pler in that there is no need to undertake
such a grand description, to search end-
lessly for the right formula; more difficult
in that it is extremely hard to recognize
when an art form has actually settled on an
abstract form of experience that is worth
having. We use the tight argument of satis-
fying needs to excuse ourselves from this
difficulty, to avoid dealing with the rela-
tionship of buildings and bodies, for ex-
ample, or with the way that buildings con-
struct human experience.

On the other hand, there is the denying
of social response. Architecture, it is ar-
gued, because of its duration beyond ideo-
logical systems, becomes an ideological

I'm not convinced of that. This strikes me
as the extreme opposite of the functionalist
goal of having adescription of human needs
to which the building must be completely
accountable. It is much more difficult to
negate both of these positions and form
some understanding of the very fragile re-
lationship between buildings and people—
a relationship which is quite intimate, yet
perpetuating and consolidating over time.

Aldo Rossi’s acolytes in Italy, who ob-
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H
now houses the Chicago Institute.

viously don't him, mak

Lioyd Wright

geous statements like, “There is no inven-
tion necessary,” and giggle when you try to
deal with the relationship of buildings and

currently with the city of Chi-
cago 1o get hold of peripheral spaces in the
city for experimental structures. [ am inter-
ﬁledmllwnmmnofmhnmﬁmntme

EUi"K i because
it is more direct. It allows us to be more
DBR: Might thi: i li
in a pretty closed circle? I could see you
being attacked for elitism.

JW: Whether the institute will be accused
of elitism will have to do with whether it
can produce anything that seriously affects
the culture. The fact that it is going to be a
small, select group of people is not neces-
sarily an indictment of its activities. It is
actually necessary to pull together people
who are already out of certain issues and

whocan and

are cliquish or clubbish. I'm Ioohng for
people who are at least willing to entertain

people. But buildings do partici in the other. One way a
construction of ordinary experience. The  the problems of the 1960s sociological
their i targely iptions s their inabili i

based on a logic that has been excluded
ﬁmnmeumvezsnyhmmenlmkuhn

inability
tectural sense. The difficulty of translating
between words and buildings was never
admitted. A ight be true in the

you say “I know what I'm doing.”

Most art forms work indirectly—they
take issue with the dominant senses that are
around them. This is different from the
positions argued by Rossi and also by his
enemies, the naive i Both the

realm of words, but translating it into a
building is another matter. The biggest
problem I find in the production of archi-
tectural theory is exactly this: what is the
mlmonshlp between words and forms in

construction of architecture and the living
ofitis akind of performance. It is clear that
Rossi understands this when you see him
dealing with the theatrical metaphor. It
doesn’t appear much in his writing, but itis
certainly something he draws about: the
idea that architecture contains a theatrical

sense? Particularly in the
schools, this problem has gone unexplored.

DBR: Who will come to the institute?

IW: We start a fellowship by correspon-
dence. They write to me. I write back, and
we keep writing to each other until we are
bmhhawyth.hllnsub)eclmlurmdm

‘metaphor,. y
as a political entity.

DBR: How might this sensibility affect the
institute?

Iw: Thepnmrplcsbywhnchlwmxmmn
the institute will be the and

Tam wuhbo!hlheu’

insti and

more especially with their interests as indi-
viduals. We want the time spent at the
institute to be very ive for the

10 translate between architecture and what
they know in their own discipline. Given
that criterion, the institute is bound to at-
tract only a small number of people. I don’t
find a problem in that. It would be a prob-
lem only if T couldn’t explain the basis of
each choice, and then validate it in terms of
the work produced.

DBR: Doesn't this put you in the position of
i hildren?

afather

JW: No, and I find that description repug-
nant because it implies a kind of control
over development and moralistic positions
that I find difficult to defend. The director
has some power in choices, undoubtedly,
but if the daily life of discussions and pro-
duction at the institute is in some way
hostage to what I think, I would regard
‘myself as having failed. Nor would most of
the people coming here take kindly to
something that was structured like that.
Theds

mdwuhul andnmtsamenmegoodfu

testing of architectural propositions. I am

ion of the This
mv:ewplwessulmunnhamnm

power of choice, with a little money behind
it. How that power is exercised is the real
issue.
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