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Worksheet 6: Discernment and Evaluation, part IIA

This worksheet continues the study of critical assessment

Preparation: (As assigned in part I:) Write a 300-600 word statement about ethics or beauty in the work of some architect discussed in Steele’s Ecological Architecture, using the mixture of description and evaluation modeled in the Houston excerpt from part I.

Quiz Question:  Which materials are most strongly associated with the work of (a) Hassan Fathy, (b) Le Corbusier, (c) Norman Foster?


[image: image1]
Concurrent reading: None

Due date (optional writing): Tuesday, October 17.

Elements of this worksheet: observation activity / critical writing

The last worksheet on evaluation began with the following:

§ Architecture, and design more generally, has to be about good and bad—or good and not so good, if you prefer. When one proposes a design, one is saying, “This would be good to do.” That claim is an inescapable part of the work. (Imagine calling the person you are designing for, and saying, “I have a really bad design to show you.”)

.

.

§ So there need to be ways of talking about the goodness (or not) of designs.

.

.

§ Luckily, you don’t need The Best. You just need one which works well for you. That is, one which helps you coworkers, clients, supporters, and audience see your designs as good ones. 

§ Building up such a way of talking about your work is one of our goals for each student in this program. 

This worksheet asks you to talk (in writing) about work, but not yet your own.

1. Observation: Take 15 minutes to walk through the Seminar II building, considering it as a work of ecological architecture. Take notes and make sketches as desired.

II. A Quick Evaluation: Take the next 15 minutes to write up your notes and organize your sketches into a coherent
 statement about Seminar II as a work of ecological architecture. 

Worksheet 6: Discernment and Evaluation, part IIB 

III. A Frame for Responding to Work: (15-20 minutes) Now set aside your notes and writing and try the following four steps:  (1) Make a quick list of all the physical features of the building you specifically remember. This step is called “pointing”: imagine you have to point to the feature you list.

(2) Write down what seems to you the main idea, feeling or “center of gravity” of the building. (This is called “summarizing.” People sometimes think this is all that responding to work is about, but it is only one part.)

(3) Write down what occurred within you as you walked round the building. What is the internal story of you experiencing the building? (This is “telling.”)

(4) Last, describe your response(s) to the building in metaphor (e.g. in hearing the voice of the building speak to you, or visualizing it as a vegetable, or whatever other metaphors come strongly to you). This step, called “showing,” is about bringing partly articulate responses to the surface—so you don’t need to justify or explain your metaphor(s). It(they) just have to feel true to you.

IV. Discussion (20 minutes)

V. Additional Perspective: Read the following article about Seminar II, written for Architectural Record, the major professional news, reviews, and commentary magazine for U.S. architects. Note the descriptive and evaluative points this author chose to include, and then walk round the building again. Notice any differences (new things you see, things you see differently, etc.) from your first go-round.

MAHLUM ARCHITECTS DESIGNS FIVE LINKED STRUCTURES THAT FORM AN INTIMATE LEARNING COMMUNITY AND PRESERVE A FORESTED SETTING. [[by John Pastier; Architectural Record, August 2005.  The original included good-sized color photos of the building; we have included the photo captions.]]

While not the newest campus in Washington's public higher-education system, The Evergreen State College is still the state's most experimental and unconventional one. The school offers intriguing multidisciplinary courses, subject concentrations rather than academic majors, and personalized evaluations in lieu of letter grades. Environmental advocacy and social responsibility lie at the core of many of its programs. Founded in 1971 and sited in a secluded, forested setting near Olympia, the school's concrete Brutalist buildings, typical of college architecture of the era, were built before Evergreen's identity was clearly defined. The Seminar II Building, designed by Seattle's Mahlum Architects, is the first major new structure on campus in 33 years and the first to properly reflect and serve its academic program.

Program:The university wanted a multifunctional building on an infill site southeast of the library and the main campus plaza, known affectionately as "Red Square." The building's program was ambitious, encompassing lecture halls, classrooms, seminar rooms, faculty and administrative offices, informal breakout spaces, outdoor teaching areas, labs, studios, and a cafe. School officials mandated that the structure be both flexible and sustainable, incorporating daylighting and natural ventilation and preserving the natural setting.

Solution: Mahlum Architects accommodated the complex program in five linked, nearly identical, semi-independent buildings, or academic clusters, totaling 168,000 square feet. Three of the clusters reflect the main campus grid, whereas two are aligned with the compass to offer views of the site and capture daylight.

To a large extent, the arrangement of spaces within each cluster is simply the program's bubble diagram stacked vertically. Lecture halls, workshop areas, outdoor classrooms, and breakout spaces occupy the ground levels; the upper floors contain offices, green roofs, and a variety of teaching spaces, studios, labs, and formal and informal gathering areas. Open central shafts line one side of the main corridor of each cluster, providing natural light and ventilation and establishing visual links among different floors and programs.

The buildings take a rigorously orthogonal form, with nary a whimsical angle, curve, or gestural arc. Cast-in-place concrete dominates the exterior and interior material palette. Outside, the concrete is softened in places by windows, stairwells enclosed in channel glass, metal light shelves and brise-soleils, and warm-toned composite-wood panels. Inside, the architects added warmth and texture by using cork and carpeted floors in classrooms and offices, along with alder-wood accents on doors, trim, and ceilings.

The designers achieved sustainability through several means. The green roofs on each cluster, and an on-site detention pond, absorb most runoff. Eighty percent of the building is naturally ventilated, and occupied spaces have access to natural light via operable windows. Vertical and horizontal sunshades prevent heat gain during warmer months, while the concrete mass of the building also acts as a heat sink to keep things cool inside. Robert Murase's landscaping, which relies on native plantings, requires no irrigation.

Commentary: Seminar II epitomizes Evergreen State's esprit de corps better than any other building on the campus, and the school community has embraced it. Rob Knapp, a physics professor who helped administer the project, says, "The teaching spaces are inviting and pleasant, and they help retain the students' attention. The big surprise was how beautiful it is. We didn't expect the beauty of the proportions, materials, and spaces, treated with such care. We've managed to get a building with lots of poetry in it."

The poetry is undeniable, but often subtle and spare. Seminar II is like a gifted but strict teacher--an asset to the school community, but sometimes lacking in warmth. Some touches of applied color inside, or even a bit of ivy on the exterior, would help. This proudly Cartesian building cluster is a rigorous and tough-minded design exercise, but it delivers the goods. It's an apt metaphor for academic seriousness, which will help dispel a common perception among outsiders that Evergreen State is a "touchy-feely" school.

PHOTO (COLOR): Seminar II's five linked structure are arranged in a finger-like plan to preserve the site (photo, right, and plan, opposite). Generous expanses of windows and channel glass break down the orthogonal masses of concrete (below).

PHOTO (COLOR): A system of open walkways, stairs, and bridges link the five structures (opposite), and outdoor classrooms and gathering areas feature a landscape design of native species. Accents of alder wood help to soften the interior spaces (right). Students and faculty enjoy abundant natural light and outdoor views from inside, even from classrooms (below).

And for supplement or contrast, here is a Critique of the UC Santa Cruz Music Building    [[www.theory.org/~strthrwr/prose/dmid.html]]—another mood and way of writing:

The dominant metaphor is Doom- not the sensation, but the video game. Perhaps it's because the building was designed using a computer- perhaps it is an artifact of the times. The long square corridors suddenly, blindly opening onto unexpected chambers and courtyards, balconies peering over, secretly observing open spaces, remind us of running through purely unreal halls, not knowing exactly where we are or where the enemy is. The walls are concrete and details nonexistent- no moulding, trim nor decoration- simple cast concrete walls abruptly meeting smooth floor recall the repeating, low quality digital images covering the geometrically perfect walls of the imaginary world. The building is young- just beyond the stage of construction and growth. This too is part of the effect- the details have not been taken care of yet. The carpets, signs, bulletin boards, and other standard issue academic building paraphernalia sit somewhere in a storeroom, rolled up, stacked, unwrapped, awaiting the monday morning when someone will unroll, unpackage, position and fix them to the hall and court cavity of the monolith. The diffuse light under the night sky contributes to the paradigm- bulbs are hidden behind panels on the ceiling or scoops on the walls, and all the light is reflected, spread, smoothed easily across the planes of the structure. The doors are unlocked but the evening finds the building vacant, the only sound emanating from a radio at a security guard's post, also vacant as we tread softly by. The exploration takes on an edge after that, while we climb stairs and slide down curving hallways, everything clean and expectant. The skills learned in front of a screen surface, some subconscious translator replacing footsteps for keystrokes, as we re-enact the exploration of new spaces. Not until the upper patio are we quite sure where we were- mental maps crystallizing after the path loops back on itself, and we look down upon chasms and corridors tread earlier. The building stares back at us, evoking memory of a frozen, immaterial world.

VI. Discussion: Provisional assessment of Seminar II as a work of ecological architecture

(Note: There is no need to agree with any author, authority, or fellow student in your assessment.) 

Assignment (optional): repeat the four-step pointing/summarizing/telling/showing process, and write a one or two paragraph assessment of Seminar II, based on your experiences and information so far.  This will definitely be good practice, and will be especially useful if you are someone who takes time to sort out your reactions and/or find words to express them. 

Due Date: Tuesday, Oct 17, 9 am; printed version.
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� coherent: (a) logical and consistent; (b) united as a whole, or forming a whole






