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The design competition for a
new U.S. embassy in London
opens a door on how Ameiica
sees itself and how to show it.

CHRISTOPHER HAWTHORNE
ARCHITECTURE CHEITIC

The two stories that have domi-
nated the architectural press over the
last few weeks — the unveiling of a win-
ning design for a new Asaarican em-
bassy in London, and the dezath, in a
downtown Los Angeles Lratiic
dent, ofthe T6-year-old Ausirian archi-
tect Raimund Abrahain — have tore
in common than just a spot oii the cal-
endar,

Both are directly connected to the
same set of questions: How should an
architect approach the task of design-
ing a building to represent his home
country abroad? What happsens il the
result — implicitiy or explicitly — is
critical of that country’s past, politics
or most cherished values?

Thanks to the punishicgly high
standards he set for hiinseli — not to
mention a less-than-sunny way with
potential clients — Abiahan, who was
born in Austria and moved perara-
nently to the United States in the
mid-1960s, completed few buildiiigs in
his long career. He was far petter
known as a teacher au-;:i the ereatoi of
primitive, hauntingly poweriul arcii-
tectural drawings.

But his modest output did include
one truly remarkable building: the
Austrian Cultural Foruin. a kidie-thin,
24-story tower that opened in 2002 in
midtown Manhattai as an culpost for
exhibitions and digﬁussicns about

acCl-

ham’s design for the Forum prevaiied
in a competition that drew entries
from 226 Austrian firias - essentialiy

“every born Austrian architect who

could walk,” as Abraham put it at the
time. It called for a tough, uniorgiving
piece of architecture: a 280-fcot-tall,
25-foot-wide building sgueeszed be-
tween taller neighbors on East 52nd
Street. Abraham famously compaied
its sharp-edged facade to the falling
blade of a guillotine.

What, then, does the building say
about Austria? It conjures a combina-
tion of severity and visionaty thinking
in that nation’s culture and suggests a
range of influences miles away from
“The Sound of Music”: the work of Sig-
mund Freud; the angular, brooding
paintings of Egon Schiele; and the
stripped-down architecture of Adolf
Loos, to name three. It also seams to
hint at the far darker precedents of
Hitler and the Holocaust.

It would be easy to caricature the
building as a bitter expairiate’s at-
tempt to express frustration with his
home country — and, indeed, Abra-
ham, dismayed by the rise of the late
right-wing politician Joerg Haider,
among other developmenis, ie-
nounced his Austrian eitizenship just
weeks before the Forum was coimn-
pleted.

But if the design is plagucd by
doubt about Austria’s political history
and its place in the world, it is precisely
that doubt that gives the building its
honesty and forthrightness and there-
fore its power. Whether that saime level
of honest self-examinationis even pos-
sible in a contemporary American ein-
bassy is debatable, of course. Tihe Aus-
trian Cultural Forum had maiy wiban
and architectural constrainis to deal
with, givenits almost comicaiily narrow
site, but it is also a cultural rather than

diplomatie outpost and thuzs capable
of pursuing architectural inngvaiion,
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AUSTRIAN CULTURAL FORUM: Expatriate Raimund Abraham’s
severe design revealed his bitter feelings about his onetime homeland.

evenradicalism.

Abraham's building also gains
much of its energy from its engage-
ment with the wider city, particularly
in the slightly menacing way it looms
out over the sidewalk. We now build
American embassies, by contrast,
deep within concentric cireles of blast
protection.

Still, the competition for the Lon-
don embassy has stirred up many of
the same questions that surrounded
Abraham's proposal. And they have
grown only louder since the winning
design, by the Philadelphia firm Kie-
ranTimberlake, was announced Feb.
23.

The following day it was revealed
that the two British members of the
jury for the embassy competition,
architect Richard Rogers and devel-
oper-art collector Peter Palumbo, had
disagreed strongly with their col-
leagues’ decision — and had sent alet-
ter to the State Department arguing
that the KieranTimberlake entry,

- which calls for an elegant and energy-
_efficient if rather unassuming glass
Austrian culture and politics. Abra-

cube, was simply not ambitious
encugh. Rogers and Palumbo wrote
that another design, by Thom Mayne
and his Santa Monica firm, Morphosts,
was, asa report in the Guardian news-
paper put it, “touched by genius” and
should have prevailed. .

Second thoughts '

At first, the dissent from Rogers
and Palumbo appeared mostly sym-
bolie: a joint complaint from two influ-
ential players used to getting their way
in the London architecture world. The
Morphosis design they praised, after
all, calls for a sagging embassy that is
practically collapsing in on itself. For
all its boldness and unsettled power, it
seems to symbolize a wounded Ameri-
ca struggling to hide from a growing
number of antagonists behind a series
of jagged concrete walls.

There's no way the American gov-
ernment would ever actually build that
design, is there? Perhaps not: Like
many influential but losing competi-
tion entries in architectural history,
the Morphosis proposal may simply be
a vehicle for advancing certain ideas
that students and fellow architects will
studyin years ahead.

Still, the ¢ontroversy pver the Mor-
phosis design has had the seconddry
effect of redefining the KieranTimber-
lake entry as generic and unimagina-
tive. And this is, if not entirely unfair,
then at least based on a limited defini-
tion of architecture and architectural
symbolism,

The profession is now emerging
from a frenzied decade in which archi-
tects, critics and clients alike disap-
peared down the rabbit hole of formal-
ism, convineing ourselves that archi-
tecture’s highest achievement is to
produce stunning shapes that mean
nearly as much to somebody seeing a
building in a magazine spread or on-
line as walking through it. One direct
result of this obsession was the false

sense that the only way for an architect
to pursue an idea or a theme was
through shape-making or at leasi
through some combination of form.
scale and material palette,

There are, of course, many other
ways for buildings to express values
and pricrities. The KieranTimberlake
embassy design is restrained in a for-
mal sense, yes: Its glass cube, wrapped
in a flexible, translucent material
called ETFE (and rises behind a water
feature that bears an unfortunate re-
semnblance to a moat), may either look
crisply elegant or like a typical office
block, depending on how it's executed.

But that restraint, coupled with the
building’s deep interest in energy-effi-
ciency and in using landscape design
to reach out to the surrounding neigh-
borhood, make it in many ways as
chastened a piece of architecture as
Abraham’s building in New York
Rather subtly — too subtly for Rogers
and Palumbo, elearly -— it makes the
argument that the best way for the
U.5. to change its image abroad is by
toning down its rhetoric and acknowl
edging that its days standing astride
over the world, and madly draining its
energy reserves, are over.

If you look at the embassy competi-
tion from that point of view, the Mor-
phosis design represents an odd ap-
proach to self-examination. If Mavne
means it as an apology for the brash,
self-aggrandizing way the 1.5, has be-
havedintheworld inthelast decade or
g0 — and I believe he does — his pro-
posalisitselfbrashand self-agerandiz
ing from top to bottom.

Many architects and a handful of
critics have complained that the em-
bassy competition proved a disap-
pointment — not just the winning de-
sign but the finalists as a group, which
also included entries from the firm Pei
Cobb Freed and from Richard Meier
and his L.A -based partner Michael
Palladino.

But just as disappointing has been
the narrowness of the terms wa've set
in the last couple of weeks for tdlking
about the four finalists — particularly
the KieranTimberlake proposal
which precisely forits stillness and for-
mal efficiency has been wrongl
pigeonholed as empty ofideas.

A building that really wanted to
suggest anew tack for American diplo-
macy, or productively rethink the sym-
bolic language of American architec-
ture abroad, would rely on anything
but noisily ageressive forms, wouldn't
it?

That inthe end suggests the key dif-
ference between Abraham's building
and the Morphosis embassy proposal.
The first design ruthlessly and effi-
ciently takes a blade to nationalistic
fervor. The second goes for explosive,
hard-edged spectacle in the guise of
self-analysis.

Ifit’s a portal to a national subeon-
scious we're looking for, I'll take door
No, 1.
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