BUILLDINGE THAT HaVE LIFE.

Are yiow oa Journalisty This place is Just great! The best

e LTee @ver Dbeern in,

Mg LPm o not a Jouwrnalist but I oam ane of the people who

o]

nerlped create this bDullding. The buillding is a shelter for

the homeless in San Jose Califormia, and this was a comment

T

made by one of the r

merdents there (aseelng me, cameva in

farcy. The Julian Street Inm as 1t 1s called is a recently

completed project by Christopher Alexander and the Center

foy Envivonmental Stroacture. The project was ready for the

Tairaet set of working drawings when [ started working at the

Center Lm early "H7 anmd 19 mearing completion right at

v eseant .,

I have Dbeon asked every so ofbten, "What is so different

about Chris Alexander’s bulldings™ Is his way of working

rexally all that diffevent from the way most archibtechs

Wiy kD o would say YES. It is different.

Lt 1s different because the simple obijective of wanting b

create sometnhing that e truly beautiful fwhole) is taken
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When this i1s tabkern serviously, one has bto realise that the

H-I-I. & HE

way L which architects work eilther allows or does ot allow

that kind of beautby (wholeness) to evolve in the thing one

1E creating. There i1s something that feels vicght (and in

Feeping with the wholeness I oam tryving to create) when in

making & chair, I make & rough version, look at i

g tae At
Tory mome bime, add a 1ittle ormament or change it, wuntil it

[ L

Phere 1s something that feels wrong fand



does molt allow wholerness bto evoalve) whern I send aoff a

drawing to a carpenter and the finished pilece comes back,

buillt exactly according to the drawing, at the most I check

the colouwr or workmanship, I don't really like it very much

but I dont know what to do about 1t or don®t want to now

that 1t is fTinmnished, so Lo gust get on with the mext thing.

IThe i1ssue 1s usuwally as simple as thaty: what feels right?

And how does one create somebthing that has this feelimg™ I

S e

cgor oot owant to o gelt into a discussion on the theoretical

o

basis tor such an approach here. It is something

thalt has
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tfoormed the covre of Christopher Alexander®s work for the past

several yvears and 1s discussed at length in his forthooming

ook The NMature of Orvder. What I do want o describe 1o the

actual way in which work 1s done at the Center for

Environmental Structure because 1t i1s essential bto achievino
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the kind of guality present inmn buildings like the Julian

Shyreet Inm.

What happens at the start of a project™ [ will describe this

proaceass wilth respect o o a school campus that we worked on oin
Pasadena, California. The fivset couple of months were spent

in several conversations with the clients, tThe teachers at

the school, visits to the school, sitting through classes

ebte. What was graduaally drawn out of all this was a written

descyription of what =ach space in the school should Teel

Tike, In some cases where 1t was very clear the descrviptiraon

was fairly concrete, in some other cases what was descorlbed

was a general feeling of light or colowr that the place

weritlod have. Simultanecusly, we had built a detailed model of

=

the site with all the existing trees and structures, and

beening in mind the programme and the rough area

reguirements ftoy 1t, we Degan to arrange very roughly ot

wionaden blocks, pleces of clay, paper, whatever was at hanc

T produace a layout with a glimmer of that feeling that had

Deen described. A free-hand drawing was made based on the




model. It was impoviant at this stage to maintaln the

of the model
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avern Ln the drawlindg.

.

The next step was to o down to the site and layoult the

structures using wooden stakes as markers. Decisiaons about

the general location of different groups of buildings had

beern taken an the wibte model. O the site 1tseld we were

abhle to accurately locate each building and check 1t wilth

respect to other structures next Lo 14 or trees that were bo

per retalilned, make sure that the spaces around the Dbuilldings

nad positive shape, make swre that the buarldings and garvdens

that we proposed would enhance the Lnhervent structoare of the

wite and ot damage 1t.

The points marvked by the stakes on site were then

tramnsfervred accurately o the dryawing and the stakes
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auch that they could not be

disturbed by accident. After the same adjustments were made

Lo the site model we could proceed with gradoaally building

1t up piece by piece to make the areas That we werve certain

abeat morvre Tivrme.

At the same time we bhegan to develop an idea of what

materials and construction system would be used., The

structural system (1im spirit) and the actual fTeel of the

materials used, thely texture and colowr, all contrilotbe Lo

the feeling of the place and could reintorce whatever we had

achieved in the layout o destroy 1t

The next btime we went down to Lthe site, we had a clear 1dea

of the volume of each building, in some cases the internal

cvaurnd plans and mock-ups of the wall section and matervials.

This btime we W

e able to check the heightes of the bhuilldings

arnd the volume of the spaces 1n between the bulldings Dy

eing hhelium Dbaloons attached to the stakes. In _sum thern, at
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cach stage there was an attempt to gelt as close as possibhle

Lo what the actual material orv voom oy builldimg wowla Des
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like and then proceed with the next step. This is the anly
way f(apart from designing while you build) in which a

building can rvyeally evaoalve.,

Let me describe another example. The tiles on the ftTacade of

-

the Julian street buillding. Initially the idea was to have a

aorlt of checkerboard pattern of grey concrete and re

tervracotta tiles, The tililes were set into the conorete, not

flush with the surface. This seemed too harsh 1t Just did

ot hhave the rvight feeling. Several mock-ups were made wilth

different varrations - tiles flush with the cancrete

aurface, migsed tomnes of tevracotba tilles, Terracobtta mixed

with tiles of anothery colour, Ttervacotta tiles with a clear

glaze - bubt 1t still was not rvight. The pattern was too

seperate. ALl these experiments invaolved actually casting

amal l four foot by six foob pamnels of concorete with The

tiles set into the formwork before powring the concorete,

getting the right texture for the concrete suwrface by

varying the forms and the concrete mix used etc. T have the

abrility ¢in terms of equipment, man power, space, etcr to do

all these experiments was absolutely crucial. In many cases

arnd in the case of these tiles in particualar any other

_——

method of simulation like drawings oy models GF @ven

computer modelling would not have allowed the kind of fine

ad justments that were possible with these full scale mock-

ups. We were able to actually transport the concrete pamnels

bt the site and look at them in that light - which 1in SDan

Jose is particularly harsh - to see how the colowrs would be

affected. There was no approximaticon invalved.

What evolved gradually was a pattern in grey painted onto

the red tile, this seemed like a breakthrough atter months

of not getting anywhere. The tile pattern was painted onto

cardboard sguares and the sguares mounted on & concorete wall
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=l owhioh would be the actual

at a height of aboult twenty Te

condition in which they would be seen. When viewed at thils



distance,
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the grevy.

ancthery pattern began to emerge -

formed by €

This was beautiftful but it

)

a pattern of

e red povitions of tile visible between

still se

eEmecd & lithle

flat. The prablem was with the proporticon of the grey

pattern along the ed

eiwteenth

af oan inoch

(jeaty

rechced by one sixtesnth

Ll

T the btile.

The gre

ot an inch o each

At a heilght

ot bwe

from a distance of another twenty feet sound

but the change in the pro

wall was

dramatic. )

shimmer as you Looke

fimally had the colo
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The tiles still had

Durlding.

general contrvachbor

Hiow was th
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portion of grey to

T & aeudden the wall

1t. It felt

Me proportions, eve

T"igf"i't u

to be actually produced

e L

be done™ Thouwgh th

the butllding,

The asub-contract for the tiles. This

i aovdery
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LES cho

was des]

y bands were

sige. ((One

Nty Teelt and

o rdl ol o,

el om bhe whole
ceaemect b

This was 1t. We

rything 1t

fooyr wee an bhe
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e bo btalkbe on

Lherately done

o control the method of production of the btiles,

Lt at this stage we were to relax and

frave b

e birles matohed

Tooy colaowy and pattern and produced by another contractor we

conld o very saslly ha

aestill had

The grey

tirlesg wit

ver destroyed the whale buallding. We

some @xpeyiments o do.

pattermn had

oot loosing that guality which

clearly oan the mock -

tvied a few

Y
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@ painted onto forty four bundered

came Lhyough so

lao, speed was of the escsence. We

nbtar: ashencilled oubl ines

ancd colour

firlled in, fTreehand outline and colowr filled imn, each of

these done by one person alone or two people working as in

an assembly Line.

flat compared with the freehand ones,

ot quite thervre., The

Lomg. We

Fimally what worked

frad o average

painted onto the til

L ime

s oda

bk

i,

taken for each til

=2etbly with a

=y bthoase were

Clearly the stencilled tiles fellt very
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mething like two minutes p
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=2y tile,
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st was the pattern very guickly

Each tile oan
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col lea

the building was painted by hand by a few of m

alt the center.

Each person_at the Centery for Envivonmental SErvuctbure has

-

come basic construction skillses. & person working oan &

3

pyogect most often doss

aveyy bthing Trom mock-ups bto mocdels

i

by drawings and someltimes construaction on The Duilding site.
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This 1 an essentlial part of the process "in whicoh Life

=merges graduaally during the process of making 1t, because

the process allows a particualay sequence of events bto unfold

1§

covrectly 1n the thing. Lountery o normal practbtice, one has

b be alert at each step bto what i1s "oult there'" 1n the

o ject oy burlding o mock-up and recognise 1t becauwse that

i what 19 rveal. When several ad

Justments have been made on

a model or a mock-up until 1t feels right one has to be very

careful in transferrvring this o a drawing bDecause 17 done

carelessly or with any attempt to Trationalise 1t, 110 could

very easily loose much of The guality that might graduaally

e achieved 1m the mock ~up.

Mrave |

The truss for the dining hall of the Julian Street Inn was

initially conceived of as a pre-cast concrete truss. The

fivet drawing was made from & very vough sketcoh, bult very

carefully and accurately without changing the feeling of the
slketch which meant being accurate mnot anly about the

dimensions and shape of the truss members but also about the

shape of the spaces in between the members. The wuse of a

finite element analyvsis program made 1t possible to cheok

i

easily and guickly the stresses 1n the Truss

py@ryhbime even

a minoy change was made in its shape. To really get tThe

dimensions of each member a full scale drawing of a thirvty

five foot by seventeen foolb truss was made. A Truss of one

fifth of bthe actual size was cast Ton a hovizontal

surface)in concrete amnd lifted to see where 1t wouwld ternd Lo

crack in reality. (Fre-casting however, was ftinally given up

and the trusses werve gunited in placed,



At one stage in the constraction of the dining hall, a

discrepancy was noticed in the slope of the gable walls of

the structure and the slope of the truss. The gable walls

had been completed and the contractors were unwilling to

-

make any changes., Also, in deciding which of the two slopes

to Qo by, there was the question of deciding which omne would

actually make the building better and which would harm 1T,

T check this for owrselves and also to demonstrate 1t to

the client and contractor, a full scale cardboard truss was

made and positiconed on the side walle of the burldimg. LT

bercame clear that o change the shape of the truass would be

i—,

disastrounus. The shape of the gable walls was changed at

CESYs insistance and sxpense.

At each step in the evolution of a building o someltimes in

ovdey to make a decision the guestions one has o ask are:

s this transformaticon Cof the existing objgect ov structure

o o site) Y"structure pr

-—

paeyving” Y Does each of the "ctenters”

Cin the system) act to reintorce the centers larvgey than

itheself and 1s 1t 1n turn reinforced by those that are

amal lev? I am sure that these questions can bhe understood

intuitively even by those untamiliar with the terms [ have

wsed. These terms have evalved from Christophey Alexander?® s

theoretical works and writing. There was a need to develope

sunoh a language i1n aorder o

et away ftrom the naryow

sveryday usage of cervitain wordes and to be able ho

communicate (1in the least cumbersome wavy)d) an understanding

of bthe material world which i1s unfamiliarvs: An undervstanding

based on human Teeling.

The peaple at the Center fTor Envivonmental Hitructure are

gey iouns about creating things that are beautiful and have

managed to create the kind of climate that will allow Deauty

Len @evolve -~ @ver i o a hostile envivornment. This has meant

-

having a vadically different offtice structure, getting a




contractorts license, having the space and equipment Tor a

woxrkahaop, and as far as possible doling the construction of

thelir projects themselves, This kind of commitment has made

it possible for CES to builld projects like the Eishin Sohool

campus in Japan and the Shelter ftor the Homeless in San

Jose, The diming hall at the Julian Strveet Inny, In

Christopher Alexander’s own words 1e "the best thing we’ve

eveyr built"., It 1= a hurlding that has life.
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this charactery

can anly be made

Dy a process which al lows

all 1te wholes to develope this character. ....we can LY

fesling of wha

Tt we are dolng

s gal. We are wused to all

move praotound
the obvious th

amd view and colour?y but also

- and that we

get this to happen by paying attention, all the time, Lo the

. It sounds easy, but it is very
kinds of other coriteria. It is
very difficult to have the mental discipline to keep on
insisting that whatever we do at every single step must be
governed by an evolving feeling which is getting better and

LiEs 62

this critervion naot only for

ings which have feeling (like shape and light

plumbing and transpoartation and

ratleas., This 1o
reallaese bthat e

the parvt that
vern the practi

1s

cal

ST @ngineering or a column-beam

halustrade ...

Ahove all this
1 o1tse charact

ahead of time,
Chhe Dlueprint

comiteat also bhe

for the mundane things like

PEVELING rampsS. ... and guard
nard. It 1s a vevelation to
thinking that shapes a bit
connection or o a safeby

aguverned by feeling.

process 1s dynamic. It is necessarily dynamic

Er . THL1S Means

that the process le nobt one
which tries to builld a thing from a fixed blueprint defined

but is a process in which what is being made
Yois 1tself evolving.

The single and essential character which forms the voobt oof

every one of t

Mese proacesses

Ny

thal we engoy svery acd

whaich 1x part of these processes. That is really the meaning

ot personl ke

Wil eness,



