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this year’s winners bucked the
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status quo to make better houses.

™ his is our editors’ choice award. This is the competition for which we, the staff

of residential architect, are the jury. There are no entries, no official guidelines,
no muss, no fuss. We simply select the architects we deem most worthy, based

% on our knowledge of their work. Above and beyond distinguished achievement,

we search for architects who have been, are presently, or promise to become
important leaders in their practice area. Consequently, our awards come in
three shapes and sizes: Hall of Fame, Top Firm, and Rising Star.

The winners this year are Christopher Alexander, Hall of Fame; MITHUN
Architects + Designers+ Planners, Top Firm; and Robert M. Gurney, Rising
Star. Berkeley, Calif.—based Chris Alexander, author of the seminal text A
Pattern Language, has shaped houses and architects’ minds for more than
20 years. He continues to help shape the debate about what makes beautiful,
functional, soulful architecture. Seattle, Wash.—based MITHUN has managed
to do what few firms have accomplished: They’ve built a large, thriving,
diverse practice devoted largely to residential architecture. Bob Gurney’s
triumph is his emergence as a top-flight Modernist in a Classicist’s town,
Washington, D.C. If you build Modern there, you can build it anywhere.

Our winners do what you do—they balance client, site, and budget—but they
do it in ways we can all learn from. That’s why they’re residential architect’s
2001 Leadership Award recipients. Turn the page and read all about them.
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Christopher Alexander’s
theory and practice
promote an architec-
ture that nurtures
human life.

hall of fame: christopher alexander

spurred by a love of buildings and building,
alexander decoded the patterns

that make houses truly livable.

hat is architecture? What is the role of the archi-
tect in society? What is a good building? Should
architects strive for beauty in their work? What is
beauty? These are matters that every architect
must ponder from time to time. But no architect
of our time has explored such fundamental ques-
tions in greater depth or breadth, or with greater
persistence, clarity, and originality of thought,
than Christopher Alexander. As a theorist,
teacher, author, practicing architect, and builder,
Alexander has taken it upon himself to question
everything, from construction details and the
effects of color to the process by which a global
species makes and remakes its environment and,
beyond, to the objective bases of beauty itself.
Along the way, his work has informed,
inspired, and provoked generations of architects.
His most widely read book to date, A Pattern
Language (co-authored with Sara Ishikawa and
Murray Silverstein), has served as an essential text
for architecture students, architects, and builders.
Yet the book is so accessible that it remains popu-
lar among lay readers more than 20 years after
its first publication and so universal that it has
become a model not only for architects, planners,
and homeowners but also for software developers.
In his architectural practice he has shown a way
to create, without being merely imitative, build-
ings with the richness, resonance, and life we are
accustomed to experiencing only in old buildings.
His analysis of the structural features of healthy
communities provided the theoretical and practical
underpinnings of the New Urbanism. His out-
spoken critique of the Modernist architectural
establishment and architectural education has
made him both a hero and a bete noire.
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bricks and mortarboards

This is not the career Alexander envisioned when,
as a young bricklayer’s apprentice, he first set his
sights on the profession.

“I feel that in some ways I was like a little
kid,” he says. “I wanted to be an architect, I went
to architecture school, I found out that what I
learned in architecture school was nonsense.” At
Cambridge University in the 1950s, he remem-
bers, “The air was thick with Van Doesburg” and
a doctrinaire Modernism that struck Alexander,
who also studied mathematics, as the height
of absurdity.

“I went through the Cambridge School of
Architecture almost in a state of desperation,” he
says. At one point, assigned to design a house—
and knowing that his notion of a proper building
would provoke only ridicule—Alexander pulled
what he remembers as a rather juvenile prank.
Idly doodling “some Mondrian-esque lines” on
paper, the thought occurred to him: “I’ll just put
a glass box around this and I’ll call it a house.”
Summoned later to speak with the director of the
department about his work, he feared he had
earned himself a ticket home. But the director
issued no reprimand. As Alexander remembers,
“He walks up to me, puts his arm around my
shoulder, and says, ‘Chris, my boy, this is exactly
what we want.”” When the meeting ended
Alexander phoned his father and reported, “This
is a lunatic asylum.”

Rather than destroy his interest in architecture,
however, Alexander’s architecture school experi-
ence only spurred him to dig more deeply into
the matter. After graduating from Cambridge, he
says, “I had kind of an instinct about the U.S. I
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