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SCARPA IN THE SOUTH-WEST

This very large library has
been built on a relatively
low budget, but command
of modern technology and
understanding of the
latest developments in
engineering theory allow
magic to be made.

1

The cantilevered universal beams
which act as a virtual canopy,
signalling entrance and drawing
people into the heart of the building.
2

The great south wall in the evening
with the louyres in horizontal
position.

3

The sail-covered north wall from
motorway. Sails, and projection of
saddlebags shade wall from direct
sunlight at certain times of the year.
4,5

The huge service saddlebags cladin
perforated corrugated copper flank
the main volume, and are slashed
through by a mirror-like stainless
steel panel that sometimes seems to
let the sky through the building.

Like Antoine Predock (AR February 1996 p64),
Will Bruder has a talent for making buildings
that work well when seen from motorways, as
well as by people who approach them on foot.
And, like Predock, he is not afraid of
translating the great and mighty forms of the
natural landscape of the American South-
West into his buildings. His Phoenix central
library (designed with DWL Architects) takes,
he says, at least part of its inspiration from the
mesas of Monument Valley. Though it is setin
the middle of the city on Central Avenue, its
shape does, close up, almost seem to rival
those of the (much more pointy) mountains
that can be seen all round on the fringe of the
plain.

That the library has such presence is largely
due toits bulk. Fundarentally, the building is a
five-storey sealed box with very large floor-
plates (90 m x 60 ml; itis big, but is saved from
being a monolith by dextrous manipulation of
the basic box and its surfaces. To east and
west of the basically rectangular floor are thin
service zoneas that have outer walls curved in
plan and which project beyond the plane of the
north wall to help shade its glass face; the
walls of these zones are clad in copper sheets,
both flatand corrugated. Bruder calls the
resulting smooth brown curved forms that
flank the body of the building 'saddiebags’.

Yet the consciously atavistic terminology
and choice of models, which project a kind of
South-West, homely cheerfulness onto the
building, cannot conceal an acute architectural
intelligence at work. Bruder, who did not
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attend architecture school, became an
architect in the old-fashioned way, almost by
apprenticeship, as he worked for a succession
of distinguished architects and befriended
others including Paolo Soleriand Bruce Goff.
Perhaps as a result, his sensibility is much
more honed to appreciation of the tectonic
qualities of architecture than many of his
contemporary countrymen. Looking at his
work, it comes as no surprise to learn that he
became a devotee of Carlo Scarpa during a
period as a Fellow of the American Academny
in Rome in 1987.

But unlike Scarpa, whose devotion to
craftsmanship is legendary, Bruder has to
work within the rigorous constraints of the
(very efficient) industrialised US building
industry — particularly in the Phoenix library,
which is his biggest building to date, but one
that has had to be realised on quite a restricted
budget. Externally, the tectonic sensjbility is to
be seen in the copper walls of the saddlebags,
which are perforated with regular holes so that
at night the inner life of the building is seenin
shadow-play. In daytime, it becomes clear that
the saddlebags are slashed by smooth
pol ished steel panels that rise from above the
entrances to roof level. These curve slightly
inwards over the entrance canopies,
emphasising that they are metaphors for the
girths, or whatever the straps are called that
attach saddlebags to the horse. But the
polished steel panels do more than merely call
attention to the equestrian aspects of the
design; in certain lights, they act as mirrors for
the sky, so the brown cliffs suddenly seem to
have been miraculously chopped through by a
wide canyon.

The entrances themselves have canopies,
or rather virtual canopies, made of white-
painted universal steel beams which project
horizontally from under the curve of the
polished metal. Every fourth beam cantilevers
far out; its neighbour is a couple of metres
shorter, and there is a shorter beam between
that and the next long beam. The canopy is a
powerful {yet not overpowering) invitation to
enter which delicately reaches out against the
huge scale of the copper walls, gradually
becoming visually more dense and protective
as you penetrate towards the interior: Carlo
Scarpa has come to the South-VWest.

But before going in, itis as well to finish
looking at the exterior. On the south side, the
building projects beyond the saddlebags and is
revealed as a rather angular grey unequine
entity, whose thin precast concrete walls

. frame a glass skin which constantly changes,

foritis striated with computer controlled
adjustable aluminium louvres that move
according to the sun to prevent the interior
from becoming over-insolated. The north
elevation is contained by the ends of the
saddlebags that house escape stairs; the
projections gradually peel back the copper to
reveal the precast concrete of the inner walls —
another Scarpa-like touch. The glass wall is not
only shaded by the projecting saddlebags but
by vertical sails {designed with FTL/Happold)
of teflon-coated acrylic fabric. Their profiles
are calculated to provide shading for the
interior against direct sunlight between spring
and autumn without obscuring magnificent
views of the mountains above the
predominantly low-rise city. The sails are kept
in shape by ropes in sleeves at their outer
edges: the ropes are tensioned against struts
that convey the sails' loads back to the main
structure. It is surprising that Bruder has not
come Up with a homely South-Western
metaphor for the frilly-knicker effect of the
sails against the glass.

You enter the building along a curved route
from the porches which delivers you past the
lecture theatre or the restaurant {according to
where you came in) to the central lobby which
is the base of an atrium — Bruder calls it the
"crystal canyon’ —which runs up through
frameless glass walls to rooflights. (These
have mirrored louvres that are computer
controlled to move to reflect sunlight into the
big void underneath —a rather more
successful suncatching contraption than
Foster's in the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank,
AR April 1986). Through the glass walls of the
atrium, the main structure of the building can
be seen clearly. It is very similar te normal
multi-storey warehouse construction, with
precast columns carrying precast beams that
themselves support precast floor units. To
east and west, precast concrete walls act with
the diagonally braced steel structures of the
saddlebags to stiffen the whole structure.
(The concrete walls also act as thermal fly-
wheels, absorbing heat during the day and
emitting it in the cool of the night.) Apart from

-the crystal canyon, the spaces contained by

the precast structure are, as you might expect,
rather run-of-the mill — except where they
offer splendid views through the great north
and south glass walls, On the ground floor,
there are the fiction and video lending
departments and the children's library. The
first floor contains the reference library, and
departments for periodicals and government;
the second floor houses the administration;
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6

Stiff frilly sails shade north wall but
allow views of city and mountains.
7

Stalrcase in its glass well.
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ne third special collections. And on the top
floor is the great reading room —the main non-
fiction area.

Here, the trabeated structural discipline of
the lower floors is abandoned. Strange
tapering precast columns stop short of the
curved roof but are plainly supporting it. The
wick is pulled by propping the purlins of the
galvanised corrugated roof deck on stainless-
steal struts that are themselves supported by
stainless-steel cables which are stretched
from the column heads. The arrangement
wanslates the downwards (and upwards)
thrusts of the roof through the struts to tensile
stresses in the cables which are transferred to
mainly compressive stresses in the columns
through the cruciform stainless column
heads.’ (It would be wrong to call them
capitals, for they do not provide a visually
satisfactory capping effect.) Instead, the
columns are maore like a grove of masts or
tentpoles which, with the rigging up under the
curve, give a vague impression of transience,
of setting out on a journey, appropriate
perhaps for a space devoted to the exploration
of knowledge.? s

The feeling of embarkation and transience is
amplified by the daylighting. A slot of
rooflights against the side walls stresses the
hovering, unconnected guality of the metal
curve, while emphasising the noble, striated
smoothness of the precast concrete. In the
roof deck above each mastis a 2 m diameter
rooflight which is glazed with blue laminated
glass, in the middle of which a 400 mm hole is
left clear, so that at the summer solstice
sunlight shoots straight down to anoint the
masts of knowledge, which are gf course also
partly symbols of other more human and
animal things. In so doing, the light evokes

52|13

ideas that relate us to an immemorial past.

By ingenious use of technology and new
methods of structural analysis, Bruder and his
engineer (Michael Ishler of Ove Arup &
Partners Los Angeles) have made a place that
has several dimensions of magicon a
relatively low budget and within a system of
procuring and making big buildings that so
often marginalises architecture to external
decoration. MARGARET SEAL

1 The cahles penatrate the cancreta side walls (which 1ake
vartical loads only) through holes to connact with the bracing
steel frames of the saddizbags, which must take & good deal of
the lateral stresses.

2 The space lit from the ends and with a cantral reading area has
peints in common with Bruder's much smaller branch library at
Chaolla, Phoenix (AR July 1992, p4&-51).
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bruderDWlarchitects, Mew River, Arizona; a joint venturs
hetwean William P. Brudser and DWL Architects & Plannars: Will
Bruder, Wendell Bumetta, Carlston Van Deman, Bob Adams,
Marc Arnold, Lito Aguino, Maryann Bloomfield, John Chopas,
Lauren Clark, Mare Des, Beau Dromiack, Dan Filuk, Michasl
Haake, Frank Henny, Toni Ann Hindiey, Sharon Kraus, Rick Joy,
Jamas Lindlan, Dean Olsen, Peter Paseu, Vicky Ramella, Jeff
\Wagnar

Landscape architect

Martino & Tatasciore

Engineers

Cve Arup & Partners, Los Angeles (structuralfacoustic/building
systams); Rob Bolin, Peter Budd, Richard Bussell, Jacob Chan,
Deonna Clandening, Nancy Hamilten, Richard Hough, Michas
Ishler, Alan Locke, Dan Ursca

Bates/Valentino Associates (bullding sysems)

Hook Engineering (chil)

Consultants

Mason Associates, Professional Lbrary Consultants (library)
Lighting Dynamics (lighting)

Tait Sclar Company (daylighting}

Construction Consultants Southwast (cost)

FTL/MHappold istructural fabric

Phatographer

Bill Timmerman

8

Looking out through the sails.

|

Roof of reading room s supported
by rigging attached to columns
which are anointed by light from
above.

10

Slots of light at edge of roof
emphasise its hovering guality.

1

Trabeated precast construction of
intermediate floors seen from
crystal canyon.

12

Crystal canyon runs up to roof
lights and contains glass lifts
wrhich elimb its north wall.
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