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Eric Owen Moss and Culver City.

BY PAUL GOLDBERGER

Internationally famous architects—
“starchitects,” in the current parlance—
tend to be the sort of people who fly
constantly around the world, perhaps
alighting in Rome to toss off a museum
(Zaha Hadid), or in Minneapolis to de-
sign a theatre (Jean Nouvel), or in Beijing
to do whatever the Chinese will pay for
(Rem Koolhaas, Steven Holl, Herzog &
de Meuron, and just about everyone else).
The work of most of these people is
spread so widely that the only way to see
it in depth would be to hire a Gulfstream.
If you want to see the work of Eric
Owen Moss in depth, you barely even
need a car. Moss, who is sixty-seven and
has been practicing in Los Angeles since
1973, is certainly eminent—he writes
books, gives lectures all over the world,
and enters major competitions—but
nearly all his buildings are concentrated
in a few blocks at the eastern edge of
Culver City, in a drab, industrial neigh-
borhood a few miles from the Los Ange-
les airport. Moss has been working in
this part of the city, known as the Hayden
Tract, since the late nineteen-eighties,
and what his ceuvre lacks in geographic
reach it makes up for in local impact.
Slowly, one building at a time, he has
managed to accomplish something that
none of his fellow-jet-setters have ever
achieved: the creation of a genuine urban
transformation through architecture.
The neighborhood centers on a South-
ern Pacific freight track that was aban-
doned in the nineteen-sixties, a victim—
like the High Line, in New York—of
manufacturing decline. The long, low
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warehouses and factories in the Hayden
Tract had none of the faded elegance that
often makes a neighborhood ripe for gen-
trification. You couldn’t live in them, and
in the early nineteen-nineties there wasn’t
much about this part of Los Angeles that
might attract trendy businesses like digi-
tal media and film production. Even
though the old M-G-M and Culver stu-
dio lots were nearby, the industrial east
end of Culver City isnt far from the area
where the 1992 riots took place.

The cityscape that Moss has created
still consists mainly of low-rise commer-
cial buildings, but he has repurposed the
old warehouses and factories, warping
them into strange new shapes to arrive at
arresting structures of weathered steel,
concrete, and glass. There are curves,
twists, and fragments, sharply angled
walls and exposed structural elements, all
of which have a way of making the build-
ings look discordant, even unfinished. At
3535 Hayden Avenue, Moss partially
demolished a building whose roof had
been supported by arched wooden bow-
string trusses; he left the ends of the de-
molished arches poking through his new
cement-plaster fagade, hanging in space.

There is a tension to Moss's buildings,
as if their pieces might suddenly fly apart
in all directions at the push of a button.
Across the street, the Umbrella—many
of Moss’s buildings have names, both
underlining and domesticating their un-
usual forms—has a huge corner canopy of
twisted glass and steel that looks as if it had
crashed into the building and broken apart.

It faces a pair of buildings with glass walls
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slanting sharply in opposite directions.
Moss calls them Slash and Backslash.
They look as if they had been sliced apart
by a gigantic knife—or possibly by the
long, sharp form of Stealth, the building
next door. There is a compelling energy to
these odd angles, and a sense of incom-
pleteness. These buildings don’t fade into
the background. They force you to look.

ike many other Los Angeles archi-

tects of his generation, Moss was
greatly influenced by Frank Gehry. He
has a lot of Gehry's formal inventiveness,
but without Gehry’s crowd-pleasing pa-
nache. Moss lacks Gehry's self-effacing
charm, too. His architecture has always
been somewhat self-conscious, as if he
were willing to do anything to avoid being
thought conventional. He wants you to
feel his effort, and his angst. For years, he
was something of the bad boy of Los An-
geles architecture: he wanted his buildings
to be difficult, didn’t care whether you
liked them or not, and seemed to think
that if too many people understood his
work he probably hadn’t done his job. “If
I ever find myself too comfortable, 'm not
happy,” he said to me.

This wasn'’t a prescription for success,
and Moss filled books with drawings for
projects that were never built. Then he
found a pair of patrons: Frederick and
Laurie Samitaur Smith, a married couple
who are the real-estate developers behind
the Hayden Tract projects. Frederick
Samitaur Smith, a former journalist and
screenwriter, told me that he wanted to
make real-estate development into a ve-
hicle for social change. “I wanted to build
a community where architecture was in-
tegrated into the place,” he said. In 1986,
he walked into Moss’s office—he was
one of his tenants—and found him read-
ing T. S. Eliot, whereupon he decided
that Moss was his man. He and his wife
asked Moss to try his hand at renovating
an old building at the edge of the Hay-
den T'ract, to make it suitable for a series
of small, media-related tenants. Moss
carved out several sections to make the
building’s form irregular, exposed a lot of
the supporting trusses, created an interior
courtyard and promenade, and dropped
a wood-panelled, cone-shaped confer-
ence room into the middle. One thing led
to another, and by the mid-nineties halfa @
dozen projects were under way. S
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For along time, the old warehouses set 2
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| the tone in the neighborhood, and Moss’s

buildings stuck out as avant-garde inter-

| ventions. They may have demonstrated

his earnest, if relentless, determination to
probe different kinds of materials, spaces,
and shapes, but I found it hard to avoid
the impression that the main point of a
design like the Box—a distorted cube of
dark metal on legs that Moss plopped on
top of another building—was to make

| sure that you knew that an architect had

been there. As he has continued to build,
however, the balance has shifted. With
twenty projects completed—from confer-
ence rooms to block-long buildings—and
six more about to start construction, there
is enough of his architecture to define the
neighborhood, and the discordant forms
come together to make a more coherent
whole than I ever thought they could.
Moss comes off not so much as aggressive
as ingratiatingly curious. You feel that he
designs by wondering what it would be
like if you made a building triangular at
one end and rectangular at the other (as
he did in Stealth), or whether you could
make a workable building out of a pile of
boxes that looked as if they had been
thrown together at random (a project that
Moss has named the Pterodactyl), or how
cactuses would look if they were sus-
pended in the air (a forthcoming pavilion
at 3585 Hayden). The old buildings are
mute by comparison.

Developers all too often hire architects
for the marketing value of their names,
and watered-down versions of first-rate
architects’ work now litter the landscape.

| In Culver City, the Samitaur Smiths and

Moss have reversed the equation, and
made the architect’s ideas as much of a
selling point as the commercial space is.
By now, the tenants include enough ad-
vertising agencies, design firms, and
media businesses to make you think that
Richard Florida had been the leasing
agent: it’s the “creative class” as far as you
can see. The Samitaur Smiths are market-
ing not just ofhices and studios but the
feelings of disruption, dislocation, and in-
stability that are the key elements of
Moss’s architecture.

he most conspicuous structure in the
Hayden Tract is a newly finished ob-
servation tower seventy-two feet high. It

| is a kind of Constructivist version of a

campanile, and loosely recalls Vladimir
Tatlin’s 1920 project for a gargantuan
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helix in Moscow, which, had it been built,
would have been the tallest structure in
the world. Tatlin conceived of screens for
the base of his tower, and Moss has picked
up on this by wrapping the five open plat-
forms of his little tower with translucent
acrylic that can turn into a screen, allow-
ing the entire building to display video art
or electronic media and become, in effect,
a five-story sign. Its real purpose, though,
is to give the neighborhood a punctuation
mark; even with structures as bold as
Stealth, the Box, the Umbrella, and an
ovoid conference room called the Bee-
hive, the area has lacked a symbol.

The tower overlooks the route of an
unfinished light-rail service, the Expo
Line, the first portion of which will open
next year, with a stop close to the Hayden
Tract. The coming of rapid transit may go
a long way toward fixing one of the proj-
ect’s shortcomings: for all the formal in-
ventiveness, Moss hasn't tried to reform
the urban paradigm of Los Angeles. The
Hayden Tract is as car-dependent as the
rest of the city and just as lacking in mean-
ingful outdoor public space in which to
enjoy its benign climate. On my last visit,
I didn’t see anyone walking along the
street from building to building, save for a
handful of architectural tourists. In one
part of the project, five of Moss’s buildings
face one another across an open space. It's
a grand gesture—sharply slanted glass fa-
¢ades and irregular glass canopies define
the edges of the space—and a perfect op-
portunity for a modernist rethinking of a
traditional piazza. Instead, it’s filled with
parking spots.

Then again, traditional, Jane Jacobs-
style urbanism isn’t what Moss is after, and
the way to fix Los Angeles isn’t neces-
sarily to make it like Greenwich Village.
Moss, who in addition to his practice
heads the Southern California Institute of
Architecture, is actually interested in ur-
banism, but he sees it mainly as a way of
questioning how buildings play off against
one another, and in what kind of a whole
you get when you meld clashing parts. His
fundamental passion is for determining
what buildings can show us about the na-
ture of space, and the feelings that abstract
forms can engender. When I walked
around the Hayden Tract with him, he
said, “T'm interested in the possibility that
you could see things differently and that
could make the world different, and that
architecture can carry you there.” ¢






