The Tale of Two Architects...or Three...no Four
A 2001 AUA Case Study Novelette
By Barbara White

Total Project Cost:  $130,000,000

Total Project Sze: 295,000 SF

Phase: Pre-Design Complete

Funding: Donor Funding & Bond Financing

It was a moment to be remembered; a moment long awaited. Michad Wilford, the
charismatic London architect, drameticdly lifted the replica of the exiding Rice
Universty Fondren Library from its place on the 8-foot long campus plan mode. The
audience, crowded elbow to ebow in the University’s Founders Room, cheered wildly as
anew wooden image was lowered into the heart of the miniature campus...

And o, this dory, like many unusud taes, sarts at the end rather than the beginning...or
maybe it's the end of the beginning...

The announcement of the new library project was an enormous success, received by
faculty, dtudents and daff with enthusasm and excitement. It was amazing, even
unexpected, that this project could be greeted in such a manner. The library project
proposed that day by Michad Wilford of Wilford Architects and Geoffrey Freeman of
Shepley  Bulfinch  Richardson  Abbott A ™ T
(SBRA) would have been an impossible J R =,
] :

propodtion just one year ago. After dl,
¥ ﬁa :

the project adds little square footage to ;
the library’s capacity and holds only a : .
few more volumes. It depends on an off- .

dte dorage fadlity for expanson, a e
politically charged concept. Worst of dl,

the project cost had increased from $87 J&_l,
million to $130 million.

Why then would Rice Universty propose
such a project, especidly when Robert
Venturi had proposed a much more
practicadl design within the origind budget
just sx months earlier? ...And why would
the Rice community embrace a project
that requires many members to move
dramaticdly away from ther typicd
politicd pogtions? Theren lies the
mysery...



The Beginning of the Beginning

In 1998, the Board of Trustees of Rice
Univerdty and Preddent Mdcolm  Gillis st
therr dghts on the god of resolving the severe
shortage of space for the collection in the
exiging Fondren Library and the need to use
innovations in  information  technology  to
drategicdly place Rice in the leadership role
expected of a world-class research inditution.
The exising Fondren Library had served the
universty wel gnce its condruction in the
1940's but had always been considered a second
rate research facility for a first rate university. Located a the heart of the campus on the
picturesque academic quadrangle, the Fondren Library had aso been widdy regarded as
Rice s only sgnificant architectural mistake.

— The vison of the new Libray was
g s clearly defined in the earliet stages of
L1}

1 -
- | the programming process. The mogt
4-" -~ important aspect of the vision, as defined
g G S ;': Ji o by Dr. Charles Henry, the Vice Provost
H en == = and Chief Information Officer, is how
= r—H;’!E the new Library will fit into and support
N w5 the misson of the universty.  Dr.
14 = Henry's vison is one that reflects on the

- traditiond role of the libray while
addressing the possbilities and needs of the future. Intringc to that vison is to make the
Library the first great research library of the new century. Shepley, Bulfinch, Richardson
and Abbott, one of the foremost academic library designers in the world, led by Geoffrey

Freeman, ligened well and, in May 1999

e LY | published a program and master
1 planning study thet defined this vision.

Central to this definition is the capacity
to expand the current collection on and
off campus while creating a world-class
svice-oriented  dectronic  resource
center and creating a space that supports
the interdisciplinary  exchange 0
important to Rice.

Sketches by SBRA reflected a new approach to the library design; one that reflected
Rice's unique collaborative teaching approach. For Rice, only a single library would do.
A sadlite library sysem, amilar to Harvard's provides the ability to focus on collections
for various disciplines and locate those collections close to its usars In spite of its



advantages, this type of system is diametricaly opposed to the smdl university culture of
Rice, which places a high priority on exposng sudents to different disciplines and
cregting cross discipline collaborations. The SBRA proposa crested the concept of the
Immerson  Concourse,  which il immerse  library  vigtors  in this
interdisciplinary/collaborative environmert. The early conceptuad diagrams creasted by
SBRA dso reflected some assumptions regarding the project including the idea tha the
new library would be a renovation/addition project.
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New Fondren Library » Perspective Looking West from Main Quadrangle
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Enter Venturi

The firg atempt to define how the new library would take shape on the Rice campus was
the job of Robert Venturi. Mr. Venturi fully respected the academic misson of Rice. He
adso accepted the condraints of the project. These congraints included the $87 million
total project budget, the location on the academic quadrangle, and the preservation and
renovation of the origind Fondren Library building. Mr. Venturi enthusiagticaly took on
this chalenge devdoping a sngle architectural argument and intelectud interpretation
that proposed a trandtiond and flexible “loft” dructure atached to the origind Fondren
Building. His argument induded an assessment of the unique “contextud AURA” of
Rice and the need to retain and enhance that aura. His polemic espoused that “contextua
harmony with the immediate setting and the campus as a whole should be derived via
ANALOGY between the old architecture and the new”.

In the Venturi design, the gppearance of the origind structure was to have been modified,
not through changes to the exterior but by a change in the building’s context by adding a
freestanding wadl in front of the exising library addressng the academic quadrangle.
This wdl would creste a context tha would make the exiding building visudly less



important. To Venturi, changing the exising Fondren Library fagcade would be &in to
“putting lipgtick on an old lady”.

Venturi also thought the project should embrace the trangtiond qudities of the program
and of the campus architecture. Whether trangtioning from books to digita resources,
from the 20" Century to the 21% Century or from the Academic Quadrangle to the more
informa Centrd Quad, the architecture mugt reflect the need for change and flexibility.
The glass box or “GENERIC LOFT” proposed by Mr. Venturi literdly and figuratively
accomplished that god.




Venturi believed in the “basic idea of the Immerson Concourse as a vitd and livey
element within the new Fondren Library complex itsdf and within the Rice Campus as a
whole’. However, Venturi also recognized that his renovation/addition proposa would be
a compromise for the facility stating “the drictly architectura qudity of the Concourse
... will be inconsgtent as it extends from old building to new wing with varying celing
heights...”

This proposal met a great ded of resistance from Board members and othersin the Rice
community. Concerns included the expanse of glass on the western fagade, the scale of
the building and the screen wall on the Academic Quadrangle. Robert Venturi felt
passionately that his proposa was the correct one. He continued his arguments in writing
and resisted the Board' s requests for other options.

In the end and after careful consderation, the Board of Trustees did not approve the
Venturi design. The design effectively chalenged the Board's underdanding of the Rice
campus environment and raised many more questions than could be answered within the
Venturi approach. The Board had come to understand, through this process with Robert
Venturi, that the qudity of desgn of the Library was extraordinarily important, not only
because of its prominent location on the academic quadrangle but also because of what
the building was meant to accomplish. If this library were truly to cary Rice into the
next century as a resource, the building must dso cary the university architecturdly into
the next century; no smdl chalenge.



ThePlot Thickens

Recognition of the large
sde of the Ventur
desgn, the incredible
difficulty of deding with
. the exiging building and
the need to look again a
. the origind 1910 madter
plan by Raph Adams
Cram for guidance, led
the Board to initiate a
Pre-Desgn  sudy by
. Michad  Wilford. Mr.
' Wilford, an architect of
internationa regard from the United Kingdom, has an intimate undersanding of the Rice
Campus and the academic quadrangle in partticular. Mr. Wilford taught a Rice in the
School of Architecture in the early eighties and designed Anderson Hal with his partner,
Sr James Strling. Mr. Wilford has continued to practice architecture a an
internationaly recognized level snce Sir James Stirling's death in 1992.

The Pre-Design Study
began in October of
2000 and required
goproximately  three
months to complete.
The process
developed by Micheel e ] =~

Wilford has been an L | |

indusive one thet hes ¢ -—IT'JF"’

required discussion .

and review with the

Buildings ad

Grounds Dedgn

Subcommittee of the Board of Trustees every few weeks. The study revisted the Cram
Mager Plan fird in an atempt to undersand how a facility placed in this location might
address the intentions of the maester plan. It was generdly recognized that the origind
Fondren Libray had been built “in the wrong place’ and that congruction of the large
library footprint had blocked views and circulation origindly anticipated in the Cram
Magter Plan. Mr. Wilford dso reviewed spatia and axiad diagrams to understand how the
new building should relate to the quadrangles and cross axis circulation. Findly diagrams
of the exiging 4000 live oaks on the campus to discern if the origind planting drategies
had been redized.




From that andyss, Mr.
Wilford developed five options
for the diagrammatic
development of the project,
adways keeping the
programmatic vison a priority.
Through extensve work with
the  Boad, the library
representatives and the project
team, the options were
narowed and a new budget
defined. Principles for the
devdopment of the find

scheme induded demolishing the exiding library; respecting the exiding scade of the
campus udng the “dip ba” desgn embraced by the earliest Cram buildings, respecting
the architecturd gyle of the academic quadrangle through contextudly sendtive design;
dlowing the architecture a the western quadrangle to address the need for trangtion; and,
findly, to mantaning the programmatic gods by credting a multilevd “immerson

concourse”.
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Proposal in conled: medioting the formal and the informal while

simublaneously acknowledging the crossaxis by the grand reading eom
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The find PreDesgn Concept
proposed by Michad Wilford and
accepted by the Board of trustees
addresses the Academic
Quadrangle in a traditiond
manner. Although the architecture
hes not yet been defined, it will
certainly respect the exiging Rice
context. The architecture  will
change or trandform as it moves
west incorporating non-traditional
materids and shapes to announce
the new programmatic uses and
the new century of Rice
Universty.

The scde of the fadlity was
dramaticaly reduced by placing
two full levds of the library
underground, a chdlenge in this
high water table environment. The
“dip-ba” desgn of the magor
building components relates
directly to the exiging buildings
in the center of campus and dlows
the building to be narrowed. This
dender building permits visud and pedestrian movement around and through the
building where the exiging building acted as a dam, blocking visud connections and
circulation out of the Academic Quad. The building has now been placed on the true
center of the campus, the campus “heart”, on the intersection of two major axes.

The immerson concourse will be multileveed, tying sub-grade and upper-story spaces
together functionally and visudly. Reading rooms are scatered throughout the facility,
focusng views and providing a variety of spaces for dudying. A “Cyber Café¢’ and
technology areas will resde in the dlipse, a flexible space that dlows the transtion of the
library to continue even after the facility is opened.

The Boad of Trusees unanimoudy approved the concept, adong with the newly
proposed off-dte shelving facility, in March of 2001. The project will dart condruction
in the summer of 2003 with a tota project budget of $130,000,000 and Rice University
will operate without a permanent library for three years.
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Did It Have To Be So Hard?

Rice Univerdty spent a good ded of money and time ariving a this decison and design.
Was it necessary? Will it be worth the cost once the project is completed? The questions
are hard to answer but afew lessons were learned.

Firg, it is sometimes necessary to fal in order to learn. The Board could not gppreciate
the problems associated with the condraints of the project until they had assessed
Venturi’'s proposd. Only after seeing the impact of the scde of the building on the
campus in mode form could the Board members determine that another approach must
be found. A project budget of $130 million would never have been consdered until after
Venturi made an earnest effort to make the budget work.

The Board dso came to understand that “you get what you ask for”. The Board had
specificaly directed Robert Venturi to renovate the exiging library building within the
project scope. The existing building was poorly designed aestheticaly and functiondly. It
should not have been much of a surprise that the resulting design was an aesthetic and
functiond compromise. The Board also asked for and received a “Venturi” design for the
library. A careful sdection
process had  preceded
Robert Venturi's
paticipation. The Board
members were fully aware
of his past desgns and yet
some Board members were
ill surprised by the design
solution.  They should not
have been.

It is dear tha an
“incdusve’ process  of
design is more conducive to
decison making. Venturi's
process was not a process
that invited comment or
consdered options. The Board was offered an al or nothing approach, which they,
gopropriately, ressed. The Wilford process was much more inclusve. Mestings were
work sessons. Comments from the Board members were incorporated into the next series
of options. When the time came for decisions, the Board had no reservations.

We ds0 learned that it is possible to end a forma relationship with a “sta” architect and
preserve the architect's pride and friendship. Unlike the experience of another Texas
inditution, Rices separation from Venturi was respectful and cordid. This was
accomplished by recognizing tha Rice had gained from working with Robert Venturi.
We had learned more about the project’s limitations and we understood we had recelved
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what we had asked for. Robert Venturi was disgppointed that his design would not be
built but he dso respected the Board's belief that the Venturi proposa was not the right
proposa for the campus. Mr. Venturi will present the design as pat of an exhibition this
year.

Findly, we dl learned that it is possble to gan approvd and funding for the “right”
project proposad even if it means greater sacrifices by condituents. It was clear that the
Venturi desgn was not going to be recaved with enthusasm by any condituent. The
proposad had no advocate save Mr. Venturi himsdf. However, the Wilford concept has
been recaived with acclam. This is due in part to the “incdlusve’ process in which it was
developed and to Mr. Wilford's powers of persuasion. It is mostly due to the excellence
of the plan itsdf. It is easy to recognize the aesthetic and functiond vaue that this project
has for the campus and its community.
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The Beginning of the End

...and s0 we dl lived happily ever after. Well, not quite yet... Firs we have to complete
the complex project team to which we have added a loca associate architect to do
congruction documents. We will dso hire a program manager to assist our department
managing the project. The logigics for communications are chalenging with an architect
in London, another in Boston and one more in Houston. Project web pages and document
management systems are in the works.

We have dready dated planning for the temporary library and the off-Ste storage
faclity that must be completed prior to demoalishing the exigting library. New transport,
circulation and processng systems must be developed and implemented. The processng
of more than two million volumes for moving and storage must be compl eted.

Student study space must be
identified and  acquired.
Swing space for  other
functions curretly  housed
within the libray must be
found. Other  congruction
projects in the area must be e
completed. A circulation plan
to ded with pededtrian and
vehicular access aound a
congruction dte that blocks
the entire centrd area of the
canpus must be developed
and implemented.

The desgn of the library will
take gpproximately one year with interim gpprovals and budget checks dong the way.
The building permit process in Houston is taking nearly Sx months.

Demolition within our sacred Academic Quadrangle must commence only after asbestos
abatement ands tree preservation has been completed. 100,000 cubic yards of soil must
be removed in conjunction with the inddlation 60 — 80 dewatering wells that will pump
150 gdlons of water a minute from the area around the new library. The 295,000 SF
gructure will be completed by June 2006 and then two million volumes are moved onto
the new ghdving. Millions of dollars of computers will be ingdled. Classooms and
sudy rooms will be equipped. Perhaps then...the doors will open...the students and
faulty will cheer and we will dl live happily ever dfter...

TheEnd
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