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T h e 1930s modernist approach to 
communi ty planning also extended to the 
design of open spaces and communal 
areas. Public spaces included playgrounds 
and communi ty gathering spaces, strategi-
cally grouped with communi ty lacililies. 
Ranks of colorful drying laundry have for 
50 years been anchored to the ground by 
the ubiquitous metal Ts thai demarcate 
the "back yards" of this public realm. The 
primacy of communal green space 
necessitated a remote location tor parking. 
Although sites vary - Allen Parkway 
Village is twice as big as the others and has 
a number of distinct precincts and axes, 
while Cuney Homes is much more 
wooded - the planning approaches are 
the same. 

T h e 50-year-old units at Cuney Homes 
have undoubtedly proved suitable for 
rehabilitation, as have those at Kelly 
Courts, Irvinton Village, and Clayton 
Homes. As of summer 1992, the housing 
authority's director of facilities and 
development, Ernest Etuk, forecast a first-
quarter 1993 completion date tor phase 
one at Cuney Homes. T h e current 
rehabilitation includes removal of asbestos 
and lead-based paints, bringing all interior 
fixtures, plumbing, and wiring up to code, 
and replacement ot the units ' forced-air 
central heating (air conditioning is not 
provided). In conjunction with the 
appearance-altering replacement ot all 
v\ imli>w s and doors, the housing authority 
is building new gabled roots at Cuney 
Homes to improve root drainage and the 
"domestic" look of the place. While 
professional opinion varies as to the 
efficacy of this latter move, the now-gabled 
rwo-story barracks are eerily reminiscent of 
worker housing in European industrial 
towns at the turn of the century. 

HACH has determined that modern 
standards and federal requirements can be 
met in the existing units. The floor plans 
are being modified as tar as the structural 
shell will allow; maintaining the load-
bearing walls, 15 feet on center at most, 
precludes extensive expansion of individual 
units. The contractors have removed the 
plastered partition walls and are replacing 
them with drywall on metal studs. The 
organization of the existing floor plans will 
remain, with the exception of increased 
separation o! living rooms from kitchi ns. 
The load-bearing walls, impregnated with 

layers of lead paint, have been blasted to 
remove all the toxins, although Etuk notes 
that "deep cracks have caused problems 
with retained paint." 

As part of the remodeling effort, 12 units 
ot the first phase are being brought up to 
standards required by the Americans With 
Disabilities Act. These have been the most 
costly units to modernize, raising the cost 
per unit to the $30,000 range. The utility 
infrastructure has required extensive 
overhauling, a problem at all the housing 
authority units from this era. Completely 
new electrical, natural gas, city water, 
sewer, storm drain, and fire service lines 
are currently being installed. 

In terms of the complex's public open 
spaces (the real living rooms for these often 
cramped apartments), the housing 
authority lobbied the city to relax its 
requirement of 1.35 parking spaces per 
unit to allow for more "vital green space." 

The agencies involved at Cuney Homes 
have apparently come back to believing in 
the complex's original modernist organiza-
tion, which still holds promise for 
high-quality public spaces. The Texas 
Historical Commission (which never 
received any paperwork on the Cuney 
Homes project) has commented favorably 
on the rehabilitation but notes that certain 
character-changing elements, such as the 
change in roof forms, should in the future 
be reviewed by the THC staff architect. 

Any debate over the merits of changing the 
architei iut.il char.u tci of ( tine; I Ionics 
through the cost-effective but not necessar-
ily architecturally sensitive replacement of 
doors and windows and imposition of 
rather arbitrary roof forms may seem 
academic in this age ol limited resources 
and the swelling ranks ol the homeless. 
"The housing authority can be praised for 
Its attempt to work with \ iable housing 
stock in the inner city. Equally impressive 
is the relatively low cost of this "housing 
resurrection," which will create good 
homes for families. Can these lessons he-
applied to Allen Parkway Village? 

Rives Taylor 

Big, Small, and 
Good All Over 

DEBORAH MORRIS 

The day of the prima donna approach to 
designing buildings has passed. 

The new way is by team. Almost any 
team can produce a mere shelter, but to 
produce buildings which possess architec-
ture takes a new kind of team - one 
sensitive to human needs and values. The 
idea of architecture by team has three 
underlying, secondary ideas: (I) the team 
is a genius, (2) the client/user is a member 
of the team, and (J) the team is an 
ever-expanding unit, not limited to the 
design profession. 

A 

A serpentine rail defines a south-facing 
verandah on East First. 

WILLIAM W. CAUOILL' 

ustin began contemplating the 
development of its first conven-
tion center in the early 1970s, 
well before the recession presented 

such a prospect as a palliative for an ailing 
economy. A vision ot the center persisted 

in the minds of city officials 
and members of the 
community , but it was not 
until January 198(i that 
then chamber of commerce 
member Dr. Neil Kocurek 
and other representatives of 
the public and private 
sector formed the Conven-
tion Center Support Group 
to make the project a 
reality. "There were set-
backs," says Kocurek, who 
preferred to pursue the 
project as a private citi/.en, 
"but we met regularly with 
concerned groups and 
individuals, brought in the 
experts, and were finally 
able to develop a common 
data base from which we 
could proceed with a real 
dialogue." 

Metal screens create dappled shadows 
under Cast Third Street loggia. 

Despite open lines of communication, 
the city council remained embattled over 
site selection loi more than two years. 
After debating the pros and cons of five 
possible locations, the choices were 
reduced to two, one east ot Congress 
Avenue and one west. It was ultimately 
decided to let the architects make the final 
recommendation. But the controversy 
raged on between properly owners, who 
saw the convention center as an opportu-
nity for profit, and individuals concerned 
with neighborhood traffic patterns and 
qnality-ot-life issues. 

Reaching a consensus to build in Austin, 
where a large proportion of the citizens 
flagrantly brandish their antigrowth 
sentiments, was no easy task, especial!)' 
since citizen and environmental groups 
had already been roused by an early 
proposal to build the convention center 
on Town Like. In 1987, when the com-
mission was awarded to the Austin 
Collaborative Venture, a consortium 
including the Austin offices of Page 
Sutherland Page, l,awrence W. Speck 
Associates, Villava Cotera Kolar, Wi lbur 
Smith & Associates and Johnson Johnson 
Roy, and the Minneapolis office of Ellerbe 
Beckett, Austin voters remained to be 
convinced.-' The challenge facing the 
venture included not only the building 
design, programming, and site selection, 
but also the ticklish task of persuading a 
h.ill-n hk taut community to take the giant 
step. A year and a half later, the citizens ol 
Austin voted to approve more than $69 
million in bonds to finance the center. 
Willi additional funding from Capital 
Metro, the Coventor 's Energy Office, the 
city's electrical utilities department, and 
Pacific Gas & Electric, planning began for 
the construction of the 400.000-square-
foot building. 

Today, the visitor to the Austin Conven-
tion Center, expecting perhaps an 
unwieldy behemoth, encounters instead a 
skillfully modulated addition to the 
ciiyscape thai responds with grace and 
dignity to each of its contingent neighbor-
hoods. The design team, composed of 
members from each firm and headed by 
Larry Speck, wanted the center to be 
"similar in richness, scale, and diversity to 
the best of what one already finds in 
downtown Austin," in Speck's words. The 
neighborhood context mediated against a 
single, pat design solution. Speck saw the 
project as an opportuni ty to create a 
building that would engage, invigorate, 
and distinguish a vicinity known rather tor 
its adjacencies to landmarks than tor irs 
own architectural virtues. Located in a 
warehouse district and occupying four city 
blocks between First and Third streets. 
Trinity Strecl, and Waller Creek, the 
center looks like an expansive but bite-size 
village. Surrounded by several distinctive 
neighborhoods - the Sixth Street enter-
tainment district and Congress Avenue, 
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Canopy over the passenger dropoff. Unconventional geometries on the Trinity Street facade. 

the T o w n L i k e - W a l l e r Creek grccnbcl t , 
and ,i col lect ion of small single l . inuk 
residences - the bu i l d i n g responds 
lo rm. i l h .i iul programmat ica l ly to each, 
w i t h a character and scale that are b o t h 
fami l iar and fresh. 

Locat ing the more prescript ive exh ib i t i on 
and banquet halls at the core o f the 
bu i l d i n g and wrapp ing them w i t h the 
pub l ic p re func t ion and c i rcu la t ion spaces 
pe rmu ted more expression at the street 
edge. The exter ior order is def ined by an 
evocative play o f advancing and retreat ing 
vo lumes, a balanced palette of variously 
in ter locked materials and textures and the 
composed but dynamic relat ionships 
a m o n g t h e m . T h e interplay of lacy, 
louvered metal sunscreens and satiny 
a l u m i n u m panels w i t h rugged cream-
colored l imestone and mo t t l ed purp le 
br ick produces an elegant d i f fe rent ia t ion of 
the bu i ld ing 's mass. 

Four key elements d is t inguish the 
bu i ld ing 's exter ior and func t i on as new 
" l andmarks " for the ne ighborhood. A 
12-sidcd ro tunda o f the sumptuous local ly 
quarr ied l imestone anchors the southeast 
corner and sets up a sequence o f proces-
sional spaces leading to the main corr idors 
and to the banquet halt. Q u i e t but 
d o m i n a n t , i t provides the zone in w h i c h 
the fo rma l r igor o f the First Street facade 
dovetai ls i n to the more casual l imestone 
terraces and adjacent d i n i n g spaces that 
zigzag a long the densely wooded creek. 
A t the southwest corner is a pala/.zolikc 

element, almost cubical in vo lume , that 
opens on the inside to a grand height and 
introduces to T r i n i t y Street a co l lect ion of 
q u i r k y but con t inuous geometric elements 
con ta in ing meet ing rooms, entries to the 
exh ib i t i on halls, and a stair. T h e central 
meet ing r o o m , clad in a r ich i ronspo i br ick , 
w i t h its gambrel roof and great, elaborately 
shaded dodecagonal w i n d o w func t ions as 
a symbol ic te rminus to Second Street, at 
the west end of w h i c h w i l l be located 
Aust in 's c iv ic and mun i c i pa l complex . Its 
mahnganv-panelcd in ter io r and ad jo in i ng 
balconies af ford a v iew of the fringes of the 
Texas H i l l C o u n t r y . A pro jec t ing quasi-
t r igonal stair tower of the same br ick defines 
two ou tdoo r gather ing spaces in a long, 
shal low cour tya rd that is te rmina ted at the 
no r th by a deep loggia ex tend ing to Red 
River. Here visi tors and neighbors can f i nd 
shelter wh i le w a i t i n g tor t ranspor ta t ion . 

Inside the center one f inds the same 
ha rmony of materials and finishes and as 
integrated and sk i l l fu l a design strategy as 
on the exter ior. Concre te , grani te, and steel, 
soft fabric wal l coverings, and exotic woods 
m ix w i t h the br ick and stone used o n the 
exter ior, m a k i n g a smoo th t ransi t ion f r o m 
outside to in and focusing key zones fo r 
easy o r i en ta t i on . Cor r i do rs expand and 
cont ract , bend , t u r n , and open dramat ica l ly 
o n t o grand gather ing spaces. Soft and 
even day l ight f i l ls the ro tunda f r o m two 
ranks oi * lercston w indows , sp i l l ing ovei 
a graceful steel r oo f truss and t h r o w i n g 
leggy shadows o n the crisp masonry walls. 

Contrasts of space, mater ia l , and l igh t 
m a r k every t u r n , bur an in t r ins ic sense o f 
calm and order prevails. Even in the 
superscaled exh ib i t i on halls, where u t i l i t y 
dominates , exposed ducts and pipes and 
structure create a d a t u m overhead that 
defines ter r i to ry and mediates the vast 
vo lume. F.xperimcnial t rack ing solar panels 
and a high-tech thermal storage un i t that 
al lows the b u i l d i n g to use of f -peak 
electrical service conserve energy. 

It a le i tmot i f were to be ident i f ied in the 
convent ion center, ii wou ld be painstak ing 
a t ten t ion to detai l and the consistent 
qua l i t y of design and cra f tmansh ip . Speck 
believes the factor thai characterizes the 
project and that is responsible for its 
success is teamwork . Juan Corera, repre-
sent ing Vi l lava Cotera Kolar , agrees: 
" I lie on ly c o m p e t i t i on a m o n g the ream 
members was f r iend ly , " an achievement in 
its o w n r ight w h e n one considers the levels 
of cooperat ion necessary to manage a 
project of that scope. Cotera adds that an 
enl ightened ci ty counc i l and cl ient 
(represented by Na than Schneider, A1A) 
l.u i l i tated the process by genuinely 
l is ten ing to the architects' recommenda-
t ions. Schneider at t r ibutes the project 's 
success to an ef f ic ient s t ructure thai 
a l lowed for detai led analysis and in w h i c h 
each of the players unders tood his or her 
role, f l i e result of the efforts of many 
talented and h a r d w o r k i ng ind iv iduals is a 
b u i l d i n g - del ivered happi ly w i t h i n budget 
and on t ime - that in its efficacy s ign i f i -
cant ly advances the fo rmu la for its type. 
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V / h e n asked i f Aus t i n got what it 
bargained for in a convent ion center, 
Schneider responds w i t h a resound ing yes. 
Fhe center now laces the challenges of a 

st i l l -s tagnat ing economy, and whether it 
w i l l p rov ide a decisive economic boost 
in i t ia l l y is uncer ta in . But to the c i ty of 
Aust in 's cred i t , its long-awai ted conven-
t i on center was no hast i ly conceived or 
shoddi ly under taken ef for t . Its success 
quot ien t is as h igh as Aus t in wanted i t to 
be, and by any standards, (hat's h igh . • 

I From the preface to William W. Caudttl. Atclmtaurt 
by /'fiim {New York: Van hfottnnd Rineholt, 1971), 
pp. ix-x. 

- I onetime project manager Man Kreisle. from I'agc 
Sutherland I'agc, came- up with (IK- formula lor the 
winning Austin ('ollahnraiivc Venture. Lllerbe 
Beckett ultercd expertise in the u-i.lmk.il planning nl 
public assembly buildings, and I'SI' in management 
.IIi-.l execution. Villava Cotera Kolar, although 
providing the required minority sums, was selected 
tor its reliability and strength in civic-oriented works, 
and I awrerice W, Speck Assotiaies lor its design 
leadership and understanding of the Austin 
community. 


