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" T h e Man in ihe Grey Flannel Su i t " is a 
classic mov ie about a man's adjustment to 
society after spending two years in combat 
i n the Pacific. The hero, played by 
Gregory Peck, resumes his career in 
business wear ing the grey f lannel suit and 
wh i te sh i r t that s ign i fy c o n f o r m i t y and 
acceptance o f social no rms in the city. Tine 
conf l ic t at the center o f the drama is the 
hero's desperate need to supress the chaos 
and tragic memor ies that e rup t i n his 
Conscious and unconscious menta l 
processes, b r i ng i ng his ind iv idua l i t y i n to 
conf l ic t w i t h social norms. 

Th is Conflict is analogous to the bu i l d ing 
of a city. U rban f o r m is bo th ind iv idua l 
m e m o r y and ident i ty and the need for 
social conven t ion . " T h e Man in the Grey 
Flannel Su i t " sheds a peculiar l ight on the 
grey c lapboard ex ter io r wal ls and the 
wh i te i n te r i o r surfaces of the bu i ld ing that 
houses the Black Image Off ice, a research 
l ibrary and archive con ta in ing the M e n i l 
Foundat ion's Image of the Black 
Co l lec t ion , wh i ch A n t h o n y E. Freder ick 
designed fo r Domin iqu e de M e n i l in 1983. 
The bu i l d ing is situated w i t h i n the 
precinct sur round ing the new M e n i l 
Col lect ion Museum, an area whose special 
uni ty der ives f r o m the nearly ident ical 
scale, style, and type o f s ing le - fami ly 
house located there, a un i ty re inforced by 
Mrs. de Meni l ' s decision to have H o w a r d 
Barnstone pa in t the houses grey in 1974. 

The expression o f the ind iv idua l bu i l d ing 
as Arch i tec tu re ( w i t h a capital A ) was 
quest ioned by Ado l f Loos i n an essay 
ent i t led "Arch i tec tu re 1 9 1 0 " Loos 
vehement ly rejected the a t tempts o f 
architects to make an ind iv idua l 
expression of Arch i tec ture as A r t in every 
bu i ld ing . Arch i tec ture for Loos consisted 
of the T o m b and the M o n u m e n t ; al l o ther 
const ruc t ion should c o n f o r m to i ts 
ex is t ing context . The image that Loos 
selects to i l lustrate his a rgument is that of 
the ubiqui tous black frock coat, w o r n by 
v i r tua l ly every gen t leman of h is day in 
V ienna Arch i tec ture must rely on 
conven t i on , and Loos's metaphor o f the 
Code e l dress exists ttiday i n our 
con tempora ry f igura l expression "u rban 
fabr ic." It must be noted thar wh i le Loos 
designed "si lent" ex ter io rs , his in tern a s 
were elaborate celebrat ions o f bu i ld ing 
methods and mater ia ls , and o f the r i tuals 
of bourgeois l i fe . 

The Black Image Of f ice is a s ign i f icant 
and provocat ive statement of urban 
values, o f the suppression o f ind iv idua l 
sel f-expression in favor of contextual 
coherence. Th is i ns t i t u t i on was fo rmed by 
m o v i n g a nondescr ip t 1920s house that 
was o r ig ina l l y part of the ne ighborhood, 
but o n a site required for the new 
museum. The house was moved on rol lers 
to the new locat ion - an e m p t y lo t -
set o n a new founda t ion , gu t ted , and 
reconstructed in terna l ly according to the 
new p rog ram . The new in te r io r is painted 
wh i te th roughou t , the f t tx i rs are natural 
wood, treated to be as l i gh t as possible, 
and the f u rn i t u re is wh i t e enamel , w i t h 
the except ion of elegant wa lnu t desks, 
designed by the archi tect , and several 
large wood tables, purchased second-hand 
and very s imp le in p ro f i l e , const ruc t ion, 
and surface. Frederick describes the 
in te r io r as a sort of "zero-degree 
arch i tecture." T h e ex te r io r is made to 
c o n f o r m to the su r round ing bu i ld ings in 
color and deta i l and it is qu i te impossib le 
to te l l w h i c h w indows are o r ig ina l and 
wh ich were added by the archi tect . 

M y in i t i a l v is i t to the off ice was bo th 
i n t r i gu i n g and d is tu rb ing . The no t ion of 
the c i ty indicated by bo th bu i l d i ng process 
and f o r m seemed to be in sympathy w i t h 
p re -Modern is t ideas o f bu i l t c o n f o r m i t y 
and w i t h recent European att i tudes 
toward typological t rans fo rmat ion and 
col lect ive m e m o r y , best expressed i n A ldo 
Rossi's The Architecture of the City: here, 
the bu i l d ing seemed to i m p l y , Hous ton is 
being understood as memory . The design 
of th is i ns t i t u t i on represents a cr i t ique o f 
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Black Image Oltlce. Menil Foundation. Anthony E. Frederick, 1984. Top. Central room. 
Above: Entry vestibule and reading room (Photos by Paul Hester) 

modern archi tecture's insistence o n the 
ident i f i ca t ion of use and f o r m , and the 
ident i f i ca t ion of an ins t i t u t i on as 
someth ing necessarily d i f fe rent f r o m 
a house. The change in use is not 
expressed on the exter ior . O the r than a 
s l igh t l y -w ider - than- typ ica l br ick stair , 
there is no l i tera l or f igura l s ign o f 
change. 

There is also a c r i t ique o f mode rn 
archi tecture i n Frederick's design of p lan 
and sect ion. T h e p lan is eleganr gnd 
s imp le but very sophist icated in its 
a t t i tude toward the occupat ion o f space. 
Wha t is p ro found ly d i f fe rent f r o m 
mode rn arch i tectural p l ann ing is the 
del iberate absence of funct iona l separat ion 
between c i rcu la t ion and work space. The 
p lan can be read as three paral le l layers of 
space. However , the en t ry vestibule is also 
the centra l reading r o o m , and passage to 
the next layer is t h rough , rather than by 
or adjacent t o , the secretarial area. The 
centra l r o o m is the only space elaborated 
in section. T h e cei l ing is raised across the 
w id th o f the structure in cont rad ic t ion to 
the expectat ions generated by the gabled 
entrance bay. Use and movemen t over lap 
here and also in the f ina l zone, where the 
staff d i n i n g area co-exists w i t h f i l i ng and 
storage. The r e is no procession sequence 
or r i tua l in the M o d e r n or Postmodern 
sense, nor are the spat ial layers t ied 
together by any obvious device, such as a 
visual axis T h e in te rna l ove r l app ing of 
funct ions is analogous to the role of the 
bu i ld ing in its context , the presence o f a 
publ ic foundat ion in a largely resident ial 
ne ighborhood , a l l o w i ng the ci ty to 
deve lop a comp lex i t y of tempora l and 
spatial occupat ion that is rare in Hous ton . 
Th is project suggests urban values: o f i 
city o f i n t e rpo la t i on , re f lec t ion, and 
memory rather than a city of expansion 
and express ion. The architect 's cr i t ique o f 
the modern cliches of func t iona l 
d iag rammat i c p l a n n i n g and in te rna l -
ex terna l expression also avoids 
Postmodern ism's pathet ic preoccupat ion 
w i t h style and meaningless images. 

The re was also a d is tu rb ing qual i ty to my 
f i rs t exper ience o f the Black Image Off ice. 
As an archi tect educated by a genera t ion 
cr i t ical of the Modern is t insistence o n the 
spat ial expression o f ind iv iduated 
d iagrammat ic " funct ions" (and the loss o f 
urban con t i nu i t y felt i n modern cit ies 
wh ich inev i tab ly resul ted) , I have been 
taught to appreciate themat ic and 
symbol ic celebrat ions of a bu i l d ing s 

Plan (courtesy Anthony E. Frederick) 

p r o g r a m , its s t ructure, and its surfaces. 1 
a m no t convinced that the "zero-degree" 
archi tecture of the i n te r i o r is as capable of 
the "absence of h is to ry and value systems" 
that Ro land Barthes suggests is possible 
in con tempora ry l i te ra ture in Writing, 
Degree Zero. Can there exist space and 
surface w i t h o u t association? Is th is w h i t e 
archi tecture really a neutra l cond i t i on or 
does it not have a Utopian v is ion of 
hygenic pur i t y that can just as easily be 
misread as ster i l i ty? 

My second v is i t to the Black Image Off ice 
provoked purely emo t i ona l experiences: 
sor row and joy. I t raveled to the site i n a 
taxi d r i ven by an elder ly black m a n , a 
nat ive Hous ton ian who had never heard 
o f th is i ns t i t u t i on and was qui te surpr ised 
and cur ious to see i t . W e pul led up across 
the street and bo th watched as an a lmost 
chubby black chi ld c l imbed the s l igh t ly -
too-wide br ick steps. A door then opened, 
reveal ing a b r i l l i an t wh i te in te r io r , and we 
saw a f r iend ly face appear co-p lanar w i t h 
the grey ex te r io r , and shared a po ignant 
m o m e n t o f sequent ia l reve la t i on of values 
as the ch i ld passed in to the bu i l d i ng . 
D o m i n i q u e de M i j n i l and A n t h o n y 
Frederick have done someth ing 
t remendous in w h i t e , g rey , and black that 
colors our percep t ion of H o u s t o n , i ts 
Spatial and racial wea l th o f comp lex i t y 
and poss ib i l i t y . * 


