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Everything is supposed to he diflcrciil 
in Austin now that it is the epicenter 

of the new economy in Texas. In the new 
economy, the rules are all rewritten. As 
George Gilder has said that the global 
economy has been transformed; no 
longer is it driven by the need to exploit 
everything rare and scarce; now it is 
based on silicon, the planet's most abun-
dant mineral, and ideas, which are end-
lis-.lv renewable.1 The new economy has 
its own miraculous rules; technological 
advancement can now focus on itself to 
create its own markets, instead of having 
to accommodate threatening demograph 
ic changes and unpleasantly persistent 
social needs. As Gilder put it at a confer-
ence reported on last year in Wired mag-
azine: "My children aren't learning 
Spanish. They're learning C++."-2 

Metropolitan Austin, which in 1990 
was losing population and had the high-
est suburban office-vacancy rate in the 
country, is now Silicon Gulch, the 
hoomingest boomtown in the state. 
Austin now has the strongest job market 
and fastest population growth in Texas. 
The national press is paying attention 
because there are so many restaurants 
per capita and so many new young mil-
lionaires running software companies. 
This new wealth should be transforming 
the cityscape, should it not? New clients, 
in the tradition of generations of Texans 
with more money than sense, should be 
pushing local architects to come up with 
zippy new ideas for their houses and 
workplaces, as they did 15 years ago in 
Houston and Dallas, right? 

Sii why, d m me, around the develop 
ment crescent that follows the partially 
completed ring roads westward from 
Interstate 35 north of Austin towards the 
highland lakes, does one sec nothing at 
all that is actually new? Why do the 
fastest-growing parts of Austin and its 
satellites — Pflugervitle, Round Rock, 
Georgetown, Leander — look so much 
like Schertz, or Pearland, or Piano, or 
Albuquerque, or suburban Boston? Why 

do the development patterns of this 
information-revolution landscape so 
closely mimic those established in the 
1960s and 1970s? 

This is the metropolitan area with 
the highest concentration of architects 
in Texas (roughly eight architects per 
10,000 residents, as compared with 
about three per 10,000 in Houston and 
four per 10,000 in Dallas), and a long 
tradition in its large and welt-known 
architecture school of trying to uncover 
and promulgate an indigenous, regional 
architectural style for everything from 
downtown office districts to houses. 
Why, then, outside of a couple of stylish 
restaurants most notable for then m m 
pletel; nonregionalisi character, is there 
such a lack of architectural ideas? 

FROM DOUGHNUTS TO DOLLARS 

IN ROUND ROCK 

Round Rock used to be famous for little 
more than its doughnuts, amazing yellow 
confections sold near the town square. 
Now, what only a few years ago was 
scraggly farm land right off IH-35 has 
sprouted the utterly utilitarian looking 
Dell Computer plant, headquarters of a 
company that has posted over 1,000 per-
cent gains in revenues and stock value in 
the past five years, putting Round Rock 
in the national news every time the com-
pany issues one of its quarterly reports. 
Not far away, two-year-old Power 
Computing manufactures Macintosh 
clones in the shell of an abandoned Wal-
Mart; it is one of the fastest-growing 
start-ups in the history of the computer 
industry. And some of its employees say 
they have developed a strong taste for 
those Round Rock doughnuts. A little 
farther north, in Georgetown, the Del 
Webb company has opened the first 
5,300 acres of Sun City, a thoroughly 
commonplace looking suburban commu-
nity (very like the new Sun Cities Del 
Webb is building near Hilton Head, 
South Carolina, and Scottsdale, Arizona) 

for retirees over 50 that has brought 
Williamson County its first hocce 
ball club. 

Hollow the roads from Round Rock 
to the swelling suburbs of Hayes County 
in the south, and you are looking at one 
continuous pattern. You have your tilt-
wall warehouse park beside the freeway, 
your mirror-glass or limestone midrisc 
office clump and shopping center where 
the l ic ru .n mtrrs< its a m.i|oi thorough 
fare, your apartments near the shopping 
centi i. ami \ out pod and nuinccio! road 
housing developments spread back into 
the former cotton fields, away from the 
high-priced land. The houses are more 
vertical than they would have been M) 
years ago, and more of them are clad in 
limestone, and Ihi-\ certainb <• ist a lot 
more in real terms. Rut otherwise the 
p a i n a n is tin' s.uiu- as n has been 

for decades. 

Austin, with just enough topographi-
cal variation to ease eyes bored by end-
less horizons, with its spring-fed swim-
ming pools and downtown night clubs 
and cheap apartments providing memo-
ries of youthful indulgence for the hun-
dreds of thousands who attended the 
University of Texas and went on to their 
real lives elsewhere, has always been one 
of the most easily imageable ot lexas 
cities. But now it is being transformed 
into a placeless place, yet another itera-
tion of America's coast-to-coast Stripvillc. 
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The reason for this transformation is 
that the new Austin is split among three 
cultures — Corporate World, Slacker 
Mecca, and the Displaced Atavists — and 
none of the three requires any particular 
architectural expressiveness, fitting seam-
lessly into the prefabricated patterns of 
postwar American development. 

Corporate World is perhaps the least 
familiar of new Austin's personalities — 
nobody has made a movie about it to 
match Slacker, and it doesn't have a talk-

radio voice as do the Displaced Atavisn, 
But it has a long and completely unre-
markable history, based in the military-
industrial complex, with public money 
seeding private enterprise I just the son 
of thing that George Gilder says never 
works). In the 1960s and 1 970s, Tracor 
and Texas Instruments built plants in 
Austin to capitalize on the abundance 
of electrical engineers and other college-
trained employees provided by the 
University of Texas at Austin, and both 
companies prospered on federal Defense 
Department contracts. IBM and 
Motorola joined them, drawn also by the 
work force, and had become major local 
employers by the late 1970s, building 
consumer goods. The Motorola facilities 
ID Austin were the site, in the 1990s, for 
the creation of the I'ower I'C chip for 
Macintosh computers. And the IBM 
Austin plant is where the company devel-
oped and manufactures the hot-selling 
Think pad laptops, which were about the 
only ray of hope for the company a few 
years ago. 

Another big change came in the 
1980s. With the Cold War waning, 
America discovered that its industrial 
base was threatened by competition, pri-
marily from Japan. Two research consor-
tiums with broad backing in industry and 
government, Scmatech and MCC. were 
organized to loster technological innova-
tion that would turn the tide. Competing 
against high-tech centers in California 
and the Hast Coast, Austin was chosen 
for both, because of the presence of the 
existing companies, the workforce, and 
the political influence of its congressional 
delegation. With the example of these 
efforts, along with Austin's relatively lo* 
cost of living, other companies moved to 
the city, including Advanced Micro 
Devices (manufacturers of computer chips 
that compete with those of Intel), Tokyo 
Electron, and the Korean electronics giant 
Samsung, which is spending several hun-
dred million dollars on new facilities. 
And in the midst of this, local boy 
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Michael Del l took his IBM-c lone-mak ing 
company f rom an operat ion he ran out o f 
his apartment as a U T undergraduate to 
i mul t i -b i l l ion-dol lar company w i th more 
dian 8,000 Austin-area employees — a 
number reportedly g row ing by more than 
100 per mon th for the past year. 

A l though there has been a lot o f 
migration to Aus t in , w i t h scores ot 
Californians a r r i v ing dai ly du r ing that 
state's recent economic recession and 
pendant floods, earthquakes, and lethal 
mudslides, it has not been enough to 
keep up w i t h the demand for high-tech 
employees. Samsung, w i t h its plant stil l 
under const ruct ion, has begun w o r k i n g 
with Austin Commun i t y College on t ra in-
ing courses fo r its prospective work fo rce . 
Country rad io stations run ads for Del l 
Computer in wh ich good o| ' hoys discuss 
leaving their dead-end lives behind to get 
xw jobs at the Del l plant. Radio spots 
for Advanced M i c r o Devices feature log-
gers comparing the perks at A M D w i t h 
those of other, lesser companies. The real 
attraction that Cal i forn ians and others 
find in Aust in , wh i ch has been a major 
factor in the g r o w th of the last decade, 
is that Austin remains comparat ively 
ihcap: housing costs in Sil icon Gu lch 
ire only about hal f those in Cal i fornia 's 
Silicon Valley. 

The relatively low cost o f l iv ing is 
the connection between Corpora te W o r l d 
ind Slacker Mecca, a l though many o f 
Austin's musicians and artists f ind them-
selves priced out of the near town neigh-
borhoods by the new high-tech compet i -
tion. The success of the big hardware 
manufacturers has created a penumbra o f 
related development. I here Bute HOT 
thousands o f software developers wo rk -
ing in Aust in , w r i t i n g everything f rom 
networking sof tware to games, and their 
presence is more and more visible, part ic-
ularly in the central city. When the Tem-
ple-Inland Mor tgage Company left its 
office bui ld ing on Congress Avenue for a 
new office complex southwest o f d o w n -
town, the d o w n t o w n space was leased by 

H u m a n Code, a drop-dead-hip games 
developer. Austin's image as a place w i t h 
a higher-than-average hody-piercings-pcr-
capita ta t io has been both a cause and an 
effect of the g r o w th o f the software-
development industry, par t icular ly those 
parts devoted to creat ing games and 
entertainment. Workers in these compa-
nies are much more l ikely to sport the 
tat toos and T-shirts that are young 
Austin's dress code than are their coun-
terparts in the hardware manufactur ing 
companies. Here is where the Slacker 
ethos not on ly survives but prospers. 

There have been other spin-off 
effects. The number of advert is ing and 
graphic design f i rms has doubled in the 
past three years, and more and more o f 
Austin's musicians and recording techni-
cians are f ind ing work serving the high-
tech industry's market ing needs. Even 
architects have benefi ted: Graeber, 
Simmons & C o w a n has carved a niche 
in the design and construct ion o f fabr ica-
t ion plants for M o t o r o l a , Advanced 
M i c r o Devices, and other companies, 
whi le R T G Partners has designed most 
o f the new bui ld ings for Del l Computers , 
as wel l as the master p lan and the major 
bui ldings of Sun City in Georgetown. 

The biggest urban effect o f new devel-
opment w i l l be f rom the projects com-
pleted and being planned on West Sixth 
Street and 38th Street. Austin's street pat-
tern provides only one easy connect ion 
between d o w n t o w n and the western sub-
urbs of Ta r r y tow n and West Lake H i l l s , 
a long Sixth Street. Simi lar ly, only 38 th 
and 45 th streets connect the medical cen-
ter area w i t h the suburban homes of the 
city's doctors and a sizable number of 
college professors. This pattern channels 
most of Austin's prosperous people in to a 
couple o f roadways twice a day, and the 
urban pattern is sh i f t ing dramat ical ly in 
recogni t ion. Sixth Street at Lamar used to 
be a zone o f automobi le dealerships and 
histor ic houses. Then the Ford dealership 
moved out to I H \S and Whole I oods 
opened an enormous store there, head-

quarters o f wha t was once a l i t t le hippie 
gnu.en and is now a publicly held 
na t ionwide retailer. Aust in 's largest 
advert is ing agency, G S D & M , has a new 
bu i ld ing next door (designed by R T G 
Partners) and touts itself as " Idea C i ty . " 
The Chevrolet dealership is mov ing next, 
m be replaced by several hundred thou-
sand square feet of reta i l , of f ice, and 
entertainment space. A 20-screen movie 
theater and a Target store are also p lan-
ned for the area. The 38th Street co r r ido r 
is seeing g r o w t h every bi t as dramat ic . 
The state Department of Men ta l Heal th 
iiii.l Men ia l Retardat ion has been auc-

t i on ing of f empty land f rom the Aust in 
State Hosp i ta l grounds that is being 
converted for retai l bui ld ings, orhces, 
and apartments. 

DISPLACED ATAVISTS — T H F H F I K S 

OF CRITICA1 RlX.KlNAI.ISM 

Listen to ta lk rad io in Aust in and it 
becomes clear that , despite the rapid 
g r o w t h o f the new Aust in , the city sti l l 
has a sizable popula t ion of men and 
women w i t h a dist inct ly rura l ou t look , 
only a generation at most f r om the farm. 
The fo lks, already suspicious of U T and 
the state government {st i l l the largest 
employers by far) , n o w also see them-
selves as displaced by the forces of the 
new Aust in — al l those Koreans, and the 
kids w i t h the shaved heads, and the nose 
r ings, all the t raf f ic , the sense that cr ime 
is r is ing, and the cost of l i v ing. A n d to a 
large extent they have been displaced, 
both l i teral ly and f iguratively, as the 
landscape gets remade, forced to move 
farther no r th and east f r om the city's 
edges. The result, as one can hear dai ly, 
is a state o f f rustrated, atavistic dudgeon, 
w i t h constant calls to t u rn back the clock 
compet ing w i t h the news of new plants 
and housing starts. 

It seems doubt fu l il i.it architecture 
cr i t ic and histor ian Kenneth Frampron 
had Austin's Displaced Atavists precisely 
in m ind as he made the rounds o f the 

Texas architecture conferences in the 
mid-19K0s. Talking up his concept of a 
"c r i t i ca l reg ional ism," what Frampton 
described was the architectural expres-
sion of a local resistance to the economic 
and social power ot late capital ism 
and the emerging globalized economy. 
I t sounded interest ing at the t ime, 
a l though one doubts that any such pro-
ject could have the le f tward spin of 
Frampton's ideas. 

Instead, as shown in Aust in , cr i t ical 
regional ism, w i t h its ties t o the o ld forms 
of landscape and bu i ld ing that are nostal-
gical ly evoked in contemporary houses, is 
an inherently conservative idea. The peo-
ple w h o try to ho ld back the globaliza-
t i on o f the cu l ture are not the remnants 
of the 1960s: the t ransformat ion of 
Who le Foods into a nat ional chain shows 
how that strain has been neutralized. It is 
the Atavists, w h o have migrated to the 
nor thern fringes of the city, to Pllugervil le 
and Round Rock and Georgetown, who 
periodical ly t ry to stop the t ide of change 
that the high-tech companies br ing w i th 
them. Thus the Wi l l iamson County 
Commissioners Cour t was the only voice 
of protest when Apple Computer wanted 
tax concessions to open a service center 
near Round Rock — protesting not 
Apple's b lackmai l o f local taxpayers but 
the company's liberal policy on health 
benefits for domestic partners, including 
homosexual domestic partners. 

Poised between three cultures, none 
of wh ich has the strength to dominate, 
the new Aust in is a landscape stil l search-
ing for a characteristic mode. It w i l l 
be interesting to see, if the economic 
miracle continues, what emerges over 
the next decade. • 
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