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INTRODUCTION

The auditorium at the University of Southern California is packed. The audience overflows into the aisles and is now standing room only. A few students who arrived early enough to snag seats are posting Boomerang videos to their Instagram stories. The hashtag: #JohnstonMarklee.

That’s the firm that architects Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee founded in Los Angeles in 1998. As the recipient of this year’s Distinguished Alumni Award, Mark has returned to his architecture school alma mater to deliver a lecture.

Hadrian Predock, the director of the architecture school’s undergraduate program, is at the lectern with introductory remarks: “I think of Mark as our third-most-important alum,” he jokes to the audience. (That’s after Frank Gehry and Thom Mayne—the two alumni who went on to win Pritzker Prizes, generally regarded as the Nobel of the architecture world.) Hadrian lists some of Mark’s and Sharon’s accolades: more than thirty major awards, a monograph chronicling their early work, and the curation of the 2017 Chicago Architecture Biennial. A few months ago, Mark was appointed chair of the Harvard Graduate School of Design’s architecture department, a highly influential position within the profession.

Sharon and Mark, however, are “just getting warmed up,” Hadrian says. “Their work is beautiful, strange, and enigmatic in the best of ways, and we are lucky to be able to call Mark one of our own. Please join me in welcoming Mark Lee back to the USC School of Architecture.”

After a thunderous round of applause, Mark takes the lectern, wearing a three-piece charcoal-black suit and tie, with a lilac shirt for a pop of color. His short salt-and-pepper hair stands almost upright in soft spikes, and in typical architect fashion, his glasses are designer black frames. “In my first year in architecture, I got a C-plus in studio,” Mark says, his accent hinting at having grown up in Hong Kong: finding his way was a matter of time and mentorship. “This is where my foundations were built, where my values were formed, and where my convictions came together.”

Diving into a highlight reel of Johnston Marklee’s past twenty years, he pulls up an image on the screen behind him. It’s Johnston Marklee’s 2004 Hill House, an oddly shaped white residential building of incongruous, slanting surfaces. This early project was named for the hilly Pacific Palisades site in Los Angeles where it was built, a steep drop-off that Mark describes as “practically unbuildable.” The plot was governed by the hillside ordinance, a strict local building law that limits the height and footprint of new constructions on land like this. It was put in place to discourage overbuilding, since the Palisades are notable for two things: sweeping views of stunning natural scenery and wealthy residents who want to keep them that way.
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Since the beginning of the twentieth century, obstacles like these have played a pivotal role in Los Angeles architecture. Problematic sites inspire inventive solutions. Between 1927 and 1929, the architect Richard Neutra designed and built the Lovell House to partly rest on a narrow stretch of hillside, balancing the rest of the house on stilts. In 1960, John Lautner designed the residential Chemosphere as an octagon and hoisted it on top of a pole, giving its owners 360-degree views. The challenges of the terrain provided a testing ground for experiments in material, construction methods, and modernist ideals. Naturally, Sharon and Mark were up for the LA challenge.

“Rather than seeing the restrictions of the hillside ordinance as a policing device, we thought we could look at it as a design opportunity,” Mark says. Besides, being a pair of young architects at the time, they didn’t have much choice. “In the beginning of your career, you don’t choose your projects. Your projects choose you.”

The next slide shows the Hill House as a colorless computer rendering, illustrating the bumps and slopes of the ground, and how the angular house folds over it like a hand gripping the edge of a cliff. To maneuver within the hillside ordinance, Sharon and Mark had deployed some architectural sleight of hand. They squeezed the lowest floor inward to minimize its footprint, which only counts where a building touches the ground. The two floors above stretch beyond the floor below to their limits, creating the sensation of floating above the hillside. The living room is outfitted with giant sliding glass walls (which Mark refers to as apertures), embracing a long-standing Los Angeles architectural tradition of bringing the outdoors in.

The thinking that went into the Hill House offers an incisive look into the architectural process, where form follows function. Ahead of sketching a single line, Sharon and Mark’s first step was to assess the situation in what’s called the feasibility study, the preliminary questions that ultimately dictate how the building takes shape. Where is the site? What are the local building regulations? Who’s using the building? What are they using it for? Factors like terrain and climate determine appropriate building materials (sliding glass walls are signature residential features in Southern California and not South Dakota, for example), while less obvious details can lead to more atmospheric effects. Noting where the sun rises can make all the difference in placing a bedroom window.

Mark’s slideshow continues through the early part of the Johnston Marklee firm’s career, where in the absence of any outward decoration, projects stood out for their geometric complexity. During those early days of small budgets and limited resources, Mark says, he and Sharon made a strategic choice to focus their energy on substance over style, resulting in quite a few totally white, unembellished facades. He points to Pritzker Prize winner Álvaro Siza’s low-budget communist housing projects as a point of inspiration. “Ninety percent of the project is a blank wall,” Mark says, “but that ten percent where he does a window makes the entire project magical.” (I’ve been told that Mark’s knowledge of architectural history is encyclopedic, and that his references to it will be frequent.)

In more recent years, however, as both Johnston Marklee’s projects and budgets have grown in size, their buildings have taken on more robust textures and materials, while their outlines have started to simplify (at least on the outside). Mark’s next slide is of a current project, the renovation of UCLA’s graduate-art-program studios. In the 1980s, the school acquired a 1930s wallpaper factory, now badly in need of repair. With an estimated completion date set for the next fall, the architects are gutting the interiors, and as an homage to the building’s industrial roots, covering the outer walls in pillow-like rounded concrete columns.

“An architect’s life is very slow,” according to Mark, and now as he and Sharon enter their early fifties, they approach two major milestones: their twentieth anniversary (both of the firm and their marriage), and the opening of the Menil Drawing Institute, a new space in Houston, Texas, for one of the world’s most esteemed art collections. After the many galleries, art studios, and exhibition designs Johnston Marklee has done, this is the first full-size museum they’ll have designed from the ground up.

The next slide shows the Menil Drawing Institute as a long, low white building evocative of folded paper. Its ultrathin white walls and roof bend intermittently at creased angles, framing courtyards full of trees. Six years after its conception, completion is around the corner.

“It opens in one month and a week,” Mark says plainly, concluding his presentation without fully conveying the project’s significance for the firm. “And that’s the end. Thank you very much.”



BY THE MOST BASIC definition, architecture is the design of buildings. In practice, it amounts to much more. Architecture infuses the built environment with order and meaning, plotting markers of history and culture onto a city’s skyline. It defines the visual and structural elements that make a house a house, not an office or a church. Architects play a central role in everyday life in imperceptible ways: they design the orientation of your house in relation to your neighbors’; the logical organizations of the rooms inside; the placement of your bedroom windows as they welcome the first morning light.

Architects like Le Corbusier and Zaha Hadid fundamentally changed the way that we build and think about buildings; they launched into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, respectively, with unprecedented uses of technology. The former defied tradition by championing the calculated minimalism that we call modernism; the latter defied gravity and physics, introducing a new age of computer-assisted maximalism. For opening new chapters in architectural history, and changing the look and feel of the built environment, both have been immortalized as visionaries, celebrated for the audacity of their imagination and forgiven for their egos.

From afar, architecture sounds romantic, but it’s less glamorous up close. This book dispenses with the starry-eyed pleasantries that shroud a mythologized profession, providing a clear-eyed view of what architects actually do and what it takes to become one. Today there are more than 21,000 architecture firms registered with the American Institute of Architects, and in addition to designing buildings, they offer a range of adjacent services: interior design, furniture design, landscaping, research. In terms of size, the top 6 percent of firms account for about half the money and employment in the industry; the top 2 percent are the kinds of megafirms that employ one hundred people or more. At 76 percent, the bulk of architecture practices are small operations of fewer than ten people. Historically and in the present day, architecture has been overwhelmingly white and male, and for every celebrity architect—or “starchitect,” as they hate to be called—there are thousands more who will never receive mainstream recognition.

Architects may sculpt and sketch their ideas, but art and architecture are two distinct things. Architects aren’t given the liberties of a blank canvas—they operate in response to specific problems and parameters, rather than on their creative whims. They deliberate solutions in collaboration with contractors, clients, and an army of consultants, less as a virtuosic maestro waving a wand, and more as a cog in a machine of many moving parts.

Another unglamorous truth is that architecture is suffering a widening gap in quality. In Frank Gehry’s estimation, as he said in 2014, “Ninety-eight percent of everything that is built and designed today is pure shit.” (If he’s right, that percentage wouldn’t preclude his own share of critical flops, buildings that have been derided as “showy” and bombastic—and for leaking.)

There’s no definitive criteria for what constitutes “good” architecture, but in contrast to the flashy towers with ballooning price tags popping up around the globe, the vast majority of architecture today comprises the generic strip malls, apartment blocks, and other uninspired buildings so banal, or so boring, that we don’t ever make note of the designer’s name. The exclusiveness of good architecture falls in line with the profession’s long history of elitism, which, in today’s globalized, cross-disciplinary world, becomes by the day increasingly untenable.

An architect’s work is hard. A single project takes years to complete, and not at a slow and steady pace. The years are labor-intensive; high-level precision is paramount; and compromise is inevitable. Architects’ ideas undergo a stream of revisions based on the review of endless collaborators, pit against the whims of difficult clients, disputes with contractors, the red tape of bureaucracy, and the ordinary constraints of physics. Before construction begins, there’s a mountain of paperwork. And once construction does break ground, it’s bound for delays and budget shortages, miscommunications and incorrect shipments of door handles. Becoming an architect requires as much expensive higher education as a doctor or lawyer, but adding insult to injury, results in a significantly smaller salary.

This book takes a deep dive into the hardships of being an architect, but it isn’t meant to be a deterrent. On the contrary, it follows two inspirational architects who are passionate about their jobs. Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee are the founders of Johnston Marklee, an LA-based firm with an impressive portfolio of homes, galleries, and other projects across four continents. Their work isn’t defined by grand sculptural gestures, or a specific identifiable style. Rather, each project is tailored to the unique problems a site might pose, resulting in a highly functional building you’ve never seen before.

Critics applaud Johnston Marklee buildings for their deceptive simplicity, and their tendency to hide the complexity of their designs behind an unassuming facade. Eschewing flashiness in favor of the slow reveal, Sharon and Mark often quote the artist Ed Ruscha: “Bad art makes you say, ‘Wow! Huh?’ Good art makes you say ‘Huh? Wow!”



WE FOLLOW SHARON AND Mark into the office and onto the construction site, taking a glimpse into their day-to-day process. They’ll show us buildings at the beginning, middle, and final stages of completion, plus the exciting highs of award winning and ribbon cutting, and the humbling lows of structural miscalculations and harsh critiques. We’ll be introduced to architects at different points in their respective careers: the students braving the rigors of Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, the top architecture school in the country; young people establishing their footing within the firm; and a pair of principals who, after twenty years, are breaking ground on a new phase of success.

Spending time with Sharon and Mark illuminates the simple fact that architects have their own way of talking and of thinking. They own a set of distinct vocabularies, not only in the cerebralness of architect-speak but the visual language of floor plans and renderings. Problems are turned into opportunities, and a matrix of constraints is molded into a building. Architectural thinking involves an uncanny ability to understand space in 360 degrees, and how early decisions can affect outcomes a long way into the future. Architects are incredibly attuned to small details, and maintain the intensity of their focus over the long haul.
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