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How to shine in a difficult situation? If the historical myth of Southern California building is that it

takes place in a limitless tabula rasa, the reality is that architects here increasingly face

compromised, demanding sites in which opportunities to maneuver are restricted. With their

showroom for the Japanese cosmetics corporation Noevir USA Space International proves that this

is precisely where architectural invention can flourish.

Noevir hired SPACE International, led by principals Mike Ferguson and John Hirsch, to renovate

a lounge area within an existing industrial building into a retail showroom. The initial condition

seemed inhospitable: the lounge was unduly vast, some 3,500 square feet in size, bisected by an

awkward level-change, and adjacent to the company’s cubicle-filled offices and warehouse space.

The Noevir headquarters itself was in the sort of aggressively non-descript corporate office

building that immediately brings to mind the photography of Lewis Baltz. External interventions

were not allowed.

Although the site’s merits were low, the corporation’s goals were lofty. Besides its role as a

showroom, the space would serve as the public face of Noevir in the United States, to

accommodate receptions and the training of a retail sales force. As Noevir specializes in creating

high quality cosmetics derived from natural ingredients, they believed that the showroom should

embody the company’s philosophy of scientifically enhancing nature’s benefits.

To engage this condition, SPACE International employed a tactic of “camouflage,” originally

developed by Ferguson at SCI-Arc. In this approach, SPACE takes an existing object or condition

and transforms it to become something else, albeit without annihilating the original. The result is,

in Ferguson’s words, “architecture which ceases to be that which is perfectly clear and becomes,

instead that which is clearly ambiguous.” Noevir’s desire to avoid any external interventions made

establishing a relationship between interior and exterior difficult. Through camouflage, however,

Space International was able to establish a relationship between the new interior and the existing

shell and made connections to Noevir’s philosophy of transforming nature through technology.

As the visitor enters from a parking lot, the showroom comes as a surprise. At first glance, the

project, with its highly modern aesthetic, looks acontextual, along the lines advocated by Hans

Ibelings in his polemic tract Supermodernism. SPACE International refused that approach, instead

deploying a translucent “curtain wall” along the perimeter with a series of randomly-spaced,

slotted apertures to give veiled glimpses of the outside office park. Inserted into the “curtain wall”
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is a horizontal display shelf offering further glimpses of the industrial landscape beyond as it

highlights the products displayed upon it.

Both the level-change and vastness of the space are mitigated through three monolithic furniture

pieces custom-made of acrylic polymer and mounted on translucent columns. Dividing the space

into a series of ten foot wide spatial bands, the counters bridge the level-change but remain at a

constant height. As a result, the relationship of the pieces to your body changes as you walk

through the space, an experience that acknowledges the level-change as it undoes it. Productive

ambiguity also informs the counter’s programmatic role: normally dedicated to the display of

product, they serve as buffet tables during special events.

Four other spaces are adjacent to the showroom - a conference room, a salon spa, a back office

supporting Noevir’s operations and a kitchen - SPACE International hints at these subtly. A

floating limestone-clad panel reveals the conference room. Casters of Herman Miller office chairs

peep out from below, like legs of giraffes at the zoo. A second limestone volume marks the kitchen

while the back-office and salon spa are glimpsed through slots in the glass walls. Dual laminated

glass behind the reception desk allows employees in the back-stage area to see when new visitors

arrive.

Throughout, SPACE International combines natural and artificial materials to convey Noevir’s

philosophy of scientifically enhancing nature’s benefits. The honed limestone covering the walls

and the lowest level of the floor is a product of nature yet is laid in a random pattern evocative of a

bar-code and transitions smoothly into microterazzo epoxy flooring on the upper level. Defined

with a similar pattern, the ceiling uses point lighting to create a bright, crisp light for cosmetics

application as it gives the showroom the feel of a sun-lit landscape.

SPACE International’s Noevir USA is an admirable project, but it is more than that, it is evidence

of the kind of work an emerging generation is pursuing - taking a limited condition and turning it

to an opportunity, creating the new without obliterating the existing, affirming the role of the

architect as a highly intelligent, situationally-aware problem-solver. Increasingly, there is much to

be optimistic about in Los Angeles architecture.

Client: Noevir USA

Cost: Withheld at Owner’s Request

Architects:

SPACE International, inc.

Project Team: Mike Ferguson, John Hirsch, Robert Sumrell, Yuko Takenaka, Phill Trigas, Rocio

Romero

General Contractor:

TODA Construction



3

For a lengthier excursus into the conditions of practice in contemporary Southern California see

my essay “Los Angeles at the Limits, Reflexive Practice in a Late Capitalist City,” forthcoming in

Praxis 5, Spring 2003. On the effects of limits on the urban situation see my “Los Angeles, Cluster

City,” in Stephen Read, ed, Future: City (London: Routledge, 2003).

Michael Ferguson, “Urban Camouflage,” Off-Ramp 6, 50.

Hans Ibelings, Supermodernism: Architecture in the Age of Globalization (Rotterdam: Nai, 1998).


