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Design Has Only Begun.

The SCI-Arc Freight Depot Is Open For Business

Four years ago, strangled by the skyrocketing rent for its west side warehouse location, the

Southern California Institute of Architecture embarked on a search for a permanent home for its

480 students, 50-odd faculty, and 30 staff. Beyond housing the school, this was an opportunity to

create an ideal teaching laboratory and attract publicity. But the urgency was tempered by the

situation’s delicacy. Associating a school known for diverse viewpoints and an ability to change

rapidly with a particular style would doom it to an outmoded look or strategy. How then to create a

signature building without a signature?

Encouraged by a cultural renewal of LA’s downtown, SCI-Arc located a site on the industrial edge

of the city core, an area increasingly becoming known as the Artists’ District. Here, on a

weed-choked former rail yard, sat a 400-meter long freight depot. Built in 1907 of reinforced

concrete by Harrison Albright, a pioneer in the use of the material, the depot served the Atchison

Topeka and Santa Fe railroad for some thirty years before it was abandoned, save for the

occasional film shoot.

Sixty bays long, the nine meter high structure allowed trains to pull up to one side and transfer

cargo to trucks on the other. The relentless repetition of the bays and the linearity of the building

attracted the school, just as it had attracted filmmakers, along with a number of SCI-Arc students

who had sited their thesis projects there. A graduate of the school and faculty member, Gary Paige,

was awarded the redesign. Paige conceived of the building not as a static monument but rather an

infrastructural element organizing flows of architectural knowledge and creation.

Throughout, Paige felt it essential that “the friction between freight depot and school of

architecture” remain legible. A series of steel mezzanines expand the floor space and divide the

building into sections while allowing space to flow around them. A highlight is a suspended

45-meter (?) long bridge joining a new mezzanine to the only previously existing second floor

space. While the exterior has been painted, graffiti on the interior have been allowed to remain,

making the building’s abandoned past visible.

Construction has not been without its share of difficulties. An overoptimistic building schedule led

the school to move out of its old quarters before construction had begun. Students endured a year

in a giant tent and trailers. Earthquake codes, historic preservation rules, and the administration’s

inability to raise the funds to finish the building as planned led to compromises. Pivoting doors for

the main hall have yet to be constructed. For now, plywood takes their place. Afternoon heat

build-up in the studios due to the west-facing windows is a problem as are the acoustics resulting
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from the hard surfaces. Students have taken the opportunity to inventively augment the structure,

proposing, for example, curtains made from flame-retardant carpet backing that costs a mere 72

cents per square meter to block the sun, reduce thermal gain and loss, and baffle the sound.

Whereas this sort of intervention would immensely affect a signature building, the ease with which

the building accommodates these changes points to the resiliency of the design. The reuse of an

existing building and the conception of the design as infrastructural allow it to remain a laboratory,

continually under modification. This is an old Los Angeles tradition: upon beginning occupation

of their house and studio in 1949, Ray and Charles Eames proclaimed that the real design had only

begun. As SCI-Arc’s new home opens for business, we can be sure its design has only begun.
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