
xL A  A R C H I T E C T   N –D  0 3x L A  A R C H I T E C T   N –D  0 3

In the case of Los Angeles, we certainly inhabit a global city, a
term that urban theorists use to refer to key urban nodes in a
networked world, tied more closely to each other than to their
surrounding regions. But being a global city does not mean
that a location ceases to have unique qualities. For GRAFT and
servo, maintaining offices both in Los Angeles and overseas is
neither an endorsement of global sameness nor a profit-driven
plan for multinational domination, but rather is a strategy by
which they can draw on cultural differences to diversify and

expand intellectually.
GRAFT’s origins are a

product of global migra-
tion, beginning out of a
friendship established a
decade ago in Germany.
GRAFT partners Lars
Kruckeberg, Wolfram Putz,
Thomas Willemeit and for-
mer partner Christoph

Korner first met in the architecture school of the Technical
University of Braunschweig. There they received a classical
German Bauhaus-style education and swiftly felt a desire to
expand their horizons. Following a route made famous by
Rudolf Schindler and Richard Neutra and later by Wolf Prix
and Dagmar Richter, they came to Los Angeles. Korner went
to UCLA while Putz and Kruckeberg attended SCI-Arc. Only
Willemeit did not follow, instead going to work in Daniel
Libeskind’s Berlin office.

The liberating experience of post-professional education in
California proved so attractive that the friends stayed on,
starting GRAFT in 1998. The name is a deliberate reference to
the happy culture shock the partners received, recalling a
specific historical moment of intercontinental genetic mix-
ing. In 1863 phylloxera, a tiny louse that attacks the roots of
grapevines, was inadvertently carried from America to France
where it devastated vineyards. The cure was to graft the
French vines onto roots from American vines that were
resistant to the bug.

Beyond the European-American hybrid, the office name
suggests a collaborative practice. Spurred on by the richness
of their encounter with Los Angeles, GRAFT decided that
instead of spending their time looking inward for a signature
style or brand, they would look outward toward a methodol-
ogy driven by collaborations. For GRAFT, collaborations allow
the practice to grow by introducing new ideas and ways of
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“We can be Germans in L.A. 
or Americans in Berlin.”—Thomas Willemeit, GRAFT

In 1999, Dutch architecture critic Hans Ibelings published Super-
modernism, a manifesto proclaiming that globalization has
lead architecture to the over-elaborated blob and the feature-
less box, both of which utterly ignore context and can be
located anywhere. This idea—that architecture, and indeed, life,
is the same worldwide—was highly seductive during the
dot.com era. But this view is reductionist.

The liberating 
experience of post-
professional education
in California proved 
so attractive that the
friends stayed on, 
starting GRAFT in 1998.
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Beyond understanding the practice as composed of four different
individuals, servo draws on the difference between the various office
“hubs.” Erdman adds, “We each have a different take on geography and
how that plays a role in servo, but most importantly there is a mutual
understanding within servo that there are different discourse networks
associated with different regions if not cities, and we can use servo to
move those around between each hub, in a way cross networking geog-

raphies.” Thus, Erdman sees the Los Angeles office as participating
within a tradition of experimental building in the city, while Perry in
New York adds a more theoretical and philosophical bent. Gow and
Karlsson, meanwhile, bring to servo an engagement with the art scene
in Europe and a concern about the social implications of technology.

This extension of servo’s network beyond the practice itself is a way
of getting beyond the often hermetic discourse of architecture, but also
is essential for operating within the field servo has chosen for itself. The
practice is named after a kind of motor or relay that translates digital
signals into real-world motion. The metaphor suggests that while the
office is deeply engaged with the digital realm, its practice exists at an
interface of the virtual and the real. Collaboration with other practices,
often specialists in their own fields – such as art, technology, graphic
design and film production – allows servo to draw from others while
transforming themselves.

To produce the Lattice Archipelogics installation, developed for the
“Latent Utopias” show curated by Patrick Schumaker and Zaha Hadid
and exhibited more recently at the servo show entitled “Effervescence”
at UCLA this spring, servo formed a partnership with Stockholm-based
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working. Some collaborations, such as the set for Will Smith’s video
Will2K (done together with Smith and art director JP Flack), or the
installation for the SITE Santa FE 2001 International Biennial art exhibit
(done with Las Vegas art critic and curator Dave Hickey) are opportuni-
ties to work with other professionals who introduce their own unique

skills to a project. But GRAFT extends
the principle of collaboration with
clients as well. Actor Brad Pitt became
a virtual member of GRAFT as they
worked on an addition to his house,
and he has since continued to collab-
orate on two projects with the office.

Kruckeberg elaborates: “We have a
tendency to embrace the client so

much that he becomes a partner in crime. … This always leads to better
design. Because you really know what your client is about, he will be
happier in the end. The process also becomes much more interesting.
With good clients you get enriched. Usually the clients become friends
and stay friends for new adventures.”

Two years ago, GRAFT came back to Germany, opening an office in a for-
mer East Berlin kindergarten and renting a communal apartment. But
GRAFT was not merely returning to familiar territory. On the contrary, Putz
states,“We were more California than Berlin guys by then.”With the firm
growing, Willemeit joined as a partner. Although an easy solution would
have been to have one or more of the partners permanently based in
Berlin, GRAFT felt that would ultimately lead to two autonomous offices
and would do little to grow the office creatively. Instead GRAFT members
live and work together in what the partners call their “bourgeois hippy

compound” in Mount Washington. To run the Berlin office, however, one
or more of the partners will generally be found there.

Unlike many new practices GRAFT has done relatively little teaching,
preferring instead to run intense studio sessions (most notably in Riga,
Latvia last summer) or to work for schools that accommodate their
method of living and working, such as teaching at Braunschweig where
they function as a group, not as a single individual, thereby allowing
the various partners to come in for discrete periods of time. Most
recently, GRAFT has been invited to lead a seminar in the Vitra Design
Museum Workshop in Domaine de Boisbuchet, France next summer, in
collaboration with the Centre Georges Pompidou.

The constant foreignness is beneficial, Kruckeberg explains, “You get
more intelligent, you experience yourself in a different way and that’s
great.” Willemeit adds, “We can be Germans in L.A. or Americans in
Berlin.” With this in mind, GRAFT shrinks back from Ibelings’s idea of
acontextual supermodernism and has little interest in the global archi-
tecture circuit in which Putz states, “you meet the same people in
Venice and Tokyo.” On the contrary, for Putz, “Having a job you need to
get built with a Polish foreman on a Berlin construction site immedi-
ately grounds you in the local condition.”

The desire to create hybrids out of local conditions is also a motivat-
ing force for servo, an office with four partners in four separate cities. All
four met in the graduate program at Columbia University. Given the
New York origins of servo, one might expect them to be more
engrossed in the academy than GRAFT. Indeed, servo is a practice that
teaches: David Erdman, located in Venice, teaches at UCLA; Marcelyn
Gow, located in Zurich but also in Los Angeles, teaches at ETH and
UCLA; Ulrika Karlsson in Stockholm at the Royal Institute of Technology,
and Chris Perry of New York at Columbia University.

When I interviewed Erdman in the Venice office, he explained that
the servo diaspora was somewhat circumstantial but, as he put it, “We
saw the idea of staying together and trying to keep the work together
from four different places as a really great model.” Erdman explains
that synergy and unpredictability emerges out of the different locales
and the individuals involved, “For us it has a lot to do with how we are
moving different ideas around. All four of us have different takes on the
work and there is a set of different interests, but then there are shared
sensibilities and shared ideas about the general kinds of work that we
want to get involved with. In terms of the discourse between us it’s
really important that there are different points of view and that we
don’t come to full agreement on those things. That’s what keeps the
practice invigorated.”

“With good clients you
get enriched.”—Lars Kruckeberg, GRAFT

Rendering of addition integrating with existing North wall of the Kintz residence.

View of Lattice Archipelogics exhibition installation at UCLA. 2003. Photo: Brian Forrest
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“...there is a mutual understanding within servo that there are different
discourse networks associated with different regions...”  —David Erdman, servoGRAFT members live

and work together in
what the partners call
their “bourgeois hippy
compound” in Mount
Washington.
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Smart Studio (part of the Interactive Institute, an organization that
fuses art and technology) Lattice Archipelogics comments on the
increased hybridization of built matter and digital information in the

environment. As one moves through
the physical space, sensors translate
motion into agents, which exist in a
hybrid physical/immaterial world.
The movement of these is, in turn,
traced in the modules and through a
three-dimensional sound installa-
tion. For this project servo designed
one hundred plastic modules to hold
sensory, sonic and lighting equip-
ment while Smart Studio designed

the interactive component of the project.
In a project for a distance learning and conference center for the

UCLA School of Engineering and Applied Science, servo has been asked
to create a public space within a complex master planned by Anshen
and Allen Architects. servo engaged John Kiesselhorts and Conny Purtill
of graphic design firm Stephen Kinder Design to develop a building
enclosure which wraps around creating floors, walls and ceilings and
would act as an interactive display system that augments the identity
and presence of the school on campus.

Re-Siding 2003 is a renovation and addition to a 1960 single-family
ranch house in Niskayuna, New York being done for a client with whom
servo has collaborated on several projects, Allen and Anna Kintz. Allen is
the Vice President of Kintz Plastics Incorporated which manufactured
and engineered the “Thermo_cline” a modular chaise lounge system
servo designed for “Mood River” an Exhibition at the Wexner Center for
the Arts which was curated by Jeff Kipnis and Annetta Massie and with
whom servo is developing several products. For the project, servo drew
on the existing wood siding of the house to create a grooved surface

that would wrap around the structure. In this case, servo worked with
Los Angeles-based designer Julianna Morais to develop a stressed skin-
wood system with EPDM waterproofing and an offset panelized resin
rain screen cladding system for the addition, while also pulling these
systems and materials through to the interior in the form of pro-
grammed surfaces or what servo refers to as “implants.”

Instead of growing the practice conventionally by hiring an ever-
growing base of full-time employees, servo’s more lightweight model
parallels that employed by Hollywood. A talented producer doesn’t
manage a constant body of talent but rather assembles teams of indi-
viduals and organizations as appropriate to a film. While the team will
be dissolved when shooting ends, at least some of the relationships
established will likely be drawn on again.

servo and GRAFT signal a new way of thinking about global architec-
tural practices. For this new generation of architects, globalization has
not led merely to sameness, but also has made it possible to draw on
and learn from the cultural differences that still enrich our world.

Thermocline prototype with model lying down. Photo: Roman Sapecki
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SWISS PRECISION 
MEETS CALIFORNIA AUDACITY
ANGÉLIL / GRAHAM / PFENNINGER / SCHOLL

By Krystal Chang

Opposites attract. And sometimes they just
confuse each other.When Joe Baldwin, a designer
at the L.A. office of Angélil/Graham/Pfenninger/
Scholl, arrived at the Zurich office for a six-
month work visit, Protestant work ethic hit
European leisure head on. “Reto [Pfenninger]
told me, ‘I’ve been talking to some people and
they think you’re a lunatic’,” says Baldwin.
“Apparently, they thought I was a crazy Ameri-
can because I would work six days a week, until
midnight. They don’t do that there. They have
two coffee breaks and that’s when they talk.
Once they sit down at their desks, they don’t
socialize, they just work. Reto said that it’s good
for them to see a different way of working—to
show it’s okay to work later when you really care
about your work and to not just take for granted
that when 6 o’clock comes along, you go home.”

Architects are by nature a migratory bunch,
with construction following economic upswings
and downturns around the world. The original
partners, Marc Angélil (born in Egypt, but raised
in Switzerland) and Sarah Graham (born in Port-
land), met at Harvard, established an office in
Boston, were offered positions at the University
of Southern California, moved to Los Angeles,
established a practice based on their award-
winning Experimental House in the Hollywood
Hills, received a commission for the Esslingen

Preliminary design study showing entry at gallery level, UCLA School of Engineering
Conference Center, Distance Learning Center, Auditorium and Gallery.

Instead of growing the
practice conventionally
by hiring an ever-grow-
ing base of full-time
employees, servo’s
more lightweight model
parallels that employed
by Hollywood.


