Unconventional
Design

The new Boston convention center will be built on one of
the largest parcels in the seaport; by its mere presence it will
infuence the future of the entire district.

Rafael Viñoly FAIA talks with
Andrea Leers FAIA

But mere presence isnt enough. The city and the design
community have enormous expectations for this building. At
stake are a host of formidable planning and urban design
concerns such as scale, massing, vehicular circulation, and
pedestrian access; social and political tensions in the adjacent
South Boston neighborhood; and the desire for a signature
building that will not only draw thousands of bauble-buying
conventioneers, but that will also foster a ne\il level of design
innovation and excellence in t}re seaport area.
The architect for the Boston Convention and Exhibition
Center is HNTB/Rafae
A¡chitecture of Boston
NewYork. Despite an i
Viñoly is unknown to
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Leers I became

aware of your work in the late 1970s, when
your bank in Buenos Aires was published. Perhaps you could say
something about that early part of your career in Argentina.

Viñoly I started

when I was very young; the Spanish system of
education is very different from the American or the Anglo-Saxon
one. You have to make a decision pretty early on, when you're only
18 years old, about what you're going to do professionally. My first
introduction to the field was through my mothe¡ who was a
student of architecture before becoming a mathematician.

Þ
o

(D

o

I was extremely lucky from the beginning, because the first
thing I did when I entered school was to win a competition
for one of the schoolt buildings. And we built it. I started
working immediately after that, around the time of the
military intervention. Eventually I joined a partnership, and
we started doing competitions, which was the rypical way of
getting important public work. That was the beginning, and it
grew into work that was connected to the university. Until the
military took over the school. And then all our dreams about
the intellectual work at the school were completely shattered'

leers

What year was that?

Viñoly This

in'73,'74. I

decided to start an alternative
school so we could actually keep some of that work going.
And we formed a school that was an amazing success for
several years. Itt still remembered.
was

Leers I have heard that you were a very serious musician.
Did that precede your interest in architecture?
Viñoly Very much so. I started studying music when I was
very young. My father was the head of the national opera
theater in Uruguay. That's the reason we moved to Argentina
þ6 ws¡¡ there to work at the opera theater [in Buenos

-Aires].

Later he got involved in theater and movies. I always
had an inclination for music. I went into architecture after
what you would call a case study of vocational crisis. I had
finished a series of piano performances which I had worked on
for many years, and that was exactly the moment when I had
to decide if I would study architecture or enter music school.

Leers

You enjoyed phenomenal success early on in
Buenos Aires. What prompted you to come to this country?

Viñoly It was a series of things. The most important

one

was the fact that I was working in social and cultural conditions that \Mere not just repressive, but incredibly dictatorial. It
is something that you dont really focus on until you have
some kind of a moment of objectivity. And despite what
people think, that is a very difficult psychological process to go
through. I presume this is exactly what happened to most

Germans in the late '30s. Unless you're really attentive, you
dont know how much you're getting into. Even if you're doing
nothing, just living in that environment is a form of collaboration. Moving was a completely ethical decision on our part.
There was no other obvious reason to do it, given the kind of
life I was living. I had finished an enormous amount of work,
the kinds of things that any architect would love to do'

'!?hat

actually prompted the move was a combination of
things. Just to give you an example: It was normal that the
security forces would walk into your house and do whatever
they wanted to. One day I was talking to a person who
worked in our house, and he told me that, the day before,
some people had come in and looked at the books in our
librar¡ and afterwards he had decided that there were some
books that were not safe to have' He was actually packaging

these books and

putting them into plastic

bags and digging a

hole for them in the garden. I found it totally logical and I
helped him do it. And then I found myself saying, \Øait a
second, this is really not quite right. It took me literally less
'!l'e
had a house and family
than two weeks to leave after that.
and kids and work and the whole thing.

Ve had a friend, an American rabbi, who died a couple of
years ago. A fabulous person. He was a rePresentâtive of
Amnesry International and showed me the documents that
they collected to explain the whole situation of the repression.
And I saw in those documents the actual stories about how
people who were my friends, people I
people were killed
had worked with at the university. People who you think have
gone off somewhere, but you never know exactly what
happened to them. Our friend also gave me a book that had a
'Walter wrote to Mahler in'34"36.
series of letters that Bruno
He was a young conductor working at the Berlin Philharmonic.
He wrote that he was having an amazing time, he had never
had the chance to conduct such a glorious orchestra, things
were great, but that there was something strange: "People tell

me that there is something awful happening, but I don't quite
see it." It's an interesting series of letters, because itt all
about this process of understanding your relationship with a
political context.

Leers

I've always thought, because I knew that you had a
substantial body of work before you left, that the experience of
leaving must have been a profound one. A lot of other
people who came from Buenos Aires at that time were still in
the academic world and could transport their scholarship
more readily. lt must have taken a great deal of conviction and
courage to leave a substantial practice.

Viñoly And gigantic arrogance. But I knew that if I didnt
do it at that point I would probably never do it. I was 32.
Leers ln those formative years, what were the real
influences on you?

Viñoly Argentina during the'60s and early'70s

was

Buenos Aires had an incredibly
extraordinarily exciting
interesting intellectual life. But you never felt that you had a
tradition behind you. It r¡r'as not the same as working in
Mexico, or in Brazil for that matter. You did not have a culture
to contribute to. It's a place in which the ruling class was
culturally dependent on.Europe. The forefathers of Argentina
were people who wanted to be French. And so our o\Mn
cultural and institutional history \Mas never fully formed. And
thatt the reason why this incredible phenomenon of the
Fascist pseudo-social movement that started with Perón was so

fascinating: It was completely authentic.

Leers Your work stands out by virtue of the fact that you
are interested in large structures and the technology that
makes them possible as an aesthetic undertaking. ls that what
drew you to New York eventually? Did those kinds of projects
seem to be more available here?
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Viñoly No, it really had nothing to do with

scale

in itself. If anything, it had much more to do with
what was an unanswered series of questions. I
like
perceived that it was a special moment
painters at the turn of the century who had to go to
Paris. If you really think you understand Colin Rowe,
why don't you go talk to him?'!7hich is what I did.
And he wasn't in London or Oxford; he was in
too
New York. I never liked Europe very much
old, too difficult, too stuff'. The other realization,
which came later and was actually more formative,
was the significance of the process of organized
political involvement. I was very cynical about the
mechanism of democrac¡ not just because we
had never had it, but also because I think that it is
essentially inefficient. But ultimately, it changes
not so much as
the way you think of your life
something that you are going through, but as
something that you hope to leave to others.

Viñoly The

one thing that totally amazes me is the

fact that the pictures do not show you what the
building is. Parts of the building are simplistic and
diagrammatic, but they merge into a different realiry.
It has a level of order which is to me the best thing
about it. Thatt something that I was sure from the
beginning was needed, but I couldnt actually
articulate it. To tell you the truth, a month before the
presentation, every single person in the office who was
and it was a very large
working on the project
- was pushing for exactly
team for the competition
the negative of this project. A totally different
organization. Everybody thought that this was too
direct. I was so conflicted; everybody was pushing in
one direction. Finally, with just enough time to finish
the drawings, I went back to this scheme. It was the
first time that I actually trusted my instincts. But the
moment I did that, I knew that it would play with
scale in a way that was going to dilute that simple
and this is the big mistake
reading. It is a building
ofevery single photographer who has gone there
that you don't necessarily have to see holistically.

Leers

While it was under construction, I wandered
around that part of the city looking for it. And
suddenly found myself on the outside wall where the
auditoriums are, and I knewl was there. I suddenly
had the sense of a, shall we say, European notion of
urbanism. There was a street wall that was easy,
natural, and inevitable. And I felt the same on the
other side of the complex, where the pure geometric
form follows the curve of the railroad. lt was as
though the best of our western urban traditions were
being brought to a context which is struggling to
find its own sense of urbanism. lt's an extraordinarily
rich response to both a western and Japanese sense
of place. And now, of course, it's completely occupied.
People love it
- walking around, sitting in it, coming
to see it. lt has a sense of movement through it, which
is very characteristic of Japanese public space.
I

Leers That's a feeling that I think is shared by
many people who come and make their lives here.
Let's jump forward a bit to the most astonishing
undertaking that you've had to date
- winning the
Tokyo Forum competition in 1990. How did that
change the way you thought about things?
Viñoly It was the beginning of a series of
unforgettable experiences over a period ofseven years
in which I really had more fun than one is allowed to
have. I worked like a dog, but it was like a championship game
¿ 5l¡u¿¡i6¡ in which you don't think of
anything other than how to do it right.
Leers I saw it while it was under construction and
then visited the completed building for the first time
this summer. Knowing the city of Tokyo reasonably
well, I understand that it really is an extraordinary
event in the city. The glass hall is astonishing
there's no space like it. And the real gift to the city is
the public park that runs through it.

Viñoly

It's the dating capital of Japan.

Leers So l've heard. You had never done anything
quite like the Forum, yet it seems to me that all your
projects
- I'm thinking especially of the Bronx
courthouses and the Lehman College athletic facility
represent the artistic potential of technology,
-especially
in the expression of large spaces.
Viñoly

Some other people have appropriated this

notion of technology, especially the English "high
tech" architects. More than anything, that's an ethical
posture. Because they're English, ethics becomes in
itself a manifesto and a demonstration of moral
superioriry and all those other things that the Brits are
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so keen on.

I really never cared very much about being

positioned in that repertoire. That's probably due to ignorance
it's not really very intellectual. Itt simply rhat I don't
-know how to put a building rogerher other than by putting
it together. Itt through purting a building rogerher rhar
something happens. I try to be sensitive to the logic of my
own process, which requires a level of selÊcriticism. I
recognize when I'm doing something thar isn't intelligent; I
recognize when I'm doing something that is re-interpretive
or derivative or somerhing I used before. But I don't have a
critical posture beyond those kinds ofchecking points.

leers Celebrating technology for its own sake is very
much the focus of British and even French work of this
moment. But your work is not about the celebration of the
technology, so much as the easy and joyful use of it to create
places and spatial experience. You're working now on another
large project, the new Boston convention center. What
distinguishes the Boston context for you?
Viñoly

Bosron was rhe first ciry in which I lived in
America. I was here for a full semesrer. Itt an amazing
memory, because itt almost as if I had a real past in the ciry
which of course I don't. But that has tinted my perception,
which is also influenced by all the warnings about the
difñculty of working here
the extraordinary level of control
- The site is in a heated location,
and conservatism, if you will.
both politically and sociall¡ but it seems to have created a
certain kind of space for itself that I think is remarkably
positive. The things that people think are important about a
project of this magnitude
the design of the face of it, or the
public rooms, or even the -large spaces
are nor really as
important as developing a srraregy for -a connecrion with the
waterfront. The building is grounded on rwo major ideas,
which are basically site planning and circulation, both
vehicular as well as public-access circulation. I think weïe
found a solution that is clever in terms of the building rype. A
convention center is always conceived as a structure that has a
public face and a service face, and more ofren than not it is
practically impossible ro arriculare spatially the exhibit area,
because itt so inÊnite. Our solution âtrempts to change these
two perceptions. I do not believe that in a place like this you
can actually have a service edge. \üZeïe taken advantage ofthe
fact that this site essentially has two levels of access. It is a
very compact building, both for budget reasons and for urban
design reasons.

leels There's not much on the site now there is an
infrastructure context, but not much of the original seaport for
which it was constructed. What were your assumptions or
hopes for the setting around the building, the area between it
and the waterfront?

Viñoly My

assumptions were pretry much supported by the
studies that were already ongoing when we first went to the
site. There is a goal of densiry and circulation and public

connection to the waterfront, which I fully support. Now that
I know the seaport a little better, I believe that it has the
potential of doing something with two opposites
the ¡wo
- high-rise
opposites being the fabric of South Boston and the
component of downtown Boston. These a¡e the two ends of a
scale of potential visions of how you can extend Boston. The
first reaction that any of us would have is to imagine that these
two visions should each contribute a little bit of this and a
little bit of that. I think that probably the right approach is
that it shouldn't be a little bit of anything.

Leers

You're posing the intriguing possibility that there's

third distinct entity

-

a

a third scale, a third presence.

Viñoly Yes, and itt not just a question of texrure, but a
question ofits relationship to its peculiar geographic contexr.
Leers ln fact, historically, the landfill was created for a
third purpose. lt was neither the residential fabric nor was it
the urban commercial scale of the downtown. lt was a third
dimension in the city, created for the shipping function with its
warehouses.

Viñoly And now, if you really let the forces pla¡ you have
enough of a mass there to create a district which is as
important as the downtown and yet has nothing to do with it.
Itt certainly not an industrial site any more. But itt a great
field that can actually become a unifying field where some
other things could happen. And that's rhe reason I think this
building is so critical. If it looks like a convenrion cenrer, rhen
it's not doing its job. It has to be far more outgoing and
assertive than I think a mere decorated box can actually be.
There is a gigantic infrastructure below this building. By
connecting to it through multilevels, you can develop an
extraordinary building form.

Leers And in fact, that is essence of the Tokyo Forum a
multilevel experience that extends both down into the ground
and above the ground.
Viñoly My

interest in that kind of experience may be the
tried to become more educared about the
Central Artery. If this enormous amount of money is being
put underground simply because people couldni actually live
with the results of that site, then you are essentially breaking
ground in the relationship berween public investment and
urban culture. Theret no orher place in the world that is
spending this money just for looks, right? That is nothing to
be ashamed of; quite the opposite. Itt going to be very
exciting, in fact. Change is inevitable, and there are some
consequences ofchange that are totally unstoppable. Renzo
Piano says that there is not much futu¡e in the past. He's right.
It just takes a little time to realize that.
reason why
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