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PREFACE

In November 1975, Architectural Record announces, "IIT Names Jim Freed as Dean of

Architecture”. By May 1976 a brewing architectural controversy surfaces in two

exhibitions, each proposing its own version of Chicago's architectural history. One

exhibition presents the generally held view that Mies and his followers are the

exclusive heir to the legacy of the first Chicago School while the other exhibition

proposes a less orthodox view that Chicago's architectural heritage is not limited to

Mies but is broader, richer, more complex, more inclusive. In this contentious

climate, how does Freed try to breathe new life into Mies's aging school while, at the

same time, joining forces with the organizers of the "other" show, a group of self-

proclaimed renegade architects who are to become known as the Chicago Seven?

What did Freed accomplish at IIT and what did he help the Chicago Seven achieve?

Jim Freed speaks with a special authority and a unique perspective—that of a New

Yorker with deep and profound Chicago roots. He was an IIT graduate under Mies

and worked briefly for him on the Seagram building. In 1975, he occupied Mies's

chair as dean of architecture at IIT, while, since 1956, Freed has practiced architecture

with the New York firm of I.M. Pei and Partners (since 1989 Pei Cobb Freed and

Partners).

To record his story, Jim and I met on December 1, 2, and 3, 1997, in his office in New

York City where we tape-recorded his recollections on 4 ninety-minute cassettes.

The narrative begins in Europe where Jim was born and follows his life’s unique

configuration to the United States, settling in Chicago, joining an architectural firm

in New York City, returning to Chicago for a brief time, and then returning to New

York, where he is still in practice. This overview places special emphasis on the years

that Jim spent in Chicago and was a member of the Chicago Seven. The

transcription has been minimally edited to maintain the spirit, tone and flow of Jim’s

original narrative and has been reviewed for accuracy and clarity by Jim, Janet
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Adams Strong of the Pei Cobb Freed and Partners office, and me. Selected

references I found helpful in my preparation are appended to this text and is in two

parts: references that refer generally to the activities of the Chicago Seven, in which

Jim participated and those that refer exclusively to Jim and his work. Freed’s oral

history is available in the Ryerson and Burnham Libraries at The Art Institute of

Chicago as well as on Internet on The Art Institute of Chicago’s web page.

I am especially grateful to Jim for accepting and enduring this tiring task in spite of

his fragile health—Jim suffers from Parkinson’s disease—and his demanding office

schedule. To speak with me at length required a very special effort from Jim for

which I can only say thank you. His narrative is an essential component of an

important time that brought about change in Chicago architectural history. Special

thanks go to Janet Adams Strong of the Pei Cobb Freed and Partners office for

assistance in shaping this manuscript, and to Annemarie van Roessel, of the

Department of Architecture at the Art Institute, for her thoughtful judgement and

skill in every phase of processing this oral history, from transcribing through

finalizing it for the Internet. We are grateful to the Graham Foundation for

Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts for funding this documentation project, without

whose support these important first-hand narratives may not have been collected.

Betty J. Blum

June 2000
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James Ingo Freed

Blum: Today is December 1, 1997, and I am with James Ingo Freed in his office in

New York City. James was born in Germany in 1930 and came to the

United States when he was a youngster—nine and a half—and received

his architectural education, or should I say architectural training, at the

Illinois Institute of Technology with Mies van der Rohe.

Freed: Actually, that's an interesting question, because what I studied and my

education are very different things. Some of the things I have to say about

Chicago are about the differences between training and education. I think

you were right on the ball and you can expect me to address that later.

You said it the right way, to question that.

Blum: Jim, you joined the New York firm of I.M. Pei in 1956, where you have

worked for the past forty-one years, a long time. For a brief few years,

during that time, you returned to Chicago to take the position of Dean of

Architecture, Planning, and Design at your alma mater, IIT. It was there

that you joined forces with a group of rebel architects. You have called

them "Mafia architects."

Freed: Have you confused my first years at IIT, when I was a student there, with

my last years at IIT as dean? I joined the group in my last years at IIT. My

first years as a student at IIT were different.

Blum: When you returned to Chicago in the 1970s to take the position of dean it

was then that you joined a group of rebel architects who called

themselves, and became known as, the Chicago Seven. They were trying

in their own way to move architecture in a new direction. The first half of
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your career took shape in a tumultuous time. During the 1960s and 1970s

America endured the civil rights struggle, the Vietnam conflict, the

assassinations of John and Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr.

Students challenged authority on campuses all over the world and the

1968 Democratic convention in Chicago was followed by police riots and

the Chicago Seven trial. Watergate was coming into focus and the 1973

energy crisis brought with it the recession of 1974. It was a time of

debilitating disenchantment. The status quo was under attack in every

sector of American life. It was in this milieu that a group of architects

banded together, with a name taken from their political counterparts, the

Chicago Seven, to challenge the architectural mainstream. How and why

they came together, what they did, where they took architecture in

Chicago, is a chapter that you participated in, and one that I hope we will

explore. But before we do, I'd like to ask what led you to architecture for

your life's work. If you don't mind, may we go back to Essen, Germany,

where you were born, and speak briefly about your early years?

Freed: Okay.

Blum: You were born on June 23, 1930 in Essen, Germany. Your father was an

engineer. Did he have any connection to architecture?

Freed: No. Although there is a rumor that my uncle Berthold, who was an

American citizen at the time, I guess, and who was primarily responsible

for bringing me and my sister to the United States—it's said that my uncle

Berthold was a friend, or at least a great admirer, of Corbusier. There's a

rumor, that I can't substantiate, that apparently he took me out to

Corbusier's studio one day and apparently just in looking at things I

became fascinated with buildings. This is the sort of story that people tell

after the fact. I don't believe it for one minute. Now that my uncle is
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dead—he survived for ninety-four years and then he died—I want to tell

you something: one day I went to him and he wouldn't talk about me at

all, he would only talk about himself. He was ninety-two years old then

and he showed me his latest curriculum vitae. He said, "See, I'm keeping it

up to date." He taught at the University of Miami in Florida. He was very

much concerned with his own position. To die at ninety-four, that's

something. He brought me to the United States.

Blum: Was he an early influence on you?

Freed: He was an early influence, yes. Apparently I did make drawings of very

ugly buildings, just childish drawings. Whenever I was done, I never said,

"Oh, this is wonderful, this will be my profession." No such thing. There

was no clue. I was drawn to architecture through a variety of other

means. For example, I went to high school at Hyde Park High and when I

went there a long time ago, it was a very good school. When I was there,

my art teacher started talking about buildings a little bit. I said, "Oh, I

don't know anything at all about it." He said, "Well, you should." He took

me someplace where we could look and I remember I was not

particularly fascinated by it. In time, of course, I wound up taking a class

at Hyde Park High.

Blum: You're talking about your exposure at Hyde Park High which must have

been before you were eighteen years old. Can you date your earlier

exposure to architecture through your uncle?

Freed: That was when I was about seven years old, I guess. It was in Europe, it

was a European experience. I don't believe it was true, but that's the

whole point. It is one of those manufactured experiences that everyone



4

sees after the fact. I only bring it up because apparently no one was really

surprised that I decided to become an architect.

Blum: Perhaps your uncle hoped it would happen if he planted the seed. In

Germany, as he was sort of trying to awaken this interest in you, were

there things that you saw that impressed you in terms of buildings or

architecture?

Freed: Not really. Although I think that I saw the synagogue in Essen burning.

To see buildings burning is an impressive thing. More deconstructivist

than constructivist.

Blum: Shall I assume that because you and your family were Jewish that you left

Germany because of Hitler? You said you came here when you were nine

and a half years old and settled in the Chicago area because that's where

you had family.

Freed: I was brought over by my uncle Berthold who was an American citizen. I

had another uncle and aunt who were American citizens living in Chicago.

I was actually brought over, I discovered lately, under a program that was

also, I believe, part of the Jewish assistance programs. There was a

woman who committed herself to be responsible for the lives of the

people she had saved. I found out recently while working on the United

States Holocaust Memorial Museum that a number of people had

committed themselves financially, emotionally and socially to take care of

the people that they brought over. They underwrote their expenses. One

day I was supposed to meet this woman and I was picked up by her in a

big black limousine. I became very ill in the car because the car was

moving so smoothly. I had never been in a car that moved so smoothly. It

made me ill and I had an upset stomach and I had to step out of the car. I
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knew that all the cars in those days would stop and start and bang

around, but this was a perfectly smooth car that looked like a black whale

to me. I think that she was the one who did something very nice for me.

She underwrote summer camp for me. She said, "This little boy must have

some camp experiences." I was sent to Camp Tosebo, which was a

summer camp for the Todd School for Boys. It was a private school,

although they did not have very many distinguished alumni. Orson Wells

was the only distinguished alumni that the Todd School for Boys ever had.

Blum: And you?

Freed: I did not bring them any fame. In my opinion, I never did. At any event, I

was at Todd School for Boys camp for two summers. It was really a

remarkable experience. This was really privileged living. They had a Land

Cruiser, which was a big bus that had berths in it so you could just get in it

and travel somewhere else. We drove up to the head of Lake Michigan

and we went to the New York World's Fair, I think. It was 1939 or 1940.

We got to go to New York. It was really exciting.

Blum: When did you learn to speak English? You have said when you came that

you knew no English.

Freed: I learned about as much as I could learn. I learned how to swim which was

much more important to me.

Blum: Did anyone around you speak German to you?

Freed: No, but I'll tell you, when I first went to this camp, I was a rather

disturbed child, as you can well imagine. Little boy being so overcome

that he wanted to participate in all the evil things... In any case, I went to
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Camp Tosebo, and had an upper berth. I was too young, too stupid, and

too unable to speak English to defend myself, so I had an upper bunk.

One night, I fell out of my bunk and onto a table. I could have killed

myself. Someone said that I had been singing in my sleep and that it

sounded like "God Bless America." I used to refuse to eat any ice cream. I

used to think it was horrible and I hated the taste of it. So they told me

that during my first summer there I had to learn to eat ice cream before I

was truly an American. The second summer I learned to eat ice cream. We

went to see some interesting things. We went to see the House of David.

On the shore of Lake Michigan there was a little town that had the House

of David, where they had their own way of making furniture. They were

bearded men who made furniture and played baseball.

Blum: Were they Amish?

Freed: It was a colony like the Amish, but they were not Amish. They were called

the House of David. The men all wore long beards and baseball caps. That

was the first time I ever saw baseball caps. They were all baseball players,

not major leaguers, but one level down from there. They were very

interesting because when I went there they had their own iconography,

their own imagery that they projected and I became very sensitized to

that. When you went there there were all these men in long beards

playing baseball. This was near Portage, Michigan.

Blum: When you first came to Chicago, how did the city impress you?

Freed: Not very much. I hadn't seen much of it. It took me a while to get my

bearings. I was sent to a school where I started first grade. It was very

difficult for a nine-year old boy to be there.
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Blum: That's almost humiliating, I know, but you passed through the grades to

catch up to your own age level very quickly, didn't you?

Freed: Fairly quickly. I didn't have much time to look out at Chicago. I didn't see

much of the city then.

Blum: Did you live on the South Side?

Freed: Yes. And of course, I was beginning to look at other things. For example,

the first architect that was brought to my attention was Frank Lloyd

Wright. Mies was nowhere in sight. I didn't even know of him. The

second architect who came to my attention was the fellow whose sketches

were in Pencil Points. It had drawings of 1950s kinds of houses, the ones

with big trees over low-rise houses. These houses were always dreadful

houses with little chimneys. It was interesting because when I saw his stuff

I saw how he made it. I saw how it could be made by drawing with a

pencil. Then I saw Frank Lloyd Wright, and I said, "Oh, this is wonderful. I

can't see how it is made, but it's interesting." The first important building I

ever visited was Robie house on Kimbark that is right across the street

from the Rockefeller Chapel done by Bertram Goodhue.

Blum: What was it about the Pencil Points sketches that so impressed you? Did

you like to draw?

Freed: I did like to draw. I used to go to the Art Institute on weekends to take

children's classes and I did some very bad oil painting. But it was fun.

They offered me a scholarship after I graduated from high school to come

study at the Art Institute. I was not sure that I wanted to do it, and also

my mother was not sure that I should do that. They called me up to see if

I wanted to go to art school. They said, "Well, if you're not certain, then
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you shouldn't do it. Someone else would like it." I said, "Yes, I'm really not

sure." My mother said to me after, "I knew you wouldn't do it, because I

know you're going to be an architect."

Blum: Were those your mother's expectations? Or did she really think you were

so inclined?

Freed: She was very unhappy with me.

Blum: Did you like to build with blocks or Erector sets or anything like that?

Freed: I did sketches when I was young. But I was too uneducated. I was really

ignorant about architecture. Almost any other child my age would have

been more in tune with his time in Chicago, but I wasn't. I finally chose

architecture as the least possible choice. I thought I wanted to be an artist,

but being an artist was too iffy for my mother. She said, "What kind of

profession is that? It's none at all."

Blum: When you were at Hyde Park High School, did you take classes like

mechanical drawing?

Freed: Unfortunately, yes.

Blum: Why do you say that?

Freed: It did not reinforce my desire to be an architect. It was drawing with a

ruler and drawing things that didn't mean a thing to me. A piece of

equipment that could be fabricated by a machine, with the angles and all

the numbers and so on. It was totally uninteresting.
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Blum: Was it before or after high school that you went to the Art Institute,

hoping to be an artist? Did you give up that idea when your mother said

you were going to be an architect?

Freed: She said it was because she thought it would be better for me.

Blum: If this was after you had graduated from Hyde Park, with your mother's

pronouncement, what did you do?

Freed: Just before, I had applied to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. I

had heard of MIT, but I did not know very much about it. I knew of

Harvard, but I thought it had nothing to give. I believed that architecture

had to do with drawing and Harvard was not the place to go for drawing.

I thought you couldn't draw there. I did feel that MIT was probably a

suitable place. It had enough technology to keep me from becoming

bored. Finally, I went to IIT.

Blum: How did you go from MIT to IIT?

Freed: It was very difficult. I felt that I could not go to any school where I could

not beat the school. I had to have competition. I went into a scholarship

competition. MIT gave me a scholarship. IIT gave me another one. IIT's

scholarship was, in my mind, probably better because then I didn't have

to move away from home. For a long time I was stuck without my

parents and I thought that I'd never see them again, I thought they were

dead. For a long time I felt very much that I didn't want to leave home. I

went to IIT and I was a scholarship student. There I ran into Mies van der

Rohe. I was trying to enroll, late in the game, and Mies walked by and

someone said to me, "That's Mies van der Rohe." I said "Oh." It didn't
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mean that much to me. I thought I had better check into the school. I went

out and I got some books. I learned about the school.

Blum: Did you speak to him in German?

Freed: I talked to someone in the office and I said, "Look, I can speak German.

Should I speak German to him?" They said, "If you want to do that, it's the

kiss of death. You'll never get in here."

Blum: By the time you enrolled he had been at IIT for ten years, and learned

English and did not want to speak German. So you met him and you went

to school at IIT.

Freed: That meeting was very important. Very quickly I came to feel as a

member of a beleaguered group. The IIT atmosphere was one of a

beleaguered group of people. We felt that the whole world was against

us. It was a sort of paranoia. We were in a class at school one time and

Mies was always a very difficult man to deal with publicly. He was all

girdled and all dressed tight up. He would wait at the door of the school

to meet people who came to check on the school. The whole thing was

like a Weltanscharung. The whole thing was a way of looking at the world.

You look at the world as if your whole life depended on this belief.

Blum: Other architects who attended IIT after the war—you enrolled in

1949—said that because of the war when they came back and went to

school there was an atmosphere on campus that they were part of a

mission. It was almost like a holy mission to rebuild the world so that it

would be a better world than the one they saw destroyed and Mies was

their figurehead. Did you share that view?
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Freed: It's so interesting. Mies was not the figurehead. Mies was the real thing,

you know. I think that the people who were out to save the world were

different than the people that I had in mind who were trying to save

themselves.

Blum: Were they students who were trying to save themselves?

Freed: Yes. For example... Mies is always difficult to talk about for me. The

problem that I saw at IIT is that we were to be like monks. It was like an

order. What Mies did is that he thought of it as a war for saving our souls

or the battle for the saving of architecture. Late in his life he once said,

"I've showed them how to do it. I am winning the war for architecture."

Why he thought of it in terms of war, I don't know. It took me a long,

long, time to understand that Mies's battle was with ideas. I had to go

back and look at the early work of the Bauhaus. I felt at some point I had

to do that because I was not catching someone in an off-guard moment, I

was catching someone who had been fully formed by the whole history

of the modern movement. Mies was a man who did not give ground

easily. I remember when I first found out how he operated in Germany. It

was very different than anything that had ever occurred here. He was a

politician who was head of the good branch of German architects. He was

able to give parties to other people, to other architects, and make them

beholden to him. He was a man who had about four buildings that he

tried to make icons of his time. These four buildings were always done the

same way, until you realized that he changed the printing on them and he

changed the way they were perceived. But they were always the same. I

realized that there were four buildings. These four buildings were always

shown in different ways, but in every gallery they showed a new bunch

of pictures by someone else instead of showing the old ones. Finally, he

got everyone to believe that these were really important buildings. And
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they were. He showed the Barcelona Pavilion, another was the country

house...

Blum: The Farnsworth house?

Freed: No, this was long before Farnsworth. This was in the 1920s. This was what

made him what he was. It was an irresistible drive, this insistence that you

do it one way, his way. He showed his reinforced concrete office building,

and the country house with its long horizontal lines, and the glass tower...

Blum: That was never built.

Freed: There were four. The abstract houses were the ones that he showed. The

non-abstract houses he just didn't show. They were just buildings that

people lived in but that didn't... Like the Tugendhat house. It was amazing

that there were so many absolutes. There was no give or take. There was

no aesthetic involved in it. Mies was always against this notion of

aesthetics.

Blum: In the Barcelona Pavilion?

Freed: That's really an interesting thing, you know. The Barcelona Pavilion was

done just so that the King and the Queen could sit down in a white lounge

chair, sign a white leather notebook, and leave. That's the truth. Mies

went out and took a boat to Mexico and took a hunk of marble, which

gave him the dimensions that he was going to use. The building was built

and was taken down shortly thereafter. It's lost now, right? Does

anybody know what happened to it?

Blum: I have heard that it's being or has been reconstructed.
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Freed: They did construct one maybe four or five years ago.

Blum: Perhaps this was the one.

Freed: It's sort of a start. But they built it not quite right. George Danforth was

one of the consultants they used on it. George of course was an absolutely

die-hard Miesian.

Blum: May we go back to your student days when you first came to IIT, was

Mies part of the attraction of IIT for you?

Freed: As soon as I had learned the proper attitude to take towards

architecture—we were the only architecture school doing important

work, difficult work, consistency was very important—then Mies of

course became the guru.

Blum: Did you know of his work before you enrolled at IIT?

Freed: I must have known some of it, but not nearly enough, and certainly not

enough to commit my whole life to it.

Blum: What was the school like from a student's point of view?

Freed: In the first place, the school campus was a project not in being, but in

becoming. We were in temporary buildings. You could put your fist

through the walls. We were in these cold, cold rooms, making these

perfect drawings. They were actually perfect. If they were not perfect,

they were thrown out.
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Blum: In 1949, did the architecture department meet in a building on campus?

Freed: It was on campus, yes, but it was a temporary building. It was off near the

old part of Armour. I think the buildings were built for the Navy. They

were like chicken coops.

Blum: Well, other people talk about meeting in the boiling hot attic of the Art

Institute, where Mies used to hold some of his classes.

Freed: I never met him there, I think he must have finished with that by the time

I was there.

Blum: Yes, he was back on campus by 1949. What was the curriculum like?

Freed: About the same as it is now.

Blum: About the same as it is now?

Freed: Not very different, I don't think.

Blum: Mies brought in his whole new program.

Freed: He brought in the program in 1939. By 1949 it was all there.

Blum: Did it include any art history?

Freed: No, there were two things, as I recall. They had one class that was taught

by Walter Peterhans—he was a photographer—but he taught us visual

training. He was doing things that some artists took seriously later on like

looking at paint splotches. The idea was to make the most of the
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frustration of creating by making something that is created by natural

means, not something that you manipulated. These drawings for two or

three years were made as perfectly as possible. Perfection was the

important goal. Now, it's interesting enough to say, but why is perfection

so important? The most personal focus, there were these paper cutouts,

black paper, cut out in such a way as you read them as overlays or things

going off in the distance. What you admired about it was the perfection of

the lines, the S-curves and the horizontal inclines. Thick going to thin,

showing that the gradation was perfect. I never really understood that. I

thought it was giving short-shrift to any inventive or creative urge.

Blum: It sounds a little like something you might have come across in art school,

rather than in architecture school.

Freed: I think so, probably. There wasn't really much there. That was the art

training. Although I said there was something else. There were three

things. One was this Peterhans thing, one was the business of the shelf

painting. You took a shelf and a painting or two and an object and you

combined them on paper, like a collage. It's not a collage, it's probably

better to say it was a montage. Again, that was this way of trying to talk

about space and a way of trying to contain this youthful urge to design.

Finally they let you design in the last year, but... Anyway, there was very

little art. There was history because there was Alfred Caldwell, who is a

very old man now. He taught history with a passion. He was the first

passionate man I met there.

Blum: He is still and he's in his nineties. He's quite remarkable. [Caldwell died in

1998.]
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Freed: He wanted to be a Wrightian. He lived up on Frank Lloyd Wright's

Taliesin in Wisconsin for many years. He tries to say it never happened.

He also played Class A baseball, which he was semi-professional at. He

also taught landscape drawing. The Caldwell tree is a famous tree, it's

drawn a certain way. It had lots of little tiny leaves. You layer it.

Blum: The class that so many architects speak about was the one that Caldwell

taught. For one entire semester or year, he had students drawing little

bricks in patterns. Did you take that class?

Freed: Yes, but that isn't quite right. You drew these little bricks, but you weren't

doing it just that way. And it wasn't a year. It was early in the educational

process, maybe you took it in your first or second year. They came up

with a sack of little wooden bricks and then you were asked to put them

together in a variety of ways, first as a running bond, then as a stacked

bond, and finally as an English cross bond. I learned that so well that I

used the English cross bond on the Holocaust Memorial Museum.

Blum: Did you build with those little bricks, or did you draw them? What was

the exercise?

Freed: We'd build with the little bricks, and then when it was all done, we'd draw

them. We didn't draw just brick walls, I remember drawing a brick

courthouse. It was a grand sort of barn. Quoins on one side, columns on

the other. We were doing some of the icons of the excellent drawings that

Mies had invented over the years. We were drawing them and we began

to feel that we were partaking of this. We knew that we were part of a

community now. Sometimes our drawings were just as good as Mies's

drawings except that he had thought of them and we hadn't.
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Blum: Were you proud to be part of that community?

Freed: At that time, sure. He was so far ahead of us... He always claimed that he

never dealt with aesthetics, but we really became prisoners of an aesthetic.

Blum: When did this realization come to you?

Freed: Too late.

Blum: While you were a student?

Freed: He was a man who was almost a god-head to students. He just radiated

and pulsed with charisma.

[Tape 1: Side 2]

Blum: You have said that you had very few classes with Mies.

Freed: He wasn't teaching very many classes.

Blum: You said you took a class on planning from Hilberseimer. What was he

like as a teacher?

Freed: We didn't really have any options about what classes we took. We just

took whatever they gave us.

Blum: What was Hilbs like? Was he inspirational?
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Freed: He was much more fun than any of the others. First of all, he was

politically the only one who stuck his ground. He was a Socialist and he

was radically political. Mies somehow used things as they were useful to

him—these buildings in parks. Hilberseimer was doing buildings in parks

for different reasons. He saw them more as political issues, more as

environmental issues. Mies needed Hilbs because in the back of his head

he wanted to destroy cities, as buildings side by side. You have to

remember, I came at a very bad time. All the other students who had

been in the army were now just about to graduate. The rest of us who

were behind them had about a tenth of the life experience of those people.

So I was the only fellow...

Blum: Were some of Mies's first-generation graduates instructors who were

teaching then?

Freed: Some of that, yes. There was Bill Dunlap who worked for SOM. He was in

San Francisco and died there. He was a very good teacher.

Blum: His son, David, writes occasionally about architecture and real estate for

the New York Times. Did you have George Danforth as a professor and a

teacher? What was the difference between having, say, Hilberseimer

teach a class and having someone else teach his subject?

Freed: His class was better taught by him. He would make some sketches at

your table and he would talk to you. He would say, this is how you do it

and this is important because of this, this, this, and this. He would ask me

why I did it, and I would tell him, "Because you just told me this was the

right thing to do." He said, "You never should believe me. I may just be

fooling you."
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Blum: People have said that Hilbs used the Socratic method to force students to

begin to think about why they're doing certain things.

Freed: He also used the method of telling you that what you have learned was

not necessarily so.

Blum: Well, that was provocative.

Freed: It was, yes. He had a whole group of people interested in his work,

especially in the Northeast, as separated from the Mies work.

Blum: What do you mean when you say that Hilbs's work was separate from

Mies's work? Who were the people who allied themselves with Hilbs?

Freed: I don't know.

Blum: You don't know, or you don't want to say?

Freed: I don't want to say.

Blum: Do you mean within the IIT student and teacher body?

Freed: You see, it's different always to get at the truth of these matters, and one

does not quite know when one is being useful or one is being not useful. I

think that much of this is rumination after the fact, because I think about

those days all the time. It seems to me that most students didn't really

have these attitudes, or wouldn't have been able to articulate these sort of

sophisticated European attitudes towards politics through aesthetics.

There are a number of issues there that are beyond the grasp of the

average student. And so this is one of the reasons why IIT fell perilously
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close being between two places. It is because IIT training and educational

training are two different things. Their training was brought forward very

firmly and then the thinking came after that—teaching, learning—came

after that. The reason that it was so, I believe, was that they believed

firmly that they were on to the future. Europe at this time was going

through great upheavals. People all thought that they had the future, the

mythology of the Reich and whatnot. And so, there was this feeling that

one was allowed certain attitudes because one was in the vanguard of

history.

Blum: You're talking about Mies and Hilbs?

Freed: Yes. And so the schooling was, as I say, both learning as well as training.

But learning through training was their method and also teaching through

silence was another one of their programs. Well, I don't think that they

really ever did this deliberately, but they would sit there for long periods

of time and look at something and then walk away. At IIT there was no

educational system the way you have at any other school. It's very

curious, in the most fundamental way, the more I think about it, IIT was

perhaps the Beaux-Arts symbol of how one might teach. You were taught

under the aegis of a given situation. IIT also was a given because there

was this problem of learning how to do things and then education.

Teaching was not the way to do it. Practice was the way to do it. So you

worked with these little bricks and you became a bricklayer. Mies would

always say that he would prefer being a great bricklayer than a bad

architect. There was always this whole issue of training and education. It is

not easy to put words to it. Then, of course, there are things that they

taught us that have come to haunt me the rest of my days. For example,

the business of putting a column in a space and putting an object near it

was an exercise that was supposed to teach us how to use things in an
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aesthetic that was not articulated, because there was no way that you

could articulate the notion of a non-numerically-based aesthetic. There

were no golden rules. There was nothing there except what the eye would

pick up. Curiously, Mies's eye was a three to four eye. He tended to see in

proportions of 3:4. It's a unique way of looking at the world. It doesn't

come from the history of architecture. I only realized that when I was

working on the Seagram building, I saw him at work then. The thing that

stuck with me, of course, was the elaborate possibilities of space.

Elaborate space, space that becomes visible, that becomes something that

you can touch. There are some wonderful places in Iran, in Isfahan, where

I went to the women's mosque and I saw what the possibilities of space

were because the space has to be reoriented around a square—there was

quite a wonderful square—and you had to pray facing Mecca. It was

difficult because you had to find a way of going around, yourself, inside

this plaza. So we did this mosque and I guess Richard Meier and I were

traveling through Iran. In Isfahan, I took one turn and a second turn and

by the time I took my third turn, I was so disoriented that I could look at

the corner and the corner was suddenly not a corner anymore. It was

filled with a sort of solidity of light. It looked like solid light itself. It was

coming across diagonally. This is a phenomenon I've seen only

twice—once in Isfahan and once in a church in northern Italy, in

Montichiari. That was one of the things that I probably was looking for,

because in a very different way, IIT left me with the notion that space is

more important than the object, that the wall is less important than space,

that space is the thing that matters. The ability to see space is like the

ability, in a way, to hear music. Some people have an ear, some people

have an eye. If you have an eye or an ear, then you can see space or hear

music, but you can't necessarily make it. You can be attuned to it, you can

appreciate it, but you don't necessarily make it. I probably came to the

conclusion that what Mies had left me with was the possible strategies for
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making it—for making that kind of space, the way to do it, and the way

was to think of the interstices between things. The wall is only important

as a wall, not as a final object. The plane of the ceiling is a plane, if you

adjust and calibrate what you're doing, between the dimensions of the

wall, you see this as some sort of possible object of a space, instead of

emptiness, instead of a setting for a wall. You can also do a setting for a

wall, but then everything around it is void. So that was one of the things

that Mies left me with. But also was the possibility, I think, at the end, of

taking risks, very unlike the idea that had ever occurred to me before. I

had thought that IIT was the least risk-taking school in the world, because

everything was given.

Blum: You said that you had a little, not much, contact with Mies. How was he

able to communicate this to you?

Freed: He was just this big bulky man, who obviously took life very seriously,

and he loved to drink martinis and smoke cigars. Right after we built the

Seagram building model, which took all day and all night, he was sitting in

a chair and drinking martinis and offering them to us.

Blum: Did you learn more from him when you worked for him, or when you

attended his school?

Freed: Not really either one. He is somebody that has been haunting me for a

long time. It's so hopeless to say that Mies was a teacher, and what did he

teach you? He taught you how to do things that he did. Well, why did

you do that? I don't know. When I went back to IIT in the 1970s, I offered

one suggestion only. I said, "Look, I know that most of us were raised

here and most of us came to school here, but there's always the possibility

that there must be two ways of proving any theory. If you have a thesis
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that A+B=C, that's fine. But if you have a thesis that can be tested only by

coming out with the same thought and the same image, then that's

probably not a thesis that will hold in the general field. To me, the

important thing was that, if it was true that by certain attitudes you could

make it architecture, then that architecture should be able to adapt to a

number of other areas, and should be able to modify itself. That is, if you

take a third-year school exercise that is done with only one professor,

there is never any discourse with another professor teaching another

third-year course. They just don't do that. They don't tolerate discussion.

So then, of course, you have to say to yourself, "There must be some

other way of testing the validity of this, of saying, if you start with this

structure, you end with this." The fact is, you don't. There is no other way.

There is only the possibility of making it like Mies did, and shifting the

walls around inside.

Blum: If you were thinking that there must be another way of testing a thesis or

proving it in another way, and you couldn't have an exchange with your

instructor...

Freed: I never thought of that until much later, after I was out of school.

Blum: Do you mean you didn't feel the need to do that when you were a

student?

Freed: I wouldn't have dreamt of it.

Blum: Was there an exchange between students?

Freed: Yes, but mostly with other students working on the same problem as I

was, so there was nothing... You picked your instructor and it wasn't until
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your fourth year that you had the slightest idea of doing something

yourself. In the fifth year, they let you do something. I found myself

completely bound hand and foot.

Blum: You were indoctrinated already?

Freed: I didn't know it at the time, but of course that was true. I was bound hand

and foot. I couldn't do anything on my own.

Blum: So your big job to become an architect began when you got out of school.

Freed: Absolutely.

Blum: That's very interesting. I wonder how many other people came out of IIT

thinking as you did.

Freed: Maybe other people did not say that, even if they thought it. Or maybe

they didn't think that.

Blum: Maybe they didn't even question.

Freed: Maybe. Also, maybe they were not in an environment where it was

important to question givens. In Chicago it's more important to believe.

In New York, it was more important to question. I don't mean to make

this sound as a negative to Chicago, because I do love Chicago, but there

was the problem in Chicago at that point, that either you were for Mies or

you were against Mies. That was the whole purpose of the Chicago Seven

that Stanley Tigerman promoted. Either you were for Mies or against

Mies. I couldn't believe it that all these years, thirty or forty years later,

that it was still Mies. Of course, as you know, in Chicago for the next ten
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or twenty years, it would still be Mies. It was Mies they believed in and

they will believe in it for a thousand years. You know Arthur Takeuchi

said something very funny at the last symposium that we had for the

recent competition for the new IIT campus. He said, "I don't know why

you all are looking for some substitutes. After all, this Mies thing has only

been going for a hundred years or so, and it might go on for another

thousand."

Blum: He wondered why you were looking for something new instead of...

Freed: Clearly evident.

Blum: He was a believer. He hadn't undergone the kind of reformation, as

obviously you had.

Freed: He also did do one very good building, the Wendell Smith School, on the

South Side. It was a very, very good building. It was his reformation,

which he always refused to acknowledge. He smiles when you

congratulate him about it, but he doesn't talk about it. But it was more

unlike Mies because it had round columns. Have you ever seen Mies do

round columns? No.

Blum: Some time ago, talking about classes at IIT that bordered on art, you

mentioned two or three. Were there any that would fall into the category

of architectural history?

Freed: Yes, Alfred Caldwell's.

Blum: What course did he teach that would qualify as architectural history?
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Freed: It would have had some limitations. He started with the Greek and then

went to the Gothic, and immediately went to Mies.

Blum: And the things in between Greek, Gothic and Mies?

Freed: Those things in between were not very much taken up, except as

negative. For example, the Foundling Hospital in Florence, which is a

rather remarkable thing, has a tension cable running through the arch and

they said it was the only way they could hold it together. The tension

cable was there and they would always make light of it and say, there's

something wrong with the building. I said, what's wrong with that? He

said, "I'll tell you what's wrong. It's not a structure. It's not pure." You can

say that if you wanted to, but you can also say that it is pure, because the

structure was able to make this great porch and it's used as structure like

the tension rod. So for some reason that was not a good thing to do, but

to my mind, I would call that hybrid architecture, in a very positive way.

I'm very much involved in doing hybrid architecture today, it's very

important to me.

Blum: Did IIT offer or recommend any texts for you to read along with drawing

and building bricks?

Freed: They just said, "Don't read architectural magazines."

Blum: What about something like Sigfried Giedion's book? It was new and

modern and it had just been published in 1940.

Freed: I don't think they ever made that mandatory. There was some interest in

Giedion, but not overwhelming.
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Blum: What about a text as old as, say, Corbusier's Towards a Modern

Architecture?

Freed: Corbusier was, for some reason, not considered an ally. Neither was

Gropius.

Blum: Well, that's sort of surprising.

Freed: Gropius came to give a lecture at IIT in my last year. I don't remember

much about the lecture. I think I remember Mies introducing him and

then walking off. You have to remember something: this was a long time

ago. This was 1953, when I graduated. I entered in 1948. Fifty years is a

long, long time ago.

Blum: On balance, did you get an education or were you trained at IIT?

Freed: There were certainly good things that happened, some of the best things

happened. For example, I became a fan of Herman Melville. There

happened to be a Melville scholar who was teaching there and I was so

desperate to get something that was cultural. So I decided to go to study

with him and I really became quite expert. I've lost much of it by now.

Howard Vincent was well known as an expert in the work of Melville. He

was on the staff at IIT in the humanities department.

Blum: Did you have other experiences at IIT that you felt broadened you

culturally?

Freed: Daniel Brenner, just before he died, took me on a trip driving around

Chicago—I looked him up because I was really fond of him—he said,

"Look at all these buildings. That's a good building because it has a flat hat.
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These other buildings, they are not very good, because they have these

decorations on top." I said, "Why should that not make them very good?"

He said, "Well, if a building only needs a flat hat, then give it a flat hat."

Blum: Wasn't a flat roof one of the marks of the International Style?

Freed: Yes, but on the other hand, he did something that was really remarkable.

He went ahead and did the installation of an oriental exhibition at the Art

Institute. One of the early ones. Jim Speyer did a lot of installations and he

left architecture to become a curator. Brenner and Danforth were

partners, of course. They did the Great Ape House at Lincoln Park Zoo,

which was rather nice.

Blum: During your second time around at IIT, in the 1970s, who stands out in

your memory?

Freed: Yes, my second incarnation. David Sharpe was the acting chairman of the

department while I was dean. Fazlur Kahn, he was a good man. He

worked on that wonderful building in Jeddah. The Haj Airport, and the

tower too. What was so nice about it was that it had no windows, just big

squares cut into it with glass on the side.

Blum: He did that with Gordon Bunshaft. The tower with the large glass opening

was the National Commercial Bank building.

Freed: Chicago people used to be able to talk about architecture. Do you find

that Chicago is still a city that's very interested in its architecture? Is it like

Paris, in the nineteenth century, when every citizen could talk reasonably

intelligently about the buildings?
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Blum: That may still be true. I think that Chicago as an architectural city arouses

great interest in those who visit the city. Are there others who you

remember at IIT?

Freed: I remember that Caldwell used to carry an eraser around. He must have

thought he was in a public high school, because he carried the eraser to

throw when people went to sleep in his lectures. He was such a very

interesting man, who had played a lifetime in sports, so he could do that

quite easily.

Blum: How good was his aim?

Freed: He used to hit people once in a while, which was true.

Blum: He still seems to fascinate students. I have seen him lecturing with

students sitting on the floor all around him.

Freed: He has the voice of conviction, which is very important. He believes what

he says, or at least he makes you believe that he believes what he says.

Blum: He was a very good friend to Mies, as well.

Freed: He was. He was not a friend to Mies as much as he was under Mies's spell,

in a way. He was under Frank Lloyd Wright's spell for a while, working at

Taliesin East. Then, of course, he came from Taliesin East and he went to

Mies. Alfred was a seeker, always. He saw it in Wright and he saw it in

Mies and found something else. Of course he was a landscape architect as

well. Jens Jensen was his great hero. There was Garfield Park on the West

Side that we all always went to. I tried to find out what was so special

about that. I realized that it was called British landscaping, which was very
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different, a very orderly landscaping. Jensen was very interested in British

landscaping, I guess.

Blum: Was landscape architecture, taught by Alfred Caldwell, part of your

curriculum?

Freed: Landscape architecture was always thought of as part of what we were

making. There were trees and so on, but as I think back on it, it was never

a discipline on its own. I don't think that it was ever an aesthetic that you

chose. You tried to make space with trees. It was a very British thing. I

found myself still doing it the other day. I'm doing a new United States

Air Force Memorial in Arlington, Virginia, right across from the Lincoln

Memorial. And what I did there was to create little groves of space that

were done exactly the way I would have done them as a student at IIT.

There may have been an influence there.

Blum: Do you think that Alfred Caldwell's ideas worked well with Mies's and

maybe with Hilbs's too because they were all talking about towers in a

park?

Freed: I don't think that that was it. I think that Alfred Caldwell was genuinely a

fascinating man who someone like Hilbs could really understand as an

American avatar.

Blum: I asked earlier if you thought that during your student years at IIT you

received an education or a training. Everything you've said up to now

leads me to believe that maybe you think it was training.

Freed: It was a good deal of training. There was some education, I guess. I guess

what it left me with was a desire, more than anything else. I came away
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with a feeling that I was undereducated at the end, so when I came to

New York...

Blum: In what sense were you undereducated?

Freed: I just didn't know very much about the culture of the Midwest. I didn't

know very much about anything except... I knew something about how

to put brick buildings together and I knew something about how to deal

with spatial phenomenon to some extent. I was trained to put together

competent little buildings, which were just like a little shoebox. I felt

somehow that I was suffering there. When I graduated from IIT I went to

work at Michael Reese for John Black.

Blum: What did you do for the Michael Reese Planning Association?

Freed: After I graduated from IIT I was there for a brief time before I went into

the army. I was drawing.

Blum: In 1951 and 1952, when you were still in school, you worked for Danforth

and Speyer. Were they an official architectural firm?

Freed: Oh yes, they were together.

Blum: What did you do for them?

Freed: I worked for them just making drawings of buildings that Speyer

designed for the Rose house. Ben Rose was the fabric designer.

Blum: Rose was also an antique car collector. David Haid, another IIT product,

built a very beautiful little pavilion for his antique cars.
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Freed: The house was something else, but it wasn't pure. I was very surprised

that these people, who were giving me all these pure notions, were not

doing very pure things themselves.

Blum: Interesting. After you graduated, you said you worked for Michael Reese

for a short while.

Freed: I worked with a Richard Brooker, a classmate of mine, who finally ended

up at The Architects’ Collaborative. We both worked for the Michael

Reese Planning Association.

Blum: Richard Bennett was working for that planning group with John Black.

Freed: Richard and I were the two youngsters on the block, since we had just

graduated. But I had to fight off the army and finally I couldn't do it. I

know people all over New York who never went into the army but I was

taken in 1953 to Fort Leonard Wood.

Blum: Was this during the Korean War?

Freed: I believe the armistice in Korea was reached in April or May of 1953, and I

was taken into the army in November of 1953. A very close thing.

Blum: The Michael Reese Planning Association was formed at a time for the

purpose of saving the South Side. Gropius was supposed to be the

principal planner/designer but he came very rarely. There were

institutions on the South Side that chose to remain and expand their

physical plants. Michael Reese was one of them. Were you aware of the

social issues involved?



33

Freed: Not too much. I was aware of one, where I was asked to do a study of

some housing. Everybody else went out to the suburbs to look at houses,

but I went down to look at the houses down at the corner of big building

on 39th street with a courtyard. It was for people who had nothing. There

were terrible scenes of the poor, with people sleeping on the corner. It

was a building that has an open atrium in the middle.

Blum: Was it CHA housing?

Freed: No.

Blum: You worked for Mies after the army. Did you work for Mies at all while

you were in school?

Freed: No. A lot of people did, but I didn't.

Blum: So you went to the army and you were sent to Fort Leonard Wood. Did

you want to go into the army?

Freed: I hated it.

Blum: You hated it once you got there, but before that did you feel it was your

obligation?

Freed: I had torn tendons in my left leg at one point and my doctor said they'd

never take me. I went to the army with my X-rays and I said, "Well, here I

am. Who do I go see now with these?" They said, "You don't see anybody.

You're in the army. Out." I was put on a bus going to Fort Leonard Wood

with one toothbrush in my pocket.
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Blum: You weren't quite prepared to go.

Freed: Afterward if I weren't going to New York first, I would have immediately

asked to see the attorney general. I spoke some German and some

French, but I had been resolutely kept away from using any of those

languages by the army. But I had thought it might be more agreeable to

finish my duties. So I was stationed in Alaska, above the Arctic Circle,

where I spent a good deal of time trying to make maps.

Blum: Did you have a choice about going to Alaska?

Freed: Not very much. I went from Fort Leonard Wood to Fort Belvior, Virginia,

the army camp outside of Washington, D.C. There I had some sort of a

choice, whether I was going to go to San Francisco or some place worse,

so I decided to go to San Francisco. They took me to San Francisco, where

I immediately acquired a little one-bedroom apartment and I stayed off

the base as much as I could. One day I realized, without having been

thinking about it, I was slated to go to Alaska. So I went up to Alaska, and

I stayed there for a while. Then I received a letter from somebody who

was working in Mies's office asking if I would like to come to New York

and work in Mies's office on the Seagram building.

Blum: How did they know where you were if you were in Alaska?

Freed: It was because of Donald Sickler, who had graduated with me. He also

just refurbished 860 Lake Shore Drive.

Blum: He's not a household name in Chicago.
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Freed: No, he's not. He lives in Baltimore. He is a practicing true believer. He's a

very nice man who practices exactly what he was taught. George

Danforth, of course, lives in 860, so he's the resident spirit.

Blum: So the message you got in Alaska was from a classmate who was working

for Mies. Was he working for Mies on the Seagram building?

Freed: For some reason, I don't know how it worked, he just started asking

would I come down to work on this building. My friend said, here you've

got this wonderful opportunity, so why don't you come to New York?

Blum: Was this Mies's request?

Freed: Mies's request, or from somebody in his office, I don't know.

Blum: Gene Summers seems to have been in charge of the project there.

Freed: Yes, but Gene Summers was not anybody that I had known in school.

[Tape 2: Side 1]

Blum: Summers was in charge of Seagram for Mies.

Freed: He was in charge of Mies in a way. He would take him out every Sunday

morning and take him for a drive. He had a white Oldsmobile. Then on

Saturdays he and Mies would go out to an apartment building or two that

Mies had done—860 or 880, whatever—and straighten out the chairs and

pillows.

Blum: You're making him sound very compulsive.
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Freed: He was very compulsive. It's terrible of me to speak this way, like a child.

Blum: I think there was widespread worship of Mies and in that you're not

alone. Everyone has had heroes in their life at one time or another.

Freed: I got him totally out of my system when I did the 88 Pine Street building

here in New York, a white office building. In certain ways I got him out of

my system with that building, because once I had done that, I no longer

had to do anything else like it again.

Blum: Guidebooks say that it is in a Miesian vocabulary.

Freed: For instance, in terms of space, the ground floor is not really Miesian.

There isn't enough of it. It's too cramped, too much a multi-directional

building. But what it did was it took... I'm sort of at a loss to say it, because

it's almost a stylistic attempt to make a Miesian building. I decided not to

have any mullions. Mullions like this are only a nuisance. So I had three-

quarter-inch thick sheets of glass which were butted together and the

glass itself was the structure. That, to me, was a fairly Miesian move. But

then when I had the beams underneath it, I had to put in the stiffeners

that were crippling going in. Stiffeners weren't really built for visual

reasons. We had all recognized in school that they were to be useful for

stiffening structure. That was white and the rest of the building was glass.

So everybody thought immediately it was a Miesian building.

"Miesian"—it's a bad thing to use that word, because nobody can be

Miesian except Mies. Nobody can be Corbusian except Corbu. Miesian

simply means that in some way it brings to mind other buildings which

are obviously more of the first generation removed.
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Blum: You have been quoted to say about that building, "It's the last modernist

building, after which I gave up a comfortable..."

Freed: Yes, it's my last modernist building.

Blum: But that was already in 1970. You had done several things before joining

the Pei firm. How did you get from Mies's work on the Seagram building

to I.M. Pei's office?

Freed: There was a fellow called Brooks Freeman. He was a very able young

man, who died young, unfortunately. He sort of kept his eye open in

New York. When Philip Johnson fired me on the Seagram building, I was

sort of distraught. Brooks called me up and said, "Why don't you come up

to see where I'm working. I said, "Where are you working?" He said,

"Well, I'm working at a place called Zeckendorf." I didn't know who

William Zeckendorf was, but I was brought up there and was introduced

to Eason Leonard and two or three other people, and that was it. I was

introduced to Zeckendorf. They were like merry pranksters. There I was,

I felt immediately that I was not in a very pure place, architecturally.

Blum: You were not?

Freed: No, because I took offense at the stair railing running down the circular

staircase in Zeckendorf's office.

Blum: You took offense at it? Why, because you were a purist?

Freed: To be from IIT was interesting. What we never knew was that we were a

good choice for people in other cities who needed to have something

Miesian. Miesian was, after all, au courant. If there was nothing Miesian,
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there was nothing else to talk about, particularly, among you and me and

everybody else. So, what happened was that they were... My friend, Philip

Johnson sent somebody to IIT to learn how to detail like Mies. I was

brought to the office of Zeckendorf here because they needed somebody

to detail IIT-like details.

Blum: So you were brought in as the Miesian detailer?

Freed: Right, as the Miesian architect. Of course, I was immediately put out to

Kips Bay Plaza Apartments where I produced a series of details that were

very unlike Mies, but they were similarly fresh. It was then I realized that

I had learned something else. I had learned the tectonics of buildings.

Nobody knew what the word meant at IIT, but they sure as hell practiced

it. The tectonics of architecture were one of the really strong things that

IIT left you with. The notion that the degree of detail and the way that

buildings could be poetic. Richard Serra's work would be like that. Do you

like Richard Serra's work?

Blum: Very much.

Freed: Have you been down to the D I A Center for the Arts? I should take you

there, because it is one of his most remarkable works to date. It opened

up about three months ago, and I've been back there at least five times

now. It's remarkable. It’s wonderful work. So, I began thinking like he

did. For example, the impurity of 88 Pine is that instead of these being real

beams... Clearly a real beam would never read—if you looked at a real

beam across the way, you wouldn't get a shadow, you wouldn't get any

thickness. A real beam would dissolve the cross-section of the T and

would just dissolve into a plane. I said I didn't want to have a plane, I

wanted to have this flange. So after considering this, this, and this, I did
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that, but then I made the heavier elements out of two-inch-thick cladding.

That immediately made it non-Miesian because Mies wouldn't have done

that. The purity of it was gone because with Crown Hall, when this was

done, he had a fit when they cut the beam off the column. Do you

remember that? There was a big scandal all over Chicago.

Blum: I don't actually remember the incident, but I've read about it.

Freed: If you've heard about it, I don't need to say anything more.

Blum: Please tell it as you remember it.

Freed: Mies liked things to be put together the way they looked like they were

put together. He insisted on that. The thing that I find that Ieoh Ming Pei

here shares with Mies is the desire to polish and purify, and polish and

purify, and polish and purify, until there's no end to it.

Blum: And yet Mies put those black metal strips on the front of buildings like

860-880 Lake Shore Drive, and they weren't structural at all.

Freed: Those mullions? They served three or four purposes. One, they served as

a way of connecting the skin to the surface.

Blum: They actually functioned? I thought they were just there, just decorative.

Freed: They functioned for the skin. Then also, they functioned for the window

washers. They formed a rail that could be grasped. It was developed that

way, because it did not start off as something pure like this. It's like the

Holocaust Memorial Museum also has the x-braces to walk on. At 88 Pine,

it was more difficult to wash the windows because they didn't have those
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mullions. The mullions, of course, are also a signature. There is also

another thing. If you go down to south Park Avenue, and look at the

Seagram building slightly at an angle, it begins to close on you, but at a

certain distance away from it, it goes blank and closes entirely on you.

That's a pure block of bronze. It's a solid block of bronze, there's nothing

in between. As you walk down the street, it opens up on you again, like

this, and suddenly, it becomes all glass. You look through it. You have to

give it some time, to let these things work on you. It's a visual

phenomenon. It's like the French architect, Jean Nouvel, who built the

Cartier Foundation building in Paris. I thought his use of glass there was

brilliant. I would consider it owes a lot to this school because he used glass

in an investigatory way. He investigated the glass. Mies had this little

tower of his into which he put a little piece of wire on top and coming out

of his window, he looked and just saw it rotate and swing. That was the

tower he did in 1923. He was experimenting with what he would see and

how the glass would reflect. Jean Nouvel was also experimenting. He did

much better than Lothar Baumgarten. Baumgarten did the garden behind

it. He's a German artist who puts his hands to a lot of things. But he did

the back garden made out of wooden cubes, four-by-four inches high.

They're quite interesting. But that is a modern work. I believe that I'm not

so hooked on being modern or not being modern. I'm more hooked on

being contemporary in the sense of being able to do things that were not

able to be done before this. But I really don't see myself living or dying,

falling on the sword of modernism. So many different things can be

modernist. Did you see the photograph of the Getty Center in the New

York Times?

Blum: No, but I saw it from the road below driving by on the freeway. I

understand it is about to open, if it hasn't already.
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Freed: It opens to the public on the 16th [December]. But it's really been open for

about two years. There have been lots of soft openings already.

Blum: You must be on a privileged list.

Freed: IIT does not consider Richard Meier's work modern. He has the

Corbusian sensibility. They don't consider Corbu's work modern. They

consider Corbu... Anything they say is tainted by desire, it will never

come to a good ending because philosophy is what they want to teach.

Some architecture used to be called "frozen music." Corbusier did frozen

music. The school of Mies did "frozen philosophy." It's good, it's not bad.

"Frozen music" means that you catch the music in one particular stand, but

then it goes on to something else to something else to something else. But

you've got these momentary takes. Philosophy also, is the dance of the

mind, and yet these certain takes are frozen for you, there's an image that

goes on and freezes for you. You choose where to freeze it. But

philosophy is not a bad goal for architects.

Blum: Do you think that's what Mies's school has communicated?

Freed: I think Mies did, but I don't know if his school did.

Blum: Do you think it still does? Did it when you returned more than twenty

years later as dean?

Freed: That was a big mistake. I did not start off properly. I had had this internal

dialogue then. For twenty years I had talked to myself in my head about

this. Then I went there and I tried to externalize it. Suddenly I found out

that nobody wanted to hear it. Nobody was interested in it. What they

wanted me for was to take them back to the good old days. They were
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just in this lockhold of Mies's. Of course nobody there, which was their

habit, would find fault with Mies. Mies was somewhere hovering in a

cloud over us. But they were going to be a brotherhood of equals. Each

one of us was to have our own studio, to do what we wanted to. This was

like a Beaux-Arts sensibility. But at the same time, it was extremely

difficult to do anything until you find that you had a different position in

the school. I felt myself in an impossible position. A new president who

wanted to raise funds, a dean who wanted to get architecture out of the

school and put it in engineering where it had been for some years under

the same dean. I was going to be a survivor from New York. I had come

from New York where I had survived a difficult scene. Peter Eisenman

was starting to kill every architect in the city. I still have some of his books

in my office. His books just come out all the time. I invited John Hejduk

and Peter Eisenman to IIT to lecture, which was unheard of, because

nobody ever brought anybody in from the outside to lecture. When you

lectured there, you expected no one to attend. One lecture that I put

together was by very brilliant novelist, who did other things as well. And

he stood in the auditorium and I was very disappointed and I apologized,

because he saw one person sitting in the auditorium. He said, "No, no,

that's all right. If there were more, I'd worry about myself." In any case,

the woman who is dean at IIT now, Donna Robertson, I realize that she

was actually the right person. She is absolutely what they need. She's

neutral to them, she's fair, she listens to every position, she not an

ideologue, she does not want to change everything. But if things change

and they will change inevitably, because she's really making change

happen, and she does it in a way that's perfect.

Blum: It's good to hear you say that.

Freed: It's the only way that IIT will ever transcend itself.
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Blum: Currently, you are on the jury to select an architect and a design for IIT’s

new campus center. What do you look for in a design?

Freed: You've got me.

Blum: But you're one of the jurors and people are looking to you for this. What

would work well on that campus, in your opinion?

Freed: I'll tell you, there are changes that are not going to be made. For example,

the subway is going to be impossible. Where the site for a campus center

has been located, it can't work there. Of course, everybody's made it

work in their design, but I don't think it can. Similarly, it's about sixty feet

from the subway to the Stevenson Expressway and I don't know of

anybody that would want to put it there. They would want to put it on

the other side. But if you open up the other side, and you put it on the

other side, and you have a very serious problem, then that's a big

problem. On the other side, there's one building and there's the SOM

student union building [Grover M. Hermann Hall] and Crown Hall and

there is State Street. Obviously the place to do it is to put it somewhere in

here. Make a space here, keep this alive. But they've been asked to put it

over here, near the subway which is very crazy.

Blum: I thought the site has been selected already.

Freed: It was, but you know what happens. When you find someone who is

very, very good, that person will automatically discard the site and say, I

may not win this competition, I'm going to tell it like it is. Then they take

the site and show it someplace else. I'm looking for it and if I don't find
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that, then I'll be kind of disappointed. Of course, I can't talk to anybody

because I'm on the jury.

Blum: I understand. Isn't there to be an announcement in a few months?

Freed: In February.

Blum: I just wondered—not which design you favored, but what you thought

might work well on that campus.

Freed: First of all, let's make it very clear what we're talking about. Mies was all

right on the campus, his plan was all right. The buildings were not very

good, because they were at the tail end of his World War II career. There

were also problems with the buildings leaking and doing this and doing

that. But in the end, they're not very handsome, I'm afraid I have to say

that. What has saved it, in large part, is the landscaping. It was not all

Hilberseimer. It was done by Alfred Caldwell. He placed certain trees in

very powerful positions, very beautifully placed. Of course, you now have

a situation where you're happy to build anything there because then you

would make it look better and that is desirable.

Blum: We've sort of jumped ahead, but because we did, could we continue with

what you were doing when you were dean? In terms of setting the scene

when you took this position, the political and social scenes in America

were in flux and things in art and architecture were changing as well. The

old guard was being challenged by the new guard. Jane Jacobs, in 1961,

had written a book that was fairly revolutionary, about the death and life

of American cities. It was a whole new idea. And Venturi had written

Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture in 1966.
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Freed: The Graham Foundation funded that.

Blum: The two shows about Chicago architecture: In 1973 “One Hundred Years

of Architecture in Chicago” had opened in Munich and it came to Chicago

to the Museum of Contemporary Art in 1976.

Freed: Which was the one that opened in the Time-Life building?

Blum: That was called “Chicago Architects.” That was the show put together by

Stanley Tigerman, Stuart Cohen, Ben Weese, and Larry Booth and it was

intended to challenge the premise of the other show at the MCA.

Freed: It was called the counter-show.

Blum: It was at this time when all of this was happening in Chicago and in the

world of art, that you decided to accept the position of dean. You had

reasons why you thought it might be a good thing. What were they?

Freed: I thought it was the right time for it. A long time had gone by since Mies

had been active there.

Blum: Corbusier died in 1965. Both Gropius and Mies died in 1969. So this was

not quite ten years later.

Freed: Corbusier drowned. A strange way to go.

Blum: Well, some people say it was not an accident.

Freed: Ok, well, now what was I doing? Well, I was doing a couple of things. I

always thought that I could pay IIT back by going to them and showing
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them all these new buildings I brought from the East Coast, which I

realized very shortly that nobody wanted to see.

Blum: But you were here on the East Coast doing some things that were

thought by others to be Miesian, not strictly Miesian, but very structural.

Freed: I had done quite a few buildings at that time, much more than I normally

do. I put a lot together at one time. There was a lot of structure in them,

but again, structure does not necessarily a great building make.

Blum: You were explaining why you thought it would be a good idea for you to

go back to IIT as dean..

Freed: All the people I used to know at IIT, most of them were gone. Those who

were left, I thought would be more flexible than they turned out to be. Of

course, everyone was very nice to me when I said I was interested.

Actually what saved my life was that I had expressed interest in lots of

schools. So for the last two or three years, I said I really don't want to do it

any more. I had crossed the country on a number of occasions to talk

about becoming dean of our school. I was the first on some list to become

dean so that made me feel that maybe Chicago might accept me. I was

very keenly aware that if I was not accepted in Chicago I might as well

pack my bag and walk out of here. Well, I didn't do it very well. I came

out then and the press and the media were asking, they wanted to know

what I would do, and I said that I would be the life-link to the East Coast.

That was probably the dumbest thing for me to say.

Blum: Sort of like waving a red flag?
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Freed: I really felt that the way I had to do it was to connect to the East Coast.

The East Coast, unfortunately at that point, was the one place that had

ideas. IIT said, "We don't want ideas. We have the ideas we need." So I

said, "Well, I guess I can't help you." "Yes you can," they said, "you're the

dean, you have to get the provost and the president to give us more

money. We have a long list and this is what we do best, what we do here."

I said, "But what you do here is not very productive in a scholastic sense.

What you're doing here is actually making a lateral extension, not

bringing anything back. You're showing buildings that have been done

over and over and over again. I've told you earlier that they're beautiful,

they're still beautiful Every time they had an open house in one of those

buildings, I was—what is the word?—awash in admiration. Kids knew

how to make these things. It's really their grand achievement. But that's

not what it takes to get into Harvard. The Harvard students are very

sophisticated. When I was dean, I had to counsel some big lout, who was a

fellow who went to Harvard, he was a great pianist. He had gone to

architecture school at Chicago, so the Miesian thing was just the thing for

him. His piano and Harvard experience were just right. One of the things

that IIT always offered, so I found it, was a meal ticket for the next person

going into an architectural office. There was always the implication that

there would always be a job for you. It may not be a great job, but there

was always a job. I didn't think that was significant but a lot of the kids

did. I couldn't take that away from them. So, I found myself sort of

betwixt and between. I saw within the first six months, that I wasn't going

to get very far. I tried two or three different things. Finally, I said, "Let's

just try an iron fist." I tried that and it didn't work right. But I took the

first-year lists, weak classes, it was always easier the first year, no

problem, then straight-A. If you feel you could get absolute control over

the first year then you might as well. I actually had a very good first year.

After that it went down. So anyway, here I was in Chicago, with the hand
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of Mies still hovering over everybody. We were doing this with very

mixed motives. Some of the motives were OK, some were not bad, some

were even ethical. Some were just dreadful. Some were just out and out

right-intentioned to be the big gorilla in the block jumping over

everything. To come in as a heavy-duty gorilla and take everything over,

there was the sense in the air that it could be done.

Blum: You said the hand of Mies was hanging over everyone.

Freed: It was like Michelangelo's painting where God is touching Adam's finger.

Blum: Was it hanging over you as well? Were you ambivalent about sitting in

the seat of the man you felt was your hero?

Freed: No, I didn't feel he was my hero. I never felt he was a hero. I felt that he

was a very charismatic person. He was a man who stuck to his principles,

except of course, for that one terrible scheme he did for the German

competition for the Reichsbank before the war with the swastika on it. But

he's been forgiven for everything. Philip Johnson has been forgiven for

everything he did too. Last night, I was at this book signing party, it was a

little cocktail party for Richard Meier, because his newest book about the

Getty was coming out. Here's Philip Johnson now—he's been on his

deathbed about a dozen times—he comes in always on his own. He was

really great, he hugged me and said, "Oh, it's great to see you. You're

great to be here, now bye-bye." And off he went. But, interesting about

that: when you look at the people they had there, they had very much an

interesting view. Philip Johnson has been also forgiven by other Jewish

people in the room, even though they knew perfectly well what he was

doing. One woman who knew him all her life, hugged him and said,

"Philip, you know I got a medal the other day." He said, "For what?" She
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said "well . . ". Those things are really interesting to me to see how Philip

has positioned himself totally in the world. This might apply to some

people in Chicago you might know who have done the same thing. This

need for people to pull bad reputations up and good reputations stay

there.

Blum: Why do you think that people have forgiven him?

Freed: Because he's pretty much... Part of it was an attempt to forgive

themselves with this power. In order to forgive yourself, you forgive him

first.

Blum: There was an article, when you were dean at IIT, that said, you hired non-

IIT staff, you brought in New Yorkers who talked a lot, and you tried to

change the curriculum.

Freed: I was interested in bringing in people from Kentucky also. We had

different kinds of people.

Blum: And that you thought color had something to do with architecture.

Freed: Oh, yes. Who said that?

Blum: It may have been Nory Miller in Inland Architect.

Freed: Nory has given up all aspects of architecture. She's not doing anything in

architecture. Nory lives in Washington, D. C. Her husband still teaches

city planning. She's interesting. She knows the law. She comes from a

family of lawyers, of course. Her father was a well-known lawyer in

Chicago. Do you know her family?
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Blum: No, not her family but I've known her to be a champion for many

architectural causes, including the Chicago Seven.

Freed: She was much more assertive than Suzanne Stephens. Suzanne has just

finished her Ph.D. at Cornell. She went to Cornell about three years ago,

saying she was going to work on her Ph.D. and she did. I said, "It's

amazing that you did it. How do you feel about it?" She said, "Oh, I feel

great. I don't have to do it again."

Blum: Actually I’m not sure who wrote the article about you. I’ll check.

Freed: Nory writes very well, by the way. Her English is excellent.

Blum: How were the non-IIT instructors that you brought in received?

Freed: Very badly. I said, "Look, we've had other people in to lecture. There are

other ideas in the world." "Yes, but they don't last," they said. Then finally

I discovered that they weren't going to fight for me, they were going to

foul me. They told the students not to show up at various lectures. "Don't

go there, you won't learn anything." I called them, I said, "Look, you have

to go there, it's the only way you will learn something." The students

eventually did start coming. John Hejduk was very interesting. I called

John in and he said, "Oh wow! The atmosphere is very cold here. I sense

it's very cold." He said, "You know what I feel like? I bet you've never

heard of this before, but in Scotland, you have to step over the sword to

get to one side." So here, before he went over to Scotland, he sent me a

sword placed horizontally in the ground. If you tripped, you were done

for. You never survived it. I felt I was standing on the sword. I said, "Is

that true? Is that how you feel about it?" They said, "No, no, go ahead."
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He went ahead, and did one of the craziest lectures ever, which made me

feel foolish in the end and made them all feel they were right. I found out

later that it was very poetic as well. What John did was he talked about

birds. He had become very interested in birds and birds were doing these

wonderful things. They sang and he made bird songs. So I had to sing

some bird songs. You would think he was high on something, or he had

had too much coffee, or something. It was just John at his best, his very

best. Then Carl Ohr came in and he went without a single hitch, without a

moment's thought. He looked at the students and said, "We're going to

talk about the ecclesiastical and the political. We're going to talk about

how we see the cities we plan and how we plan the cities we see." So he

made some drawings on the wall, and he said, "This is a great city. It's a

square within a square. It's a great image for a city. It looks very simple,

but see how many cities you can find like this." If you could find it, it

would be great. You should have seen it, it looked like it was an airplane. I

said, "Well, what city is that?" He said, "Well, this is a modern city. This is

Brasilia. It's not at all accidental that things look a certain way. They do it

as they grow. The square in the square in the square concept makes a

wonderful city." Then I asked him what it was, he said, it was a computer

readout. Then he showed me the address where he had bought this

computer readout which shows how this developed, with housing and all

just so. He said that every computer readout would all look like this.

When he was finished, I said, "Let's talk tomorrow about what you've

said." "Ok," he said. I said, to the students, "What did you learn?" They

said, "We learned that he was a confused man."

Blum: Well, it seems he just wasn't speaking their language.
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Freed: He wasn't. He was also trying to do something very ecclesiastical and in a

time and a place where people were not... They were so one-dimensional

minded.

Blum: Was there nothing you could do to make a little wedge in there?

Freed: I brought along some people. For example. before I left, I got Tom Beeby

tenure. Then, right after I got Beeby tenure, he quit. "Boy," I said, "you

really set me up there. Why did you want tenure?" "Because I wanted to

prove it could be done," he said. "It had not been done at IIT for a long

time. Nobody had been given tenure." Everybody heard, even George

Danforth's team. He was the power at the school. So then, of course, I

realized it was just a mistake to bring people in. Well, it was not a mistake,

let me take that back. It was a good thing, because it set the groundwork

for other things to come. First of all, Tom Beeby got tenure, even though I

came to hear afterward that he had been offered the chairmanship of the

University of Illinois at Chicago at the same time. But I feel that it was

useful because Vince [???] was a very good fellow. One of the wonderful

projects that he had was to take a human being and slice him up into thin

slices, then they made drawings of the body and everything inside of it as

well. When they were finished, they had a wonderful drawing and got to

teach them something about how to investigate certain phenomena. That

sort of exploration was never an important issue at IIT.

Blum: You made a statement, as it was announced in the press, that you simply

left IIT for personal reasons. But you have made other statements, and

one was that you couldn't breathe new life into the school.

Freed: That's true. I was there two and a half years. It seems like a really long

time that I was there.
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Blum: It wasn't very long.

Freed: It seemed very long. Harry Cobb, my partner, went to Boston. He saw

me doing this and he said, "I should get the chair at Harvard." So he went

to Harvard and became chairman of Harvard for about five years. It was

very different. Well, five years is different than two and a half, because in

that time you can get something done.

Blum: Were they receptive to his ideas?

Freed: Yes. Harvard is a very special place. Harvard is also going to be seen as

special by people at IIT. I know people at IIT ask me to get them

invitations to Harvard. I did get some people in. Pao-Chi Chang, she is

Chinese, she teaches at IIT.

Blum: She and her husband Alfred Swenson wrote a book about IIT.

Freed: I got them an appointment at Harvard. That's something that they

considered very much. They didn't care that they thought other things at

Harvard. They didn't care that the teaching was different.

Blum: Well, Harvard has a certain prestige.

Freed: IIT has another problem. Chicagoans are Princeton people or Yale people.

Blum: Do you think you were maybe the right person in the wrong place?

Freed: What other place would I be at?
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Blum: Well, I ask that question because Paul Schweikher—he was a much older

architect—was invited to take the chairmanship at Yale, his alma mater.

He did and I'm not sure he lasted for more than two years. He was a

hands-on person. Yale was not a hands-on school. From Yale he went to

Carnegie Mellon and stayed there happily for the rest of his career. It was

a school more sympathetic to his way, and he to it. That's why I ask the

question. He just felt that he had been the wrong person for Yale, period.

Freed: I thought I was the right person for IIT, that was my main problem.

[Tape 2: Side 2]

Freed: I thought I should make a very painless transition for them.

Blum: But they didn't want that change?

Freed: If the transition was going to happen, they wanted blood all over the

floor.

Blum: You had left IIT as the dean, feeling that you hadn't really accomplished

what you came to do. To what do you attribute your lack of success?

Freed: I think it was probably a lack of sympathy with the others there. They

couldn't see any way out of my situation and I couldn't see any way out

of their situation. I didn't offer them any way out of their situation. It was

really tough. It's just simpler to believe in something if the whole world

has passed you by. When you're in the avant-garde all the time and

leading the world in the march on all the old buildings and old

environments, then here modernism comes to give you a good, healthy

environment, a good place to be, and art to boot. What a bonus, art to
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boot, you know. Then suddenly you're left alone and nobody comes to

see you anymore. Nobody visits your buildings, they've seen them

before. You're no longer the focus of anybody's attention. That's very

bad. I happen to think that when the Chicago Seven formed, they gave a

new lease on life to the old Mies group as well. Suddenly they were

tended to again.

Blum: Did you have any intention of overturning Mies completely if the school

had agreed with you?

Freed: That would have been very silly of me to say. I didn't want to overthrow

Mies. I wanted to bring him into the present time. I wanted to make him

more relevant, rather than less relevant. He's much more relevant if you

take the attitude of structure, of plan, of program, of plasticity of design.

Tom Beeby was one of the first to decide that Mies was a highly

decorative architect. He did a piece that was published by the University

of Pennsylvania some time ago, and in it he said that Mies used dentils

and used the structure of the roof as decorative elements, not unlike early

neo-classicism. I don't think Beeby was all right, but he was certainly right

to a certain extent. Mies felt the need to terminate his buildings at the top,

so they terminated. Instead of turning at the corners, they were

terminated. At the same time, you can do that, but you should be able to

come up, as I said before, with other solutions. If you have a really valid

point of view that really works properly, then I don't see any reason why

you can't apply it in other ways and get readings that are similar, but not

the same, mind you.

Blum: Before you accepted the deanship, did you have any inclination or clue

that it would be so difficult?
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Freed: No, they were really very nice to me. For example, when I first went out

there, Danforth came—his partner had died—and Myron came and they

all came to walk me through the campus, because they thought I was

going to do everything for them. They thought I was going to bring back

the great days of the Miesian period. We were all going to be Mieisans, we

were certainly not going to be Myrons or Jim Freeds. And we were going

to find a way of doing it. However, I did accomplish two things that were

very important. One, I made it possible to get temporary accreditation,

which they had to have. The accreditation board came through and I

worked very hard with everybody to have the proper drawings up,

making sure we had a lively look rather than a moribund look. The

second thing that I think was important was that I created a background

for a new initiative on their part. I thought I was a precursor there; I came

before in order to make it work for the person who came after me. They

had a very tough time choosing the current dean. But I think that they

have the right one now, because she [Donna Robertson] knows how to

deal with the situation. What I found difficult was to be a player and to try

to deal. The doctor who suffers from the same disease that he's trying to

cure is not very effective.

Blum: Was Phyllis Lambert supportive in any way when you were dean?

Freed: Phyllis was not much involved at all when I was dean. Phyllis is a funny

person, she comes and she goes.

Blum: When she comes and she wants to help a situation, she, no doubt, is

effective.

Freed: Very, very, very effective.
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Blum: I've heard she's sort of behind what's happening now on campus.

Freed: She tries to work out ways that she can preview what's going to happen.

That's not fair, you know. She comes from a really important family and

has a lot of money and she can be very helpful to IIT. I have my own

special ties to her and I don't want to say anything against that. But, I

don't know. Phyllis is a funny person. I met her first in New York.

Blum: Would you say that when you were dean at IIT, it was a rather frustrating

experience, not actually fulfilling your expectations?

Freed: Certainly. It taught me a lot about myself. It became a watershed for my

own development. I was not giving form to practice what I preach. I

started looking closer at myself. It's much easier always to take an

accepted way and to build it, and put your stamp on it. Then what have

you done? Well, you haven't done anything well and you've wasted your

life. But you know, I think you can also exaggerate my position as being a

dean who didn't really quite make it. I think that's not really the case. I

think I was a dean who accomplished part of it, but then was not willing

to fall on the sword for the rest of it.

Blum: During the same two-and-a-half years while you were in Chicago, you

took part in some exhibitions along with six other architects who became

known as the Chicago Seven. The Chicago Seven apparently took shape

and geared their activities to presenting an alternative way. They

challenged Mies's domination of the mainstream.

Freed: Yes and no. I think that part of what happened was a little bit different, in

my view anyway. My view of it was that these were seven other people
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who were showing seven different ways, not just one different way. It

was wide open.

Blum: Under the umbrella of trying to break Mies's domination?

Freed: Of trying to see if there were somebody other than Mies in Chicago. Also

trying to exercise their own private goals. Stanley Tigerman himself was

on and off about Mies, he was very much on Mies and then off Mies and

then on Mies. As the winds blew, so did Stanley.

Blum: He did have a love-hate relationship with Mies. In 1976 two exhibitions

about architecture in Chicago were held at the same time. One, “One

Hundred Years of Architecture in Chicago,” followed the traditional view

of structure of the first Chicago School and Mies as the founder of the

second Chicago School, and two, “Chicago Architects,” which brought to

light lesser known and forgotten people, and new ways of designing. You

were in the Miesian show, “One Hundred Years of Architecture in

Chicago,” represented by 88 Pine Street as an example of your work.

How did you feel being shown in this exhibition, while at the same time in

a position of trying to change IIT?

Freed: When you ski, you lean against the hill. When you lean towards the hill

you're not safe. When you feel you're safest, that's when you're most at

risk. If you lean away from the hill and move yourself against gravity,

you feel that you are highly at risk, but that's when you're really much

safer. So, in some ways, I felt like I wasn't going to deny my own

heritage. I wasn't going to deny that, that's in there too. At the same time,

I was not yet part of the group that was going to end up being the

Chicago Seven. At the time of the exhibitions, all were not in there, only

some were. The Chicago Seven was not fully formed yet. This is the



59

group that had these discussions and finally decided they could use a

more structured group, which we called the Chicago Seven.

Blum: You met with them and had some discussions about this?

Freed: We had a number of discussions. We were trying to understand what we

were doing, because to do something just for the sake of doing it did not

seem to me to be appropriate. Although some would argue that's the

only way of operating.

Blum: Did you agree with the premise of the “One Hundred Years” show that

said that Chicago tradition is based on structure?

Freed: I agree with both of the shows. Certainly they were not antagonistic.

They were part of the same show, actually. I tried very hard to get them

to put them together. They didn't want to because people then wouldn't

see the need for these manifestos, but they were not manifestos. In the

same show you would have a hundred years of Chicago with the Mies

team of structure, and you would have the white city of the World's

Columbian Exposition of 1893, and that is also Chicago. It is not one or the

other, I didn't think.

Blum: There were accusations that the organizers of “Chicago

Architects”—Stanley’s and Stuart’s show—of being self-serving.

Freed: Yes, but that was also true of the organizers of the “One Hundred Years”

show. They were just as self-serving. What is self-serving is the notion

that you can put something under your name and attach your name to it

and have it stand for something beyond that. IIT never let you put your

name to anything, so it was fine. But, as far as I'm concerned, in the “One
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Hundred Years” show it was very necessary and it had to be there,

because it was a summation. The other show was just the same because it

was not really a new direction; the other show was equally a summation,

a summation of a part of history that had not been seen until then. I

remember seeing that wonderful building on 18th Street, Glessner house.

It was done by the great Victorian architect from Boston, H. H.

Richardson. That was as much a part of the history of Chicago as the

other things.

Blum: So do you think that Chicago is much more multi-faceted than Giedion

has recorded as its history?

Freed: The problems they had with Chicago, was not being multi-faceted, it was

the scale of the multi-facet. The idiosyncratic work was small, the

buildings were of stone, and the large work was very large. The

difference was because of Mies's aesthetic, his way of working, and the

Corbusian way of working was much more attuned to what these new

practices of architecture wanted to do. IIT had practiced previously in

smaller groups. Suddenly they were practicing in large groups. These

large groups had different methodologies of working and different ways

of coming up with solutions to problems that were complicated problems.

Tall highrise buildings posed all sorts of problems to solve. There was not

necessarily anything so technical but there was a lot of technical stuff.

They had never gotten any kind of the building room for what they had

to do. They actually needed this other idea of architecture as a way of

defining themselves. Somebody said, well, once Mies's hold is finally

broken it's going to be much more expensive and you'll be much more at

the mercy of architects to develop a style. Architects will even be allowed

to decorate a building. You may not like the results, but I certainly don't

deny them the right to try to decorate it, and if they can, fine. That was



61

the problem, I think, in the way that nobody ever thought to do the two

exhibitions side-by-side. Neanderthal and the early Cro-Magnon might

have had some things in common, like walking together hand-in-hand.

Sure, there was a lot of self-interest. I think anything like that always has

some sort of self-serving purpose. I don't know how you would do

something like this without being accused of being self-serving.

Blum: Nory Miller wrote an article about that time—there was a lot of publicity

about these two shows and the war of ideas and so on—she said that the

show of “Chicago Architects,” which was Stanley's and Stuart's show, was

to attract the attention of the East Coast press. Was there any merit to

that? Were they the arbiters of taste?

Freed: No, but the East Coast was at this time the place where most of the

changes were taking place.

Blum: Wasn't that sort of part of the plan, to get their attention?

Freed: No, somebody probably said, "Look, if we do this, they'll probably do

this. They'll listen to us. Ok, let's do it" But in the meantime, we were

trying to get the audience to listen to us, to hear what we had to say,

which was in a sense very much half-baked. It takes time to bake

something. Mies said that you can't start a new architecture every

Monday morning. There are other views that you can, but it's awfully

hard. You really need some time... Each incremental thing that I pick up, I

want some time to investigate it, to think about it. Then the increments

come together and they form a whole. If you don't have this time, then

you're more likely to be half-baked. That's the danger of the Chicago

Seven—to some extent we were not the children of time.
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Blum: Apparently there were overtones of trying to attract East Coast people.

Freed: I don't know what she means by that. Of course at IIT I wanted East Coast

people to come and give lectures. But no architect wanted an East Coast

architect to come in and take a commission away from them.

Blum: She said it was to attract the attention of the press in the East. Maybe it

wasn't good enough just to be published in Inland Architect, which was

fairly Midwestern.

Freed: Of course we were trying to attract the attention of the official

architectural press. At that time, they were the bearers of the good news

and bad news. I don't know if they still do that.

Blum: There was a symposium held at the MCA that was related to the two

shows called, "The Past, Present, and Future of Architecture." You were on

the "future" panel.

Freed: I don't recall, frankly.

Blum: Well, it was reported that you were there. IIT at that time, under your

direction, also held a lecture forum.

Freed: I printed some flyers with names of people I would invite. I expected to

see them up on the walls, but they weren't put there.

Blum: Were they East Coast people?
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Freed: Most of them. There were some Kentucky people too but most were

from the East Coast. Kentucky was quite a hot-bed of architecture at that

time.

Blum: Who came, from Kentucky especially?

Freed: There's this Polish fellow, Jerzy Soltan, who had been one of Corbusier's

closest associates for many years.

Blum: So he was one of the people who you had invited to come to speak in

your lecture forum. Were the lectures well attended?

Freed: Sometimes yes and sometimes no. The biggest lecture attendance I ever

had was much later in 1993 or 1994. I gave a lecture that was attended by

a thousand people. That was the best one I ever had there. But when I was

dean, there were lectures where I had two or three or four people. It's

embarrassing to see half a dozen people sitting out there, but that's it.

Many of them were actively told by their class teachers not to attend. I

had it out with them.

Blum: How were these lectures publicized?

Freed: They were totally scheduled and we actually put up flyers and posters to

get people to come. Some came, but mostly the ones who were already

involved in the East Coast. Today, the most interesting place perhaps in

the country is the West Coast.

Blum: Things change. In 1976, the same year as the two exhibitions were held,

Stanley, Stuart, Larry, Ben, you, Jim Nagle, and Tom Beeby...
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Freed: And Helmut Jahn.

Blum: Not in 1976. Helmut was added a little later.

Freed: I remember we had an argument over whether we wanted him at all.

There was a really ferocious argument among these people. Some didn't

want him at all, some wanted him. They said Helmut was the Baron von

High-Tech.

Blum: Later that year, the original seven must have gotten together and decided

to do some country houses and exhibit them at Richard Gray's gallery in

Chicago. How did this all take shape?

Freed: Somehow it was felt that we had to go on. We had a running start. Maybe

it was different, maybe it was the same for the others, I don't know, but it

seemed to me that what we were doing here was trying to open up a

whole new venue for ideas. We were trying to have a forum for ideas. We

were trying to say that architecture was not an idealess phenomenon. You

could make an argument that much of the Mies-related architecture in

Chicago was an idealess phenomenon. It's a difficult point to make,

because, of course, the idea of Mies is an idea that you can really hang on

to. But beyond that, there's no other set of ideas. Our ambition was a set

of ideas, to know that architecture was not just an accident, it doesn't just

happen when you put two bricks together. It is something that lives in the

life of the mind, as well as the life of the body—it is the life of the body, it's

the hand or the foot or the eye. It's important to remember that

architecture was to be something that is meaningful to people, not

something that was antagonistic. These were the things that we talked

about, and we said, "Well, we'd better show some of it. That might do

something." Then we said, "Well, shall we do something that will rattle
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people?" We said, if we can, then yes. I then found out, very much to my

surprise, that I was not in a position to rattle people because I had not

developed the kind of thinking process—you need a certain kind attitude

for problem solving. For example, that book I gave you—which was an

interesting book, I thought, by that English architect, an English critic-

poet—he said something about me that was very interesting and I had

never thought about it that way. What he said was that Jim Freed does

metaphor, he does this, that, and the other thing, but there's only one

problem with them: he never lets them stand alone; he always puts them

in the form of solving some problem.

Blum: Is that how you tried to accomplish the Chicago Seven's agenda?

Freed: In a way. But I thought to myself when he told me that, well, maybe it's

true, but I don't necessarily want to be that way. I like to have a metaphor

stand as a metaphor. I was told that this is elegant that I do it this way,

and make the idea work in the process of solving a problem. But that's

not being purely in the world of ideas, you know. There you have a

problem with Robert Irwin and Richard Meier, they're beating up on each

other now over the Getty Center garden because Richard left the world of

ideas and Irwin wants it. Irwin is a bad guy though—I found myself at

odds with Irwin on a building in Lincoln, Nebraska. Finally I had to go to

battle with him. I was lucky, though, because I took him out. But he then

wrote a book in which we talks of James Ego Freed. He always calls me

Ego. It's awful. He hates me. I never hated him. I just thought he was

trying to do something that destroyed a building of mine. I read in this

week's New Yorker an article that was very interesting. I found out that

Robert Irwin would do anything to destroy architecture. He hates

architecture. That's not unusual with people. Artists don't like architecture.
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Artists think that architecture takes too much away from them. It's too

much involved with things that are not art related. Maybe yes, maybe no.

Blum: Professional jealousy or competition?

Freed: Maybe, but they don't like to think of it that way. Anyway, there we were

and we were looking at this potential show. We said we needed at least

two shows. We lined up two. One was the show, “Seven Chicago

Architects,” at the Richard Gray Gallery of country houses, free-standing

country houses. Did you see the thing I did for that? I was thinking of

actually building that somehow.

Blum: In the real world?

Freed: I'm starting to think about doing a little country house for myself now in

the Hamptons. I have a wonderful piece of property. I don't think I'll do

that country house, but I was thinking about it.

Blum: Do you have the drawings for that? Do you have the little model?

Freed: No, I gave it to somebody I believe.

Blum: It still exists?

Freed: It's somewhere. Also, there are some problems because those drawings

were done with fugitive ink. Jay Comfort is a really good friend of mine

and I just did a building for him and he asked me if I had any of my

drawings. I said yes, and he put one up on his wall in a frame. About six

months later he asked me to come over and he asked me what happened

to the drawing. It was gone. It didn't bother me. It was nice. It reminds
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me of the story of Rauschenberg, who erased one of Willem de Kooning's

drawings. He went into the studio—he was much younger than de

Kooning—and he asked if he minded if he erased it. De Kooning said no,

go right ahead.

Blum: It occurs to me that in these several exhibitions that you took part in with

the Chicago Seven, that you were using models. Mies, apparently, used

models but at the expense of drawings. Why was it that as the Chicago

Seven you were showing other ways than that of Mies's, but you were

using Mies's form?

Freed: Making a model? That's not Mies's form, that's everybody's form.

Blum: I was given to understand that up until Mies came to IIT, that drawings

were heavily emphasized and no models were used.

Freed: That may be the case, but that was not really the way it was. It just may

have happened that way in that instance. Now, it's true that the Beaux-

Arts leaned heavily on drawings and did not do very much with models,

but those drawings were so specialized, so organized, so shade and

shadow drawings and perspectives that most people couldn't do those.

Models are certainly a wonderful tool. I love models. I'd rather do a

model than make a drawing. I have many models here. With a model,

you see what you see. You do a drawing, and you sort of take a chance

that you might see spaces that you're not sure about. I don't think there's

a Miesian thing there. Mies made models that I felt were somehow not

always useful. The model for the Seagram building was a model that was

built out of a big slab of bronze—the bronze was procured from the same

source as for the building—and then he used a Chartpak overlay, the

same sticky stuff that you put on drawings to make lines across. He put
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those lines across the bronze and that was it. It was not a very good

model or a very accurate model.

Blum: I thought that the model was his preferred study form, in terms of

thinking through ideas.

Freed: I never thought that, but maybe it was his preferred form, I don't know.

The point, of course, is that a drawing leaves you with certain attitudes

and models with other attitudes. Models deal more with space than does a

drawing, and drawings deal with surfaces and give you details. Mies

really, if the truth be told, would do anything to keep his hold on the

theory of himself as the hand from which everything flowed. He was not

ready to give credence to anybody else's idea and put it into the lexicon

that he was doing. However, he did once say, "I don't see why people

hold copyright. I'll tell you why I do what I do. I do things the best I can

think of, but if I see somebody else doing something better than mine, I

would adopt what he did." I was there when he said that. He was trying to

make it easier for people to copy what he did. At one point, some

architects rented a house somewhere off campus and they brought Mies

there one day to a party and they showed X-rated films. Mies has never

seen anything like this, and he said, "What is this?" They told him what it

was. "Well," he said, "Actually, there's not much quality, so I hope there's

quantity." It was quality or quantity with him. Then he said, "you know,

it's like flowers. You take daffodils and you want to have a whole field

full. That's what makes a daffodil beautiful. A woman, you want to only

have one, that's what makes her beautiful."

Blum: Was the selection of country houses, as the subject of the exhibition for

the Chicago Seven, in a way a slap in the face to Mies, because he was

busy doing these big skyscrapers?
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Freed: Not at all. Mies, of course, had done country houses before. Mies had

done these and it was fine. I don't think that there was ever any attempt

to go against Mies. Actually, it was a question of finding a scale that could

be comprehended by many people, something which would require more

than just a simple diagram and a simple rectangle. It would show

spatiality and it would show development and the possibility of having

other ways of using walls and spaces. For me, it was the idea of going

underground and partially hiding the house with a surface that was

probably not doable. But the thing was we tried to explore some ideas

that may not have been necessarily doable ideas. For example, many

people today have ideas that may not be executable, but the idea is still

interesting. Like Frank Gehry, there was no one able to build those

buildings at all, until he discovered—he was shown by a fellow who used

to work for me but works for him now—a way of doing airframe bodies

in France. The French fighter planes had certain shapes in order to get

their airform. They were then built by using computers. What you did

was you had to have a model of the body and you took the computer

wand and you moved it over the model and then the computer would

then think it through, justify itself and then spit out drawings that would

be useful for building it. You could never build it from models. That was

really important and that was what makes Frank able to go ahead and do

these buildings. So there is a technique of building that is also as important

as anything else. Techniques and waterproof surfaces are the things that

tell you what you can do. There's no doubt that Frank had titanium... That

was a great breakthrough to use little shingles of titanium—it looks like a

black cloak, like something out of 2001. That was really good. Without the

tool issues, the way of analyzing it and the way of cladding it, it would

never have worked. He found something that would pull it all together.

That's what kept the Chicago Seven together. For example, Tom Beeby
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did this little house, which was like a beautiful dollhouse, with all sorts of

little...it was very nice. It was interesting because Tom came from a very

rigid twentieth century got into something else.

Blum: Were the houses that you and the Chicago Seven designed buildable?

Freed Sure, you can build anything. All you have to do is throw money at it.

Blum: They could be built?

Freed: You can build anything, sure. Once this air force general took me to see

some planes. He said, "We're going to fly squares." I said, "You can't fly

squares." He said, "You can fly anything." I said, "What do you mean?" He

said, "If you put enough power behind it, I can fly your kitchen table."

Blum: So do you mean that with a good engineer, anything can be done?

Freed: He was really serious. He said, "I will fly this desk for you if you want me

to."

Blum: In the catalog, Seven Chicago Architects, at the Richard Gray Gallery,

Dennis Adrian refers to all of you as architect-artists.

Freed: I think there is a great gulf that separates artists and architects today.

Blum: How do you see that separation?

Freed: Architects, for the first time, have to fight for their position as artists.

There used to be no question that an architect was an artist. Architecture

was called the mother of the arts. But in the late 20th-century, architects
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are being denied more and more the attribution of artist. As I said before,

in this month's New Yorker magazine is an article about Richard Meier and

the Getty. Richard complained bitterly that an artist walks in and you

don't do anything and an architect walks in and you throw him out. He

said this to the board at the Getty. He said he had a terrible time because

the Getty finally took away from him the right to do some landscaping

and gave it to Irwin. Irwin set out to make life miserable for Richard,

which he could do. It's just one of those things. Unless an architect

changes to the language of an artist, he's usually at risk of losing a lot of

his ability to control events.

Blum: Was that an issue for the Chicago Seven?

Freed: It was an issue, maybe an unspoken issue.

Blum: The point was clearly made that to be known as an artist as well as an

architect, or more precisely, that the architect was an artist. In fact, in one

of the articles it was pointed out that more than a few architects were also

sculptors or painters. Many had this dual talent and skill.

Freed: It was really about not doing a singular thing. It's really hard, because

architects are told to do many different things. Coming in this as an artist

is very difficult. On the other side of the coin, an artist never thinks about

practical issues, they can't make really serious decisions. So we are told an

architect never thinks like an artist. Somehow, the truth of the matter is

that architects have forced themselves to think like artists, which normally

they are not trained to do. They do too much stuff during the day that no

artist would do. On the other hand, Frank Gehry was very successful in

recasting himself as an artist. It shows that it is possible and it's very much

to be preferred.
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Blum: Do you prefer it personally?

Freed: Yes. You know Mr. Nicholas, who is one of the trustees of MOCA in Los

Angeles, would do anything for an artist, but not so much for an architect.

He was really close to Frank. He treated him like an artist. He was

involved in Bilbao. He was wearing two different hats in two different

instances.

Blum: Do you think that architect-artist is a designation that will continue to take

hold?

Freed: I think that in southern California it is much more effective than in any

other place, because, after all, there are all sorts of things about southern

California that are different: the weather is not as awful as here, so you

don't have to build a house as tight as we do here, and nobody thinks of

building for the future.

[Tape 3: Side 1]

Freed: What happened, of course, is that they used very cheap materials on the

exterior. What they do is leave themselves lots of leeway to do lots of

idiosyncratic things, which all can lead into wonderful spaces, wonderful

volumes. It frees it up. You know the work of Eric Owen Moss? He used

to be in Chicago for a little bit of time. He does really wild things, which I

always thought were probably just architectural modeling or just some

kind of sculpture, which is fine. But architects still are a little bit self-

defensive when they say its sculpture. They say it ought to be. Of course it

should be, why not?
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Blum: In the catalog, Seven Chicago Architects, each architect made a statement

related to their design. One of the sentences in your statement was, "The

sunny dream gridded by reason, becomes an equally sunny nightmare."

What were you talking about?

Freed: I was talking about this business of living in the sun and of leading healthy

lives in the modernist movement, where there were parks everywhere

and buildings were in the parks. But these parks were by no means places

other than like zoos or they could be like jungles. Intellectually, you can

live in a jungle and it's a sunny nightmare. The sunny assumption about

buildings is that they are places for joy. But then the nightmare comes

when... I have to look at the quote to understand exactly what I said.

Blum: I thought maybe you were expressing your own disenchantment with

Mies's approach.

Freed: Not that so much as disenchantment with an approach that was so

pervasive that it prohibited you from doing anything else. Even if it was

sort of artificial, nobody would say that it was artificial. That's sort of true,

yes; I was very much involved with that. When you think back on these

things, one's memories are not as clear as they should be. When I think

back on my history I find that certain things are only becoming clear to

me now. Other things that were clear to me a long time ago are now

becoming obfuscated. Other things never were. Just like D'Arcy

Thompson, who wrote On Growth and Form.

Blum: What was it that bound all seven of you together? What was the

connective tissue?
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Freed: Recognition of mutual ability. We all knew that we were pretty able, and

we didn't have to be embarrassed by anybody you were with. We all

hoped to do something that was not destructive, but constructive. We all

were trying to get out from the shadow.

Blum: At that time, it seems to me, with economic conditions being what they

were, several of the seven didn't have much work.

Freed: That's true.

Blum: You did. Didn't you have a couple of jobs? You had never left Pei's office,

is that correct?

Freed: I did not leave my partnership here in New York, no.

Blum: So you were still connected to this office and were doing work?

Freed: Harry Cobb, my partner, did the same thing for five years at Harvard. He

commuted to Boston which is a little easier compared to Chicago. But

there was work to be had, as well as not to be had. There were people

who were more interested in socializing with an architect who was a little

more inventive than one who would give them what they knew they

would get. By this time, the Miesian ethic, the Miesian way of building,

was so clear that you never expected any surprise. Well, they did get a

surprise lately. Did you see the “Light Construction” show at the Museum

of Modern Art in New York? It was sort of like a backdoor back into

Mies. It isn't the main business thrust, but it has some of that flavor. It's

light, but not lightweight. That was an interesting show because it shows

that there has been some movement back.
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Blum: About a year after the Gray Gallery show, the Chicago Seven had another

show patterned after the surrealist game, “The Exquisite Corpse.” This

was at the Walter Kelly Gallery. Townhouses were designed, one adjacent

to the next, without knowing what would be side by side with yours.

Where did that idea come from?

Freed: We had talked for a while about this. I remember spending some

evenings in various offices drinking coffee and talking about what we

would do. We didn't want to step on anybody's toes. We wanted to have

maximum freedom as was possible, since that's what this whole thing was

about, anyway. At the same time, we wanted to do something that would

be interesting. Actually, at one point, somebody suggested that we might

actually be able to sell these drawings to people who wanted to build

houses and get them to really buy a house at a gallery, an idea that Kelly

found very interesting.

Blum: It was published that Walter Kelly was actually looking for property on

the Near North Side to build one or more of those houses, but it didn't

materialize.

Freed: That was a mistake. He tried to do that, but that was not the attitude that

we wanted him to take, or at least that I wanted him to take. My attitude

was that—I said to him, "What I want you to do is get somebody who

wants to build a house and sell that person a house. But don't put it on a

site." People go to a gallery to buy things—they buy sculpture, they buy

painting, why shouldn't they buy a house? They buy a house and then

build it wherever they want. A sculpture is going to have to be moved

anyway. It was very much a positive idea and it was very much an idea

that I had particularly wanted to pursue.
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Blum: Did anything come of your idea?

Freed: Not that I know of.

Blum: Were the townhouses buildable?

Freed: They were all buildable. But mine had very little interior development. It

was an open space. I rather liked that, particularly because it was a

problem about how do you work with people on either side of you and

how do you work with people in front of you? I devised something very

simple, which was for me very important to do, because it was absolutely

the opposite of anything that I had ever done for Mies or at IIT. It was

important to set myself up in separation.

Blum: Was the idea of having differently designed houses side-by-side

expressing an unpredictable kind of thing, as opposed to Mies and his

very predictable, rational approach? Was it designed to somehow

confront Mies's rationality?

Freed: No, not that. It was just designed to show that it could be done. Finally,

we decided to show how to do it. That's very interesting because there

was the problem and what I thought would happen was that these

buildings, that would be very much unalike, would be very chaotic and

that would not work. So, finally, I came to the conclusion that this was

much simpler than we had thought it was, and that these buildings

worked quite well together. Quite as well as almost anything you see

anywhere in Chicago. It would not have been a bad thing at all to build.

Nothing would shock anybody. It would just be another version... Here

you have buildings that are more or less the same height, the same

volume. The surface embellishment on them was less important than the
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rest. That became a very important issue: that you don't have to make

funny things happen on a building in order to make it stand out. You

don't have to put funny hats on buildings, although you could if you

wanted to. But you don't have to do that.

Blum: Some of the buildings were—how should I say this—more rational than

others. Stanley's was quite surrealistic with the sliced portions of the

figure of the man in the bowler hat.

Freed: That was only part of the building, at the stairs going up.

Blum: Do you remember your design? There was a butler with wings inside the

house, and there was a workman outside the house with a tool in his

hand.

Freed: I don't remember it clearly.

Blum: These designs were reused later in the townhouse competition. There was

a little figure outside and a little figure inside.

Freed: I can't remember what I did now.

Blum: Obviously it meant something at the time.

Freed: At one time it did. It meant a lot. It was also an attempt to make it stand as

a screen in front of something. The screen was to be separated from the

rest of the building.

Blum: That exhibition drew the criticism that it was too arty and intellectually too

self-conscious.
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Freed: I would say that everything that is intellectual is too self-conscious.

Blum: For Chicago or in general?

Freed: Just in general. Jim Nagle's design was a very beautiful house. I think he

could have built his house. There was nothing arty about his house. It was

very nice in terms of what could be built. Ken Schroeder was trying out

some of the latest New York ideas in his design.

Blum: Based on this exhibition as well as the “Town House” competition at the

Graham Foundation that followed, there was an actual competition, the

Logan Square Townhouse Competition.

Freed: I don't remember that.

Blum: It was sponsored by the Logan Square Community.

Freed: Did anybody win that?

Blum: Yes, but no one of the Chicago Seven. People who sponsored the Logan

Square Competition thought a competition was a really good idea,

because they wanted to bring new life into the neighborhood. They

thought this would create some interest in the community for architects to

submit designs. The idea was taken from the Chicago Seven exhibition. I

don't know if anything was actually built, because I think the Logan

Square people ran into financing problems. The townhouse models in

“The Exquisite Corpse” exhibition were recycled in the “Town House”

exhibition that took place at the Graham Foundation in June of 1978.
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Freed: I remember some discussion before the first show about the need to

incorporate some other people into this to make it meaningful to the

students. I remember then discussions about how do you engage

students. We thought that maybe we'd use the typical way to engage

students, with competitions.

Blum: What was the idea behind that?

Freed: The idea was to make this into a vehicle that was designed... There was

some feeling that not much would be accomplished with just one show

and to do it once or twice and then let it go. We knew that it required

constant expenditure of energy. We needed to constantly keep driving to

make sure that this momentum would not be lost. We mistook the tempo

of the times—we thought there would be a big uphill battle. In fact, there

was nothing. It was like the Birnam Wood coming to Macbeth in the end.

Blum: Did the Chicago Seven feel very successful in all of this?

Freed: No, not successful. I think they had mixed feelings. I think they felt, after

the opposition collapsed they sort of felt, very oddly that there was not

enough. They wanted a better fight.

Blum: What were the indications that everything had collapsed in the other

camp?

Freed: What happened was that as soon as we started this competition,

everybody wanted to be in it. There was always this split between this

sober business suit type and the more flashy T-shirt type. There was

always the notion that you had to uphold your side. That was very

important for me, particularly, because I refused to be on anybody's side.
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So I was sort of the IIT person in this group, and at the same time at IIT I

was the Chicago Seven person in that group. So I saw myself more as a

mediator rather than as a soldier.

Blum: But you've said that you were disappointed by what you tried to do and

didn't achieve.

Freed: That realization took place over a long period of time. I'm just talking

about the Chicago Seven phenomenon. That was very interesting to me

because there was more disaffection and more desire than anybody had

thought. At the same time, there was less dissatisfaction in the other

camp, in the gray camp. Because the gray camp was, of course, absolutely

tuned into an aesthetic that worked partially because it was so useful in

the architectural practice point of view. From an architectural practice

point of view, you're better off doing large, complex buildings with a

Miesian-type aesthetic than you are with the Chicago Seven aesthetic. The

Chicago Seven aesthetic spoke principally about the creativity of the

individual. The aesthetic of the “One Hundred Years” show spoke

principally about one idea, the appropriateness of the mass. The rubric

"less is more" was a very unfortunate one. It was originally used in a very

robust manner, but in fact it became simpler and simpler and more and

more difficult. The more it was simplified, the less it became architecture,

until it just became a box and the box had to be cleanly defined. Then, of

course when it was decided that after all the box had some merit of its

own, let's see what you can do with this box, it was very difficult. It takes

a long time to make changes. Skidmore, I believe, used to say always that

what they did was devise a scheme the first go-around, and the second

time they used it, they would articulate it better and would have it more

under control. They lost money the first time, they broke even the second

time, and the third time they made a fee and then they dropped it.
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Gordon Bunshaft's office building at Nine West 57th Street, and the W.R.

Grace building, and his Beinecke Library at Yale—they have two buildings

here that really played to that notion of the idea first exposed, then

developed, finally used. Don't misunderstand IIT. You must understand

that at the very end, they had become the standard. They'd become the

neutral base. They had become what the establishment was ready to do.

There was nothing there that you would consider to be breaking any new

ground. There must be one word that expresses that, but I don't know.

This had come to be, and for very good reason, the neutral base for the

more successful buildings, because they were able to articulate this to a

developer. If you were to talk to a developer about something that had

happened in third century Rome, the developer would just look at you

with glazed eyes. When you talked about structure, they understood

structure, they understood elevators and the fact that there are certain

aspects of buildings that could be used to create architecture.

Understanding was very important to the acceptance. Then, of course,

finally there was the issue that the people who used this most were people

who had trained at IIT and they were able to adapt this training to a

professional office, rather than a studio approach. The studio approach

would leave you vaguely longing for an office practicing in the way of the

“One Hundred Years” style.

Blum: Was the studio fairly new at the time?

Freed: No, it happened in 1948. There was a breaking point where Mies became

useful at that time. When he showed 860 Lake Shore Drive people very

quickly understood that there was some issue there that was beyond the

issue of architecture. It went to the issue of practice. He was always very

much involved in that. He said it was the only way he could bring about a

revolution in the world of architecture, if the government and the practice
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of architecture all found his work to be the norm. Of course, what he

didn't realize is that the United States was very different than

Germany—the norm here gets gobbled up very quickly then afterwards

you have a deterioration. Once it is established that a minimalized

building is okay, then as that building moves through the changes that

inevitably occur to it over the years, it becomes minimalized in another

way; it becomes marginalized. Then that building is acceptable because it's

in the tradition of something but in itself it is no longer visually in that

tradition. There is a building downtown in New York that was taken from

the Seagram building, but it was so bad. After a while, I understood what

made it bad: it was misattention to detail and to the wall. The only thing it

had was that it was like thus-and-such. It obviously wanted to be like

something, but didn't want to pay the price to be something itself.

Blum: Do you think that Mies was a victim of his own success?

Freed: Well, Chicago was a victim of its own success.

Blum: Why was that only Chicago?

Freed: It's true of New York as well, but I'm trying to separate it from Mies.

Mies, I do believe, still held to the notions that he had before of his studio

practice. His office still was a studio practice, it was not organized the way

that SOM was organized. At its peak, SOM had eight hundred people;

they were just a machine marching along in Chicago. Mies always had a

studio but his studio began to work slower and slower as he began to run

out of strategies. There are only so many strategies... The thing that's

heard a lot is that he had a desire to make another move—he was very

careful about making any moves—into the Mexican tequila market.
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Blum: With the Bacardi building?

Freed: Yes. That was going to be a new way of doing an office building. But

clearly little would have been added to the body of work by the

completion of that building. It was never completed. There's not much

that could be done. We were going to work up a stairway for that

building. It's not like the Farnsworth house, for example, which lends

itself to ages of discussion. It lent itself to the thing that Mies himself

always hated—the talk of architecture. He felt very inadequate at that, I

believe. You know, when he was active in Germany as a young man,

there was a whole group of people who would discuss architecture and he

was not used to the give and take of that sort of thing. He was always

protective of himself.

Blum: Was that his personality?

Freed: I think so.

Blum: You've certainly talked about Mies and why you think that his camp—if

we can call it that—capitulated so easily.

Freed: There really was not a camp, there was a way of looking at work. One

way was to look at it as a studio enterprise, the other was to look at it as

an office enterprise. The enterprises are substantially different. We sense it

here, in my office, on occasion we do studio work and on occasion we do

office work. It's different. Tall towers, by definition, are very much the

source of size and scale in architecture. At the same time, you also have a

requirement for a more rigorous strategy of going about work. You have

to be less inventive. Invention, I think, is more difficult to do in a very big
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building. You don't have to be less inventive, you have to discipline

yourself.

Blum: During the time when the Chicago Seven was active, one of the targets of

their displeasure was the tall building.

Freed: That's because they've never had any to build.

Blum: That's true, but what was the philosophical reason they attacked it?

Freed: There were a couple of reasons. One, tall buildings are, by definition,

difficult buildings because they have lots of technology and lots of size

and lots of problems and lots of problems that are just things that you

have to resolve to make a successful tall building. When you do that, you

immediately accept certain limits, or maybe accept them too soon. I don't

think that a successful two-man studio practice could ever pull off a

successful tall building, although I may be wrong. Certainly, there would

be backup, if nothing else. However, I would have to then go into my

view of tall buildings, since I have a very distinct view of tall buildings

anyway. That is the other side. Tall buildings very much in the studio

practice undermines the studio nature of the practice. It also brings light to

shine on the very building type that could be called the destroyer of the

cities. Architecture does not exist, I don't believe, in cities that are like New

York, with all skyscrapers in lower Manhattan. They are not a very good

architectural phenomenon. What we get when we look at cities that have

primarily tall buildings is that we find the tall building is not an

architectural building, it is not a building that deals with proportion, it

deals with size. It does not deal with scale, it deals with size. Dealing with

size in the city is a building that could be anything. A building could be

anything because there's nothing that drives it, really. A building could be
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anything on its surface. So there it gets to be a marketplace for formal

ideas that have nothing to do with the basic essence of the tower. A tower

destroys the plan of the city, it destroys the ground level of the city

because it begins to be an isolated object that breaks through the skyline.

Down below, they're just inexplicably bulky and inexplicably dense. They

don't lend themselves to an architectonic reading. They don't lend

themselves to the possibility of a city of architecture.

Blum: That certainly touches on some of the ideas that Jane Jacobs talked about.

Freed: I remember that Jane Jacobs talked about the... She was involved with the

destruction of the towers.

Blum: Well, she didn't talk about the skyscraper itself, but she wrote about how

it broke up neighborhoods and closed off streets.

Freed: All of these things come out of the skyscraper. The tower in the park was

something that nobody wanted any part of, because the tower in the park

was a windswept grass meadow with towers standing in it and the tower

had absolutely no connection to anything else. If you wanted to buy

something... I lived in 880 Lake Shore Drive for a while at the end of my

time in Chicago, and I couldn't buy any groceries. I went downstairs to a

little food shop in the building, but my gosh, that was awfully small,

nothing that you'd could really eat from.

Blum: Did you miss a sense of community or the social ritual of shopping as so

many people use it today?

Freed: Also, you know, who in his or her right mind would postulate that it's

better to walk outdoors than indoors—and on the lakefront, where if
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you've never gone through a white-out you don't know what living in

Chicago means. White-out is the expression for when it really snows and

the wind starts blowing hard and the snow swirls around and you bury

yourself with a scarf over your head and you don't know which way is up

or down, which is left or right, it's so dense. Of course, it's better to live in

a tighter-knit community because then you can go out and walk from

place to place. In the building I lived in, I felt absolutely isolated there.

Blum: You were out very near to the lake. Was this part of the thinking behind

the Chicago Seven's attitude about tall buildings?

Freed: It was my thinking.

Blum: Did you share this with the others of the Chicago Seven?

Freed: Maybe. Maybe they shared it with me, I don't know. I would hesitate to

say that I thought anything for anybody else. I was just busily trying to

sort out lots of different things for myself.

Blum: This was a time in your career, if I'm not mistaken, when you were

working on a building in Lincoln, Nebraska. You have called that a

transition building. It was a transition from the modernist that you were

to what you were to become.

Freed: It was not a transition, it was a change. It brought me away from

repetition of my past. I was the most Hamlet-like figure in the whole

operation.

Blum: Do you think that the “Town House” competition revealed the state of

what was happening in Chicago, in 1978, in terms of the Miesians?
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Freed: It became very apparent that there was really a community that could

deal with ideas. It had been hungering to deal with ideas. It became

apparent that this community existed larger than it was, that it had many

cracks and fissures, that people were in and out of one school and the

other school. Stanley, with his ability to get the dagger right to the heart,

did that awful drawing of the sinking of Crown Hall at IIT. I told him that

that was by no means the first such thing by an architect to see a building

as a vehicle that was going down. I reminded him of the one that was

done by Hans Holbein who had made a battleship that was rising along

the crest of the hillsides.

Blum: You say that he was making the same kind of comment?

Freed: Architects generally, I think, look at objects in communal ways. They

don't quite understand that they have seen something similar and that

they then begin to manipulate. It was very evident that a boat riding on a

hillside—a structure happy at sea—as an architectural artifact, has more

than a little bit to do with a building as a boat riding in the water. In other

words, it's a diversion of a diversion.

Blum: Stanley has explained that his photo-collage of Crown Hall sinking was

not so much directed at Mies as it was towards his followers. Is that

rationale after the fact?

Freed: That doesn't much matter. He was looking for a visceral reaction. He

didn't mind putting together something that would require a visceral

reaction.
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Blum: Do you think this was one of the ways he was able to purge himself of the

attachment that he had for Mies?

Freed: I don't think so. I think that there was a mood at the time that it was time

for a change. He was very much attuned to that. He knew it was time for

a change and he wanted very much to be part of that change. He told me

that he wanted to be more actively engaged in the AIA design committee.

His wife, Margaret McCurry, by the way, is now the chairperson of the

same design committee.

Blum: You were active with the AIA while you were dean. You were on some of

their committees.

Freed: I was a member of their design committee. I became chairman of it at one

point, but that's it. Then I left. We had made the design committee a

vehicle to look at architectural education because we felt that the

accrediting sources were not adequate. So we sent groups of people

around to look at various schools and have debates there. That was very

useful, but it was very short-lived. Like anything else, if you don't have

three or four or five or six years to carry something out, a year's venue is

very questionable.

Blum: Do you think that the Chicago Seven knew when they organized the

“Town House” exhibition that the Chicago Architectural Sketch Club, the

original one, had staged a similar exhibition in 1885?

Freed: I'm sure that somebody knew something about it, because we were

always trying to justify things by history.
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[Tape 3: Side 2]

Freed: It's sort of interesting to me that I was seen as a Trojan horse by both

parties.

Blum: Explain that, please.

Freed: Well, a Trojan horse is an image of a horse that was very large and that

stood outside the walls of Troy and when they open the gates and to

bring it in, lo and behold, soldiers jump out of the belly of the Trojan

horse and they destroy the city. Each side considered me this fake horse.

At IIT, clearly I was going in there to destroy them. I was not going to

destroy them, but that was always the school line. Then with Stanley's

group I was there only because I was not destroying IIT. I shouldn't be

destroying IIT.

Blum: Did you feel pressure from both sides in that way?

Freed: Not pressure. The one nice thing about this whole business was that it was

like adult play. There was not the deadly seriousness of some of the

movements afterwards; it was like large children at large play. It was

good. Play doesn't all have to be fun. Play is a way of doing things in a

way that is not immediately translated into a win/lose situation. Play is

win/win situation. You can't care too much, but you have to care a lot.

Blum: Do you think that because Robert Venturi had introduced humor into

architecture that Stanley picked up on that aspect and his photo-collage of

Crown Hall sinking is an example of what you're saying?
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Freed: Venturi, of course, was a very different kind of guy. He was sort of a

creature of Chicago because without a grant from the Graham

Foundation he would never have gotten his book off the ground. The

Graham Foundation really took a big step when they backed him. He is

much more a modernist architect. He takes pieces of his buildings and

deliberately downgrades them. He deliberately makes disjunction

between them, but he does not make disjunctions of the building as a

whole. As a whole, if you wipe out some of those things, the building fits

very nicely into a rather narrow slot of the modernist aesthetic. The

interesting thing about modern architecture, historically, is that people

were raised to have no alternate articulation of any idea and so they were

really stuck when it came to critiquing someone like Robert Venturi. So

what they would do is have patrols of people out there looking for

something that was a little bit off the beaten track. As soon as that was

seen it would be attacked. The attack was always an attack on parts and

pieces of buildings. Nobody ever actually had the courage to go out and

do a building that was totally, totally different from conception to

execution to construction. That's happened, that's why a lot of the people

who have been fighting furiously had been writing letters to the editor,

like James Polshek. Jim Polshek was a man who really hated anything that

was off the modern beat. He stopped writing letters. At one point you

saw that his work was beginning to change and it was very influenced by

this. I said, "Jim, what's happening?" "Well," he said, "it's not so bad." But,

of course, now the pendulum is swinging back again. Now the

postmodernists are having a very difficult time. Right now there is a

swing towards more articulate modernism. Of course, the modern never

left us anyway. Venturi was right, he decorated the modern. It never left

us because it couldn't leave us. If you have twelve million people in the

city of New York now, and if at one time there were only three million

people in New York, then something has given way and something has
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changed. Evidently the notion of the skyscraper as a city icon is something

we've learned to live with. But I still say it's a nonarchitectural

phenomenon. Skyscrapers are not architecture.

Blum: Well, the Chicago Seven had an activity after you had left Chicago, the

“Late Entries to the Chicago Tribune Tower Competition” exhibition.

Freed: I remember that.

Blum: Did you submit an entry?

Freed: No, I was close to submitting one and then I said, forget it.

Blum: Why?

Freed: Because I was getting very involved in New York and it was just too

much. This is one of my designs. It was a skyscraper, a tall building that

shows some of the problems, because the ground floor had to find some

way of existing. It had to be invented. Without that, this would be just a

shaft.

Blum: That's what it looks like to me, a column with a splayed top.

Freed: The top is cantilevered out. It's a club up there. This is a Korean building

that is right on the ocean. Its feet sit in the water. It depends very much on

a visual reading of it, because what looks to be a slope is not—it is a

simple layering device. But that doesn't make architecture. I think that a

wall with one window on it can be more powerful and can do more to

activate a certain ability of the eye that might give pleasure in seeing, than

a tower like this where you can hardly count the floors.
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Blum: Did the fact that the Tribune competition involved redoing a tower form

have anything to do with your pulling out?

Freed: Maybe. But I didn't pull out, I never got in.

Blum: But wasn't it significant that under the auspices of the Chicago Seven, this

competition was held to redo a tower, an architectural form that they had

disdained and avoided a few years earlier?

Freed: It was not that at all, I don't think. What it was was something very, very

odd. It was an attempt to tie into history to see what history would

produce after these years of neglect. The skyscraper was the result of an

avant-garde attitude, but the skyscraper that won the original competition

was not. It was just the Tribune Tower and then the tower by Howells

and Hood that won the competition. So we have the Tribune Tower,

which was really the last gasp at that point of a building that was done by

neoclassical means—well, it was Gothic, but never mind, that's only a

detail.

Blum: In some of the publicity about the “Late Entries” competition, it was said

that when the actual 1922 competition took place, at that time modernism

was challenging historical styles. When the competition was redone in

1980 by the Chicago Seven, it was historical styles that were challenging

modernism. In that way, it had come full circle.

Freed: That is what the intention was. Whether in fact it was so or not remains to

be seen. The intention was precisely as you put it. But then if that was the

intention, was it successful? I don't know, because what happened, of

course, was that it came at the end of what had been an underground
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movement for some time. Today, people just run away when you say

that you're a postmodernist. Whoops, they run away. They don't want to

be postmodernist. I can see why. The postmodern movement never really

established a rigorous base of argumentation. They never did that. What

Robert A. M. Stern did—he always said that he didn't care about any

intellectual argument, he just wanted to learn the language and do it well.

James Stirling said of Stern at one point, "Well, I don't like what he does

very much, but he does it so well." He really has mastered the language of

it, which is not an easy thing to do. But, of course, he has mastered the

language of a dead form, which has died now with the neoclassical. I'm

fighting a battle now for my very life in this neoclassical building [Ronald

Reagan building, Washington, D.C.]. It was never meant to be a

neoclassical building and it isn't a neoclassical building. It has all these

things that a neoclassical building doesn't have. I'm going to have to

articulate that. In any case, what happened to it was that there you were

with a lot of people who have made a career out of Postmodernism, like

Kohn Pederson Fox. Bill Pederson used to work in this office, you know.

He worked for me for a little bit. He actually honed his ability to do

postmodernist buildings in Chicago. He has done lots of Chicago

buildings in his office.

Blum: Does KPF’s 333 W. Wacker Drive building that follows the curve of the

Chicago River strike you as a postmodern building?

Freed: No, because my office did a building like that in Miami first.

Blum: Well, he's done some other buildings in Chicago but none are thought to

equal the beauty of the green glass building on Wacker.
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Freed: KPF's Washington building, the World Bank, has begun to use some of his

notions of the neoclassical in a modernist way, which is really a renewed

interest in architecture on Pederson’s part. But that's happened

everywhere. SOM has retreated from their foray into the world of

Postmodernism. David Childs did that building in NYC which is not very

good, and now he's doing some buildings that are purely modernist. The

show at the Museum of Modern Art, Light Construction, is what happened

and it was a very good thing for the architectural community to have

responded to. It looks like the Japanese architects are beginning to

dominate that. A lot of the architects in the United States who have been

chafing miserably under the aegis of the postmodern, shuffling along with

the big weight on their shoulders, are now happily readjusting again. You

see, the readjustment is always necessary because architects live in a

world where they are either accepted or not. If they are not accepted,

that's fine if you have a chance of working your way through it. But if you

don't have a way of working your way through it, then everybody

always is a little leery of instant movements. You count on all the other

architects around you to create a tone that you can then integrate your

work in. Without that tonality, you are all by yourself. You can do it if

you're Frank Gehry doing one museum in Bilbao, but you can't do it in a

big city. It becomes really important to make sure that you are within

striking distance of the forward-moving wave. What Bob Stern did was he

tried to stop everything. He tried to stop time. But time doesn't do that.

Blum: Throughout what you've said on these tapes, and evident to me from

some of the things that I've read, there was a connection between the

Chicago Seven and what was happening in New York, maybe specifically

with the New York Five. The New York Five sort of isolated themselves

as a distinct group.
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Freed: They did isolate themselves. But a lot of that was well before the Chicago

Seven got together. Everybody understood immediately that it was a

political move that was very useful. The people of the Chicago Seven

knew that by getting themselves a kind of support group like the New

York Five—even though they were in different directions—the support

group phenomenon was what triggered them. It gave them a lot of

comfort, it gave them a lot of prestige, it gave them a lot of hope, it gave

them a common front so that you didn't have to stand up and take on the

whole world alone.

Blum: So it was deliberate that the Chicago Seven patterned themselves after the

New York Five?

Freed: Oh, yes.

Blum: Were you instrumental in establishing that link?

Freed: I thought I was. Early on I talked to the Chicago Tribune's architectural

critic, Paul Gapp, and I had said something that he misunderstood. He was

okay, he was a man who was building himself—he was not very

knowledgeable the first time I met him, which was in New York, a long

time before—by that time at the end of his life, he knew more about

architecture than he had ever known before.

Blum: What did you say to him that he misunderstood? Do you remember the

situation?

Freed: I said something about being the New York connection.
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Blum: Were you also connected with the New York Five, Eisenman and that

group?

Freed: I was connected with them. I had a long history with these people. It

started out when I came to New York in the 1950s, I found myself at an

office where there were some younger people. John Hejduk was in the

office and I got involved with John because I had been teaching at

Cooper-Union. John loved Cooper-Union. They had had a history and a

rule that they would never hire anybody who went to school there. They

didn't want to inculcate anything. But I felt, and so did some other young

people who worked with me, that John would make a perfect chairman of

the school. And so we decided to do more at the school. I was teaching

there and I joined up with Richard Meier and we were team-teaching. We

were able to deal with more complex business and have bigger classes

and yet maintain the same tonality. The students would have two people

talking instead of one. And then Charles Gwathmey's father was a

painter. There were enough of these people around so that I was sort of

involved in the thinking up there of the institute.

Blum: The Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies that Peter Eisenman

directed?

Freed: Yes, Peter was the gadfly here because he was so articulate that he could

make the words stand for everything else. There was a new kind of

critic... The architectural critic has always been the vehicle in the late

twentieth-century to express any doubts that you had, and reinvigorate

any articulation of any position. There were too many people who were

too unwilling to expose themselves. So after Paul Goldberger left the New

York Times, Herbert Muschamp took over. Herbert Muschamp and the

critic, Joseph Giovannini, inhabit a much different world than Ada Louise
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Huxtable inhabited. There is much more pressure to come up with

notions of identity as a function, ideas... The journalist critics never had to

do that. That was always reserved for the book writing critics and the

magazine critics. Criticism is a very different animal now than what we

had grown to know, because it was not just the journalism that was there.

Journalists always have to deal with excesses; journalism always deals

with heavy hanging over the head. So what happened was that it began

to change completely, and the architects began to defend themselves with

little groups like the New York Five. The only person who was really

instrumental in starting off the New York Five was Philip Johnson. He

used to give little soirées in the evening once a week where he would

invite the young architects who had started to make their mark. Then

they would go over there and we would have a single person show his

work and we would discuss it. It would never happen in Chicago as we

knew it because this was just inviting people to criticize your work. Can

you imagine Mies talking to anybody and saying come with me and

criticize my work? No, it would never happen. It was not likely at the

school either.

Blum: So was this type of New York openness of exchange, that you were

familiar with, used as a model for what the Chicago Seven did?

Freed: Not as a model, but Chicago realized that they would have to begin a

public dialogue. Now, of course, there's a different kind of criticism

coming up that is from the practitioner/critic/journalist combined.

There's a critic who used to write for The Village Voice, Michael Sorkin. He

is very vocal and he can make people run for cover. Philip stood up to

him, but he tried to disengage Philip absolutely. Anything that is open to

the air cannot be enclosed, cannot be used. It has true meaning because

the meaning of everything that one sees as an architect is the need to get
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away from the closures of the modern world. We all live in closed boxes.

You look around and there's no place to go out, there's nothing here that

teaches you something about your life and how to live it. I remember that

the building across the way had a museum on the ground floor. In Tokyo

they do that—the Japanese build their department stores and they put a

museum on the ground floor.

Blum: Wasn't that what Mies was trying to do in a way, by breaking down the

solid walls?

Freed: He couldn't do that because the walls were just too solid. He couldn't

break them down. He did it with one place and one place only: the

Barcelona Pavilion. A pavilion is, by definition, something that is without

walls or enclosure. It had some enclosure, but it was literally wide open.

That's why it was used for one afternoon. It was built for the King and

Queen of Spain when they visited the fair for one afternoon to sign their

names in a book of white leather thanking the German government for it.

They got up and moved outside and then the whole pavilion was taken

down and packaged up and it disappeared. There's a woman in Barcelona

who is the curator of the Barcelona Pavilion as it now stands. I was in

Madrid recently for a seminar on museums and so I was there for about a

week, insulting people left and right. It wasn't deliberate, I assure you. It

comes out of not knowing people. But there I was and I asked to talk to

anybody who knew about the Barcelona Pavilion and they introduced me

to this woman. I should have followed up immediately, but Spain is not a

place where you do things immediately. I intend to be there again in a

month or two.

Blum: What would you have followed up?
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Freed: My question was, what really happened to the exhibit?

Blum: I see, to the first building itself.

Freed: It's very interesting, the only thing that anybody at school knew of that

building was through a large photo at a very important entry place at

school, where the wall to the left, the stainless steel columns to the right

made out of right angles, with the statue standing like this at the end...

Nobody had ever really seen the Barcelona Pavilion—you have to think

about the power of the press here, the power of architecture through

advance information, through other means. The thing then was that you

could walk into the photograph. But it was so odd that one would do that

and that this photograph would generate a whole history of this building

as iconic to the modern movement, when in fact it existed for a very short

time and it continued its existence only as a photo of a very large scale. It

thereby confused a lot of people between what was real and what was not

real.

Blum: You were talking about how the press and photographers have

popularized certain architects' work or movements. Did the Chicago

Seven deliberately entice the press to cover them? How was that

accomplished?

Freed: Of course. Paul Gapp was wooed. The Chicago Seven was a phenomenon

of the late 1960s and 1970s attempts at mediation between the public and

private sectors that influenced the public sector but were never called to

be accountable for it. So there was a very clear notion that if you wanted

to have any impact at all in the world, you had to do it through the media.

Blum: And the Chicago Seven knew that?
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Freed: They knew that very well. Stanley was very able and very gifted at it.

Blum: Well, they certainly got more and more publicity as their activities

continued.

Freed: That's true. Then after a while, the media closed off on them. Media kills

as well as gives birth. This is not an anti-media statement, because I love

the media, I just think that they need to have special feeding and petting

hours. You have to see media as a separate function—it was called the

fourth estate.

Blum: Large firms, probably as yours is now, often have people on their staff

who act as liaison between the firm and the public and media.

Freed: We don't. Our communication office mostly deals with slides. The press

will seek us out, we don't have to worry about that.

Blum: You mentioned—more than in passing—that what was happening during

the time that the Chicago Seven were holding their various exhibitions

and trying to get their case popularized, was that there were frequent

conferences and symposia and lecture forums. They were happening all

the time and it seemed to be standard procedure to do something and

then talk about it. In a city which had a heritage of "Build, don't talk," at

least up until that time, it seemed that "Talk, don't build," had taken over

maybe because there wasn't a lot of building going on. What was

happening?
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Freed: To say "Talk, don't build," is to take an attitude that it was anti-intellectual.

But it was anti-thinking. To say, "Don't talk, just build," you have to say

"Don't think, just build."

Blum: Hasn't that been attributed to Mies, "Don't talk, just build"?

Freed: I personally think it's more the people who came after, who could not

defend Mies's position. They could not defend his position, although Mies

probably could have defended his position very well. Therefore they shut

off all argument by saying "Don't talk, don't think, just build." But how

can you build without thinking and talking? I sit here all the time trying to

think about building buildings. I'm not sure that we're not giving too

much credibility to this. I think perhaps what was happening at the time

was that for the first time there was an architectural culture in Chicago

that had a life outside of Chicago, because it could be interesting to others

outside of Chicago. They could bring in things from outside of Chicago

and show them. For example, Roberto Burle Marx, the Brazilian landscape

architect, finally came to Chicago and he formed a basis for the two sides

to join him. He was perfectly happy with both teams and so his lectures

had great attendance. The attempt was to create a disharmony, a

disjunction, and non-function in the architectural world by splitting in two

and then hammering away at that split until it broke apart and fell on each

side. I don't believe that we ever did that. I don't believe that we ever

were that intentioned. It was never really executed because in the end it

was seen as being too divisive. The question was, why do that?

Blum: Set the stage for me, you say Burle Marx came to Chicago and tried to get

support from both sides? Was he with an architectural school? Was he

sponsored by one?



102

Freed: No, he came to Chicago when he was asked to lecture. He lectured at a

number of places. He liked good food and young women and he didn't

much like bad manners or divisive positions just for the sake of it. He was

a lovely man and the Chicago Seven adored him.

Blum: So if that was thought to be too divisive, what was behind all this talk that

was going on?

Freed: A lot of things were behind it. One of the things was the notion that the

rest of the world was moving in directions that they [IIT] were not

moving in. They couldn't move in any direction like that because they

didn't have people there who were skilled in how to do that. Students saw

that there was a more open-handed and a more open-minded approach.

They did not have to redo icons of the late 1960s and to repeat forever the

same building, which would bore me to tears.

Blum: So this was a way of bringing new influences into the Chicago scene?

Freed: John Hejduk said it was taking the sword and putting it away. Nobody's

going to walk over the sword.

Blum: Another thing that happened during these years was a renewed interest

in drawing. It seemed to begin with the Museum of Modern Art show in

1974, which was based on the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. There were various

other drawing exhibitions that took place after that.

Freed: Certainly there was some interest, but I'm not so sure how long it will last

or how well it did. I find myself at a very difficult point in my life now,

because I prefer drawings to any other way. I love looking at good

drawings. It's just an attitude that I have, something brought over from
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my youth when I was a student. If you knew what you were doing, you

could draw it well, if you didn't know what you were doing, you would

draw it badly.

Blum: But you drew. I thought for a while that there was not much interest in

drawing while Mies held sway.

Freed: There isn't now. It's gone through the whole cycle and now it's back on

the down cycle. People are no longer interested in drawing as much as

they were. Let me tell you what's happening, there are some real reasons

why. For example, when you think of drawing now, you think of

drawings of buildings, elements of buildings, but we've discovered that

it's much easier to use the computer. The computer drawings are not

nearly as good, but when you use computers, you get the fragments, you

don't see the whole thing. You then send it out and you print it. What I

don't like about that is that it takes you away from the very act of

creation, of making a building. You're making bits and pieces of it and the

people who work on parts of it have no idea of what the whole is. You

can't even have an intelligent conversation because they don't have any

idea of the whole. We're living in an age now when people are coming

back to drawing because the computer makes it too easy to do, there's no

quality to it. They're coming back to drawing, but in a different way. Now

drawings tend to be much easier, much more sketchy. What you do get

out of it is very swift movement. Then you also have to understand that

we've gone into a new generation of building models that are so perfect

that when you see a photograph of the model you might mistake it for a

photograph of the building. Models are now being done with lasers and

they are able to make elevations and spaces that are so thin, they are

almost invisible. That's what's being done now. Of course the drawings
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for the Chicago Seven was a self-promotional thing, there was no doubt

about that. All movements are self-promotional in some way.

[Tape 4: Side 1]

Freed: Mies was, of course, a man of self-promotion. Somebody just told me

about his grave—this person went up to Graceland Cemetery, where

Mies is buried, and he saw this flat stone slab inscribed with just Mies's

name and his birth and death dates in the same type face font, Helvetica,

as Mies modified and adopted as his own and used on anything he did.

Blum: John Vinci designed his headstone.

Freed: John Vinci is a man who does not mind doing historic buildings and he

does them very well. He can't bring himself to do a modern building

because he thinks that Mies was the only modern architect. It seems he

can't break through that. It's very crazy, but he can't break through.

However, there's this other fellow who has broken through—the one

who was Jim Speyer's friend—Ron Krueck. He's done some very nice

houses around Chicago that somehow many Chicagoans don't know

about. They haven't picked up on them. They're very beautiful and

they're sort of post-Miesian postmodern. They're very, very beautiful.

Blum: If, as you say, the grip of Mies was lessened, broken perhaps...

Freed: What I discovered about Mies was that he had been a man who had to

have things his own way. He'd figured out ways of doing them. There are

still only four major buildings that he designed that he held out as
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important buildings in the 1920s. Then he came to Chicago and in Chicago

his work really changed. But before Chicago, it was very different than

after Chicago—very different—except with one difficult building that was

supposed to have been done for a German competition, the

Alexanderplatz. All the others were very apolitical, all the others were just

special kinds of buildings that never translated to the states, that were

never done here. Somehow, the one building that almost got built was the

house in Wyoming, the Resor house. That might have changed

something. Without that being built, it was very questionable that

anything else would ever... Mies was a man who was looking for

something, he saw these boxes and the IIT campus was the right place.

They were just boxes, but to say that they're great boxes is to miss the

point, I think. The point is not the box, the point is it's vintage Mies. It's

Mies misdirecting you so that you... He makes you think he's charging

this way, while he's going that way. Mies was misdirecting you because

he didn't want you to understand what he was doing. He was using space

in a very big way. He was using massive space. For most of us, he was

just demanding and very hard. "Too much space being used, and for

what? Well, for what reason?" Well, for what Mies would call the very

soul of the place. The space between buildings was the important thing

there. One or two buildings at IIT are not too bad. The building that the

dining was in, and Crown Hall, are not too bad. But there are lots of

buildings there that do not make your heart sing.

Blum: That's an expression that other people have used to describe Mies's

successful buildings, is that they sing. It seems as the Chicago Seven

exhibition activities were winding down the Chicago Architectural Club

came into being.
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Freed: That, along with the Chicago Athenaeum is another way now of playing

architecture in Chicago. All I'm saying is that the club is in competition

with the other venues.

Blum: So do you see this as a flowering of the idea?

Freed: Right, right. More attitudes in architecture...

Blum: It wasn't too long after some of the Chicago Seven's activities that they

had their first exhibition at the Art Institute, which was the official stamp

of acceptance, I suppose. Is that the way it was interpreted?

Freed: Absolutely. Yes.

Blum: You were not in Chicago at the time but did you follow their activities

from afar?

Freed: It had been a very difficult thing. I had a bad time with them after I left,

because they felt that I had deserted them. They felt that I should have

stayed in Chicago. They felt that returning to New York was sort of a bad

thing to do. And they then gave me a very bad time. They said, "Well, if

you're not going to be here, you should resign from the Chicago Seven." I

said, "The Chicago Seven is not something that one resigns from."

Blum: Do you mean because you were in sympathy with their approach? You

have said that you had the feeling that the Chicago Seven considered you

a turncoat when you left and you didn't support them. Were you invited

to join the Chicago Architectural Club even though you were a non-

resident?
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Freed: I was taken up there, but I don't think I was a member. It was at the end

of my time in Chicago.

Blum: It was actually after you left in 1977. The club was revived in 1979.

Freed: I didn't do that. I think what I did get in Chicago, which was quite

wonderful—it was some years after, I guess—the Chicago AIA gave me a

lifetime achievement award, which they gave to my other partners too.

Pei and Cobb were there as well. We stood there and they gave us each

these glass achievement awards. It was very nice for them to have done

that.

Blum: This is very much out of context, but I know that both you personally and

your work have received a string of awards that would make a list pages

long.

Freed: It's not true, but it's nice of you to say so.

Blum: It's true. Of all of the awards that you have achieved for your work and

for yourself, which ones mean the most to you?

Freed: It's obvious. First, would be the Holocaust Memorial Museum, because it's

such a personal honor. But there are others that are pretty close to me. I

don't want to be known as the Holocaust Memorial architect only. There's

a very important thing for me to do, and that is if somebody comes up to

me and says that they just saw the building and they want to tell me how

much they liked it, I have no normal responses. You can't have a normal

response. I can't say, "Oh, well, I thank you and I'm glad you like it." You

don't like things like that, you're not supposed to like things like that. So I

say, "Oh, yes, you did see it? Too bad for you, it was such an awful
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experience." That's about the appropriate thing to say. I've tried to figure

out what is this that I could say to anybody who came to me to tell me

they liked it very much. It's just difficult to react to that. I said, if that's the

case that it becomes uncomfortable to me, then I have to... That whole

event led me to the single most important moment in my life. Probably

was, probably is, probably will be. Because I didn't even know I was

Jewish until I began working on this project.

Blum: That strikes me as curious, I would have thought the reverse, that you

were selected for the job because you were Jewish.

Freed: Let me tell you, I showed up in Washington—it was very funny—this

fellow who got me to Washington—his name is Arthur Rosenblatt—and

he is the vice-president for new construction at the Metropolitan Museum

of Art. He laid the groundwork for me. There was a newspaper article

and when I walked off the airplane, there was my picture published here

and there. And I was a young-looking man in those days—1980-

something—of course, there was this headline that said, "American

Architect, James Ingo Freed, Jewish, is Doing Jewish Museum of the

Holocaust." It said that I was Jewish in public, and I had never said that.

It's not that we were anti-Semitic, it's just that we were so unconnected

with religion. My parents disconnected after World War II. They were not

connected entirely before, but after World War II, they disconnected

because they said that there was nothing that they could do. They did not

want to speak German, so we never spoke the language after 1945. My

mother said her parents were burned in the ovens. We got a letter

informing us, it was really horrible. She couldn't talk about it. She

collapsed... Somehow we disconnected and that was that. Then I found

myself reconnecting with this project in a way that was really odd.
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Blum: So with the Holocaust Memorial Museum project you took with you the

discovery about yourself and your heritage. When you left Chicago and

reconnected with New York, which you had never really left, what was

there about the Chicago Seven experience that you took with you?

Freed: Quite a lot. The ability to think for oneself—the necessity to think for

oneself—and not to take the easy pathways out. The interest in trying to

do something that might actually be seen as something else, like Zen

cooking. You know there are two kinds of cooking I like in the world.

One is the California cooking where they do the most delicious dishes

because they find the most delicious ingredients and you eat well there

because mostly you eat what you should taste. The Zen way, of course, is

the other way: you get food and you make it taste like anything except

what it is. You make it a totally different thing. You take for example your

filbert nuts and you make sweet and sour pork out of the nuts. Things

come out totally different. It's interesting to me, because this was the

Chicago Seven approach to me. Mies's approach, I think, was making

things seem the most the way they were, the most "beany" bean. The

Chicago Seven was to make it the most "unbeany" bean. The most carrot

that really turns out to have been a bean. It was good.

Blum: Are you saying that this opened up new possibilities for you?

Freed: Seeing things philosophically...new ways of strategically thinking about

them. I'm not thinking about making the best of a bean, I'm thinking

about making something else from a bean.

Blum: That's a funny analogy, but it's appropriate. Mies died in 1969 and by that

time his architecture was getting sort of old. Do you think that some of

the changes that took place in the architectural scene during the 1970s and
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early 1980s might have come along without the provocation of the

Chicago Seven?

Freed: Of course, it was bound to come around but of course we expected it here.

Why shouldn't it come around? There's always something else waiting in

the wings. They wait to see what comes, to see if this last leap is going to

bring the ballerina into their arms or not. If they're wise, they stand there

ready to catch the ballerina when she comes trotting out.

Blum: Do you think that the Chicago Seven really had a role in all of this?

Freed: They did, but not as big as they think, or, I suppose, as some people think.

You know, as a matter of fact, the Chicago Seven turned out to be sort of

an oxymoron because it was the Chicago Eight, Nine, Ten, maybe there

were fifteen... The Chicago Seven was no longer the issue, because as

soon as everybody could, they jumped ship on the Chicago Seven. They

didn't want to be in a group. Helmut decided that he wanted to be in the

group first—wait, not Helmut—but, as I said before, Carter Manny

twisted the arm of Helmut and the Chicago Seven. We sat around and

said that we weren't going to have Helmut. We didn't want the Baron of

High-Tech. But he has changed now.

Blum: Well, he had his own strong identification.

Freed: What happened was that Carter put his foot down and said, no, he

wanted Helmut to be one of us. So he became a member of the Chicago

Seven. That was the beginning of the end because the minute we did that

we knew we had compromised again. The purity was gone. It was a stand

for a principal. But we fell for it. Anyway, it doesn't matter because the

Chicago Seven—the people who belonged to the Seven—were all too
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much about doing their own thing. I think it would have been a lot poorer

if the Chicago Seven had formed one group that then was the power

group because then all the other individual thoughts would have been

lost. We would have been poorer and if the Chicago Seven had been

more successful, we would have been less successful in the end, I think.

We were really successful and the Chicago Seven were just right on the

button when we did it. They did these three shows—maybe the fourth

show was the Late Entries—and after that they sort of crumbled.

Blum: Did they crumble or did they sort of meld into the Chicago Architectural

Club, whose membership base was very broad and brought in a lot of

young people?

Freed: Yes, they did that. But of course, the Chicago Seven crumbled as a

meaningful entity, as a meaningful subset.

Blum: Do you think they would have served a purpose had they continued?

Freed: I'll tell you, if they continued they would have served a purpose simply

because they would have proved that there was the lifeblood for a

continuation. But since they did not continue they served the purpose to

prove that the lifeblood wasn't there. The Chicago Seven was always a

matter of extremes. You had to be really there, or else you weren't there.

It had to be extreme or there wasn't a point to it.

Blum: In 1984, there was an exhibition in Frankfurt called “Revision of Modern:

Postmodern Architecture.” The Chicago Seven was featured as a group in

this exhibition. Their “Town House” competition entries from 1978 were

reused for the purpose of this exhibition, and that was to show that it was

the Chicago Seven that helped break the hold of Modernism and helped
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usher in Postmodernism. It was almost seven years later when this

exhibition replayed that earlier moment.

Freed: That's perfect for the Chicago Seven, because they did what they did and

then they fell into a deep sleep of the princess who slept her life away.

Then the prince came in and kissed her on both cheeks and she jumped up

and then they were part of history. The Chicago Seven never really

disappeared; they became part of history. Memory and history are

different: memory deals with immediate things that you can see, history is

a function that is rarely subscribed to by many people. History is the thing

that keeps you going after all the memory has failed. History is the thing

that remains. History shows that you were significant, that you were a

part of it.

Blum: So you think that this placed the Chicago Seven activities in an historical

framework?

Freed: Certainly, because they were part of it, and they are no longer

undisciplined rabble. They were no longer a group of people who thought

they could destroy the world. They were quite comfortable and they have

each gotten their own share of the world.

Blum: There was a series of exhibitions that took place after the “Town House”

competition in 1978. The Chicago Seven were part of it, at least, some of

them were part of it. In 1980 the Venice Biennale invited Stanley, Stuart,

and Tom Beeby to take part and in the same year there was the “Late

Entries” exhibition. In 1981, the following year, the “New Chicago

Architecture” show opened in Verona. Then there were the Chicago

Architectural Club exhibitions that were held at the Art Institute. They

were exhibiting their work all along.
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Freed: But what they were doing in the show in Frankfort was showing what

they had already done. They were not covering any new ground, because

the new ground had been broken earlier if they were showing what they

had done before. In the rise and fall of artistic movements you find

yourself first doing an outrageous thing in the cellar, then you move up

and you do less interesting work, but by now you've become visible and

you create kind of a dialogue and you invite others to join you. Others

actually try to join you because they see that you've become a privileged

few. The privileged position that one anticipates having in a city like

Chicago is very important. Only in that way do you make certain of the

clients who in Chicago are very necessary to the architects. They give out

all the work in the city, and they have to become aware of you and how

you operate. And then there's a broader realm than just the local realm.

Then time goes by and you fall asleep and you wake up and now you're

part of history and now you do things with a historic slant to it that

you've never done. You find you can't escape your own history and you

become a prisoner. You become a captive. You work to protect your own

history as well as to disestablish it. That's what Peter Eisenman has done.

Peter now is in a position of having built a history for himself, but he has

to demolish that history because he can't occupy it. For instance, he

promoted deconstructivism here. Actually he gave a big lecture with

Jacques Derrida recently in New York and now Peter's saying, "Oh, no, I

don't do deconstructivism. I never did deconstructivism." Well, of course

he did. It's all very funny to find that after a while you have to disengage

from your own earlier history. Because if the history was perhaps too

aggressive or too regressive or too political...

Blum: Do you speak with the voice of experience when you say that? Did that

happen to you?
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Freed: I've gone through three stages now. I may be in my third, but I find

myself thinking about my fifth way because there's another way that I

want to think about architecture. Mies would have said, "Oh my gosh,

there he goes again." But I always feel very funny about Mies—not that I

think that he ever did anything really awful, not that I think that he was a

bad man—he was a good man but he was really caught up in the zeitgeist

of the time, which was the Nazis and the 1000-year Reich. This was to say,

"Look, Gothic and the pre-Gothic lasted maybe three hundred years, but

he was interested in the 1000-year Reich." Mies also thought the lifespan of

his work was not limited. He thought, "Oh, we could do this work over

the next thousand years, over the next millennium." I don't know if one

really wants to have so much power. It's really a quest for immense

power that that would shut down all human creative activity for a

thousand years.

Blum: But didn't you believe in him in the beginning?

Freed: That was when I first began to believe in other things. That's when I read

about philosophy and I became very interested in reading The Decline and

Fall of the Roman Empire. I had thought for years when I was in Chicago

that it was called The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire. But no, the book

was called the decline of the Roman Empire. That's very different from fall

because decline means that you're in a downward mode already and the

decadence of the whole situation is just down, down, down until

decadence becomes pervasive. It was really the decline and fall of the

Roman Empire. He showed how one, in the Constantinian calendar, hired

two architects to do the great church Hagia Sophia. They were told they

had to do it in six years or they'd lose their heads, so they did it in six
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years. Hagia Sophia was, of course, built then as a way of changing the

world.

Blum: Is Mies still with you?

Freed: I'll tell you as well as I can—I think that the one thing that really occurs to

me. I've been working with Janet [Adams Strong] for a while now. She's

been taking down my musings. I just read the first draft that came out

and I was all fired up. I said to her, "You have to stop me in the future. I

always seem to be rambling on about Mies this and Mies that." I said, "I'm

not Miesian. I couldn't work like that." I do work, but it's not true that I do

only Miesian work. I use space that looks Miesian—rather it doesn't look

it, but it feels it. What I've actually done is I've taken the Miesian ethos and

I've turned it into something else. That's what I tried to do at IIT, actually.

I was not successful at IIT, but I brought it back to New York and I've

been more or less successful here. If you think about the Holocaust

Museum, it's composed entirely of Miesian bits and pieces. The brick is

crucial to it. It's not glued onto a framework, it's a sixteen-inch-thick wall.

The brick is used entirely structurally. It does not carry the structure of the

roof, it carries the structure of itself. The tower structures are carried by

themselves. That's very important. The structure is also very open, it's a

truss that shrinks as the load shrinks. The pieces either get smaller or

bigger. It is, again, an articulation of a real situation. Also, it comes on a

diagonal, which pushes the corner at a diagonal here and vertically here.

When you do that, of course, you create a hyperbolic paraboloid. The

paraboloid is the strongest shape known to man. That's pure structure. All

the approach spaces are more like a courthouse. They have a spirit about

them that is not exclusively Mies, but it is also not anti-Mies. The spirit

about them lets me feel that I have not gone far enough. I have to go
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further. I have to do more. It's too easy for me to build a Mies

house—that's easy for me to do, but not very satisfactory.

Blum: One of the things that struck me is that I felt a strong Miesian feel and

look to the Javits Convention Center, not in the use of steel but in the feel

of openness.

Freed: You're probably right.

Blum: Do you agree that it references Mies?

Freed: I don't see that, but I'll have to look. I want to look and see it. What it is, of

course, is a space frame. It has round elements which Mies never used. It

does two things that Mies would never do. One thing is that, in my mind,

we made a connection between Mies's free space and the necessarily

controlled, linear space of the Convention Center. I found I could do three

walls—you'll see there are slots—normally you just have slots and you

look through and see the building. These slots are used in a way that Mies

might have used them—they are free-floating, long allées, like the

Barcelona Pavilion. Then, of course, the other thing it does is it breaks up

into halls. The Convention Center has rows of boxes, ninety feet by

ninety feet. The columns are ninety feet on center and above that, a free-

floating grid. The whole thing is ninety feet by ninety feet. It suggests a

solid box. That may be read as Miesian, but I hope not. Do you think

there's Mies in the Los Angeles Convention Center? I don't think so.

Blum: I haven't seen the building in Los Angeles so I can't say.

Freed: The time has come, I said to somebody, that we can get rid of Mies.
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Blum: Do you feel that you're really rid of him? Or that you've used him in your

own way?

Freed: I don't know. It's interesting to think that a man who has not done much

architecture, done relatively little work, a man who has been a very

closed-in person in many ways has influenced so many people. Amazing,

amazing.

Blum: Do you think that history will accord the Chicago Seven their rightful due,

as you see it?

Freed: Yes. More than we deserve, but less than we want.

Blum: In a 1997 issue of the Chicago Tribune, the Chicago Seven were cited as one

of the notable contributors to the last 150 years of the arts tradition in

Chicago. The entry read, "This group of rebels opened the way for a more

inclusive version of Chicago's architectural history, including tradition-

minded architects and the unorthodox modernists left out of the standard

modernist canon."

Freed: That's true.

Blum: The Chicago Seven were included in this impressive list along with Louis

Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright. You've called yourself a "latter-day

modernist."

Freed: Like the Latter-Day Saints.

Blum: What do you consider to have been your greatest opportunity in your

career?
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Freed: Hard to think. If I say the Holocaust Museum, it's just too easy. There

must have been others. I start every project with unbounded optimism. I

start every project with anticipation of the best, most wonderful things

happening. I then go through a phase where I think that everything is

lost, like a Samurai who's ready to fall on his sword. Then, having

experienced the feel of defeat, I go to battle and feel completely free to

fight as I want to. That is certainly an attitude rather than an opportunity.

I like little things that have happened now and then. I guess it really has to

be the Holocaust Museum. It's the only really coherent building I have

ever done that was made up of many different parts and the different

parts came together into one. I can't deny that. It was really remarkable

for me to do that. I want to find an article for you that is very important

to me. It is a very moving thing. Herbert Muschamp is a very intelligent

man. What he said about this, I can't get away from it now. It makes me

feel now like I was a prisoner of my own making. I try, but it's so difficult

now. I have realized certain things which I never knew entirely—I'm not

sure if it's true, or if it's actually factual. First of all, it's important in doing

buildings that you get the parts of a building right. More important in

doing great buildings is doing a building that has continuum, a building

that is done well. I think that building well is one of the great crucial

hallmarks that marks the great separation between bad artists and good

architects.

Blum: But isn't that what Mies did?

Freed: Yes, but he meant something else. He didn't mean what I meant. His idea

of building well meant his way of doing it.
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Blum: Do you think that maybe you took bits and pieces from Mies and did

them well, but you didn't take the whole thing?

Freed: Sure. The other thing that you have to understand perfectly—you have to

stand up to your client. You can't be nice to your client.

Blum: You say you cannot be nice to your client?

Freed: If the program is wrong, it has to be perceived as wrong and has to be

made wrong. What's happened is that, for example, I do lots of work with

associate architects, which is a very bad thing. It's the only way that I can

do enough work to keep myself busy. I do all the design work and they

do the working drawings. It's a very bad idea. The difference that at the

Holocaust Museum I did the working drawings too. I'd much rather do

the whole thing, because then you have control.

Blum: You now have the article by Muschamp that you spoke about. It covers

more than the design.

Freed: I did not set out to change the art of architectural language. That effort

changed the art of architecture itself.

Blum: Is it because the concept was larger than just the building?

Freed: No, it was the specific effort of doing it with meaning. Muschamp said,

"Before this building, Freed was known for such buildings as the Jacob

Javits Convention Center, projects in which meaning is confined to purely

architectural values of structural space and light. In Washington, he

challenged himself to reckon with ideas outside his usual frame of

reference. That struggle is the ultimate source of the building's power. The
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building represents one architect's attempt to bridge the gulf between

knowledge and belief. That effort changed the art of architecture itself." To

me, that's about as far a boundary as I ever thought I got. He thinks I've

gone through it and I'm out the other side of it now. I don't think I am.

You see something like this and you become a prisoner of yourself. I'm

sitting here working out this thing, trying to figure out the best way of

doing it. I can't do it now without thinking of these issues, and how to

make the meaning of this thing, and I can't work. It's very hard. There are

things that people can knock off in two or three days, but it takes me

months.

Blum: That's quite an achievement to say that you've changed the art of

architecture itself. Does that give you an additional responsibility to live

up to your own history?

Freed: Yes. I think that Mies would have... I could say that I owe it all to Mies—I

don't—but I could say that.

Blum: What place does the Chicago Seven hold in the flow of your career?

Freed: It has an important place, but less important than I thought it was at the

time. They had very much the intention of challenging New York. I guess

I was already talking about challenging Los Angeles, and they said, "No,

we're number two." They didn't want to be number two. Now they're

number three. But I think that they did change a lot. What they tend to do

is to try to be wildly conceptual but that wasn't meant to be. They did

change the nature of the way younger people came to architecture. They

also made it possible for younger people who came out of no cultural

background at all to be part of it. There are people who don't listen to

music and don't read poetry and they come from some of the
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neighborhoods where on every corner there's a bar and a lookout. These

kids used to find it impossible to go more than one jump ahead of their

parents. Their parents would work three or four jobs and they would do

that for their whole lives. They would have to give their parents up

because if they went to the opera and their parents had never heard

anything but jukebox music, there would be a problem—so they always

wanted to move ahead just a little bit, not much. Out of that grew IIT,

because IIT took these young kids and gave them a culture that they

could accept and it gave them a short tour of the twentieth century and it

gave them a meal ticket. If they graduated, they had a job. Nobody would

send their kids to that school if they didn't feel they could get a job. So

then there's the other thing that happens: the Chicago Seven come in and

they know something else. It was impossible for a kid to get a real job or

real examination of architecture at that school. But it teaches us something

else—people were no longer doing it for a meal ticket. It's like Pomona in

L.A. and Berkeley. Berkeley creates all the field officers of architecture.

Pomona creates all the foot soldiers of architecture. They are the people

who draw at the tables and never know, never get up on the tables and

come to the central meaning of conceptual thought. If they can't deal with

conceptual thought they can't make conceptual work. It's very hard to

explain that, but it's very evident when you see that. Then, of course, they

become foot soldiers and you need foot soldiers because they are very

important. Too many generals can miscarry the ball too. Too many

generals and when these generals came out there was no place to go so

they went on to other things—they became bankers and accountants. But

here was the Chicago Seven group trying to encourage people to do

things that had more risk, to do buildings that were more like other

buildings that they had seen. They did not have to have an education,

they were not being asked to do a Palladian villa. But they were then

shown how to be apart from Mies's entourage. Mies, I said before, would
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have never done as well in Boston because people come to Harvard with

far better life skills. At IIT architecture was a five-year course and it was

the first time that many kids had ever set foot in a school of higher

education—they never went to visit any other school. The five-year

program was a purely professional program that started at year one. At

year five, you were a professional, that was it. It was so interesting to see

that because if you think about it, if you're going to Harvard, architecture

is a senior program. At Harvard you'd already have had four years of

exposure to life and life situations—you knew what you wanted to do and

you made a true life choice. At IIT, nobody made a life choice, it was made

for you. You went to the school because it gave you something that you

needed. It gave you a whole set of stuff that you never would anticipate

would come to you from a school.

[Tape 4: Side 2]

Blum: Do you think that your own personal evolution would have happened as

it did without having been involved with the Chicago Seven?

Freed: Probably not. I know there were some aspects of the Chicago Seven that

forced me to do things for the first time. For example, the first time that I

did anything like the country house, all I could think was that I didn't

want to do it. Also, it was difficult for me to draw, because I had drawn all

through my student years at IIT and it made me crazy drawing all these

bricks. But I use the computer and now I was able to have all the bricks

[for the Holocaust Museum] put on the drawing by the computer.

Blum: Were you personally using a computer then?
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Freed: I wasn't, but people working for me were. I wanted the wall drawn with

all the bricks because that was what I learned in school. I wanted to see

what would happen at the ends where we turned corners, to resolve all...

Yes, the Chicago Seven were after all, really important because they got

me to break the chrysalis open.

Blum: Do you think that happened for other Chicago Seven architects in a

similar way?

Freed: It may have. I don't know. That's a question I can't answer.

Blum: Do you have any regrets about having joined the Chicago Seven?

Freed: Only that it sort of turned out not as happy as it should have been at the

end.

Blum: Because they were angry that you had left?

Freed: They were very unhappy, actually, and they made me unhappy.

Blum: Ultimately, for what would you like to be remembered best?

Freed: Everybody's talking to me as if this is my lifetime experience, but I just

want to be here working.

Blum: Jim, we haven't covered many things about which I think you probably

`have very interesting stories to tell. Regretfully, I think our time is

coming to an end. I want to thank you very much for your effort in

overcoming the difficulty that speaking with me about all this has caused

you. I know that you have Parkinson's and that it takes much more effort
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for you to have spoken with me for these many hours than it would have

taken for someone else. I thank you very much for that.

Freed: You're very welcome. It's been my pleasure. I've really liked it.
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