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Contingency

Why is an elephant like an elephant and not like a horse? The first 

diagram on the opposite page is by Charles Darwin; it describes the 

process by which evolution works. [01] Darwin studied how pigeon 

breeders produced particular attributes in their birds and suspected 

that nature might work in a similar way. Read from bottom to top, 

the line moves through a series of branching pathways to divergent 

endpoints; read from top to bottom, any one of the outlying points 

can be traced back to its origin in a linear fashion.

This is also true of design. Each stage in the design process is 

dependent upon all of the steps that preceded it, and while it would 

be difficult to predict the many possible outcomes at the outset, it 

is rather easy to trace the development of the end result backwards 

to the beginning of the process in a seemingly linear way. This 

selectively edited version is typically the way a design story is told; 

the dead ends and broken branches of the process are edited 

out in favor of the streamlined version that moves inexorably to its 

logical conclusion.

In actuality design develops along the same contingent 

pathways found in the natural world. The drawing studies in the 

bottom figure on the opposite page represent three of a number 

of possible wall configurations. [02A–C] They were generated more 

or less randomly in response to the question—how should the wall 

be framed? The study on the far right was ultimately selected 

as the one best adapted to the project conditions for a number 

of reasons. It will be built by unskilled labor and requires less 

precision. It allows greater flexibility in the placement of windows. 

The bridging between framing members is easier to install; the wall 

allows placement of objects within it by people of varying heights; 

and it offers individuality to each bay, and so on. In this way, project 

conditions acting as causal agents impart direction to an otherwise 

[01] 

[02A–C]
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random process. This direction, in turn, triggers other studies whose 

resolution is embedded in the object and becomes part of a history 

that cannot be erased. 

This book will attempt to show some of that history, 

acknowledging the conditional aspects of the design process that 

occur within each project. At another level, it will attempt to show 

how each project is contingent in some way on the projects that 

preceded it. Working forward from earlier projects to more recent 

ones, it illustrates how tendencies emerge and themes develop 

through time and over the course of many projects.

The answer to the horse versus elephant question, according 

to Darwin, is that through an iterative process over many 

generations, circumstances have shaped organisms to be uniquely 

adapted to their environment. Darwin proposed the mechanisms of 

random variation and natural selection to explain how organisms 

evolve over time and to account for the resulting diversity of the 

natural world. Random variation is a nondirectional tendency 

of genetic mutation that creates the minor differences that are 

the raw material for evolutionary change. Natural selection then 

provided the cause. Organisms with more favorable traits live to 

reproduce, and these traits thereby became more common in 

successive generations. The results vary, but the process remains 

the same.

Each of the projects included in this book is a response to a 

unique set of issues and circumstances, but they are all the result 

of a design process that is more or less the same from project to 

project. Themes evolve over the course of multiple projects, with 

each one in some way conditional on the work that preceded it. [03]

[03] 
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Materiality 

While working on an elementary school and researching possible 

materials for the exterior cladding of a recreation space, we came 

across a composite plastic made of a polymer and glass-fiber 

reinforcing [01A–D] . The material is commonly used as wall cladding in 

commercial kitchens. It seemed appropriate for the recreation space 

not only because it was affordable and durable, but its translucency 

enabled us to daylight the recreation space. Noticing its exceptional 

strength, we began to explore its structural properties. Perhaps by 

corrugating and layering multiple sheets and then filling the voids 

with glass-fiber insulation, we thought, we could create a self-

supporting panel that would eliminate the need for metal supports, 

thereby creating a continuous luminous surface.

This episode highlights one of the underlying conditions of 

contemporary architecture: the emergence of new materials and 

the reordering of traditional relationships between structure, space, 

and materials. The historical trajectory of building culture describes 

a movement away from simple monolithic construction systems 

toward layered assemblies of increasing complexity, where each 

material or composite is assigned a position and role that leverages 

its unique attributes in service to the whole. [02A–B] 

For example, a disposable paper coffee cup is composed 

of just a few materials: paper, wax, ink, and a little bit of glue. It is 

a simple object that can be said to possess a complex material 

relationship. The paper—coated with wax to form a waterproof 

composite—is of a specific thickness that enables it to hold a 

certain amount of liquid. Its base is designed to provide the requisite 

support and stability. Its upper edge is rolled to create a comfortable 

user interface but also to aid it structurally. Unroll it, and watch the 

system weaken. Its form allows for stacking for efficient transport 

and is scaled to the human hand. The cup’s space, structure and 

[02A–B]

[01A–D] 
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materiality can be said to be in an interdependent relationship: the 

composite paper surface that engenders the space also provides its 

structure. Change any variable and the others change as well.

The majority of our projects explore layered construction and 

the manipulation of those constituent interdependent layers. The 

chapel projects, like the paper coffee cup, illustrate the role that new 

materials play in creating new interdependent conditions between 

structure, space, and materiality. [03A–B]

[03A–B]
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[01] 

Adaptation 

Several years ago, I came across a monastic timetable while 

doing research for a design studio I teach at IIT. Graphically it 

describes the relationship between time and space in a thirteenth-

century Cistercian monastery. [01] The monastery is interesting 

from a programmatic standpoint in that each space supports a 

specific activity and bears a special name related to the program it 

supports—a refectory for eating, chapel for praying, chapter room for 

meeting, scriptorium for transcribing texts, and so on. The diagram 

describes when and for how long the monks engage in each activity 

over the course of a day, and how this schedule changes over the 

course of the year. Each space is tailored to a specific use and 

spatial quality, and the monks move from space to space as their 

fluctuating schedule dictates. To have a space tailored to each 

individual activity strikes us as somewhat extravagant today, but it 

raises interesting spatial issues as they relate to time. For example, 

what if it was the space itself that changed at different times?

 In contemporary society, as urban areas become increasingly 

more dense, the challenge of the architect will not be to tailor the 

space to specific activities but to accommodate multiple activities 

within the same space at different times. This spatial transformation 

can be achieved through passive or active adaptation. The passive 

approach is exemplified by the Miesian notion of universal space, a 

space so programmatically indeterminate that almost anything can 

happen there. Tailored to nothing, it is noncommittal in terms of bias 

to any specific program. But there are limitations to this approach. 

While almost anything can happen in the space, almost nothing 

is ideally accommodated by it either. Active adaptation changes 

the space in a physical way to adapt to different programmatic 

conditions that fluctuate according to time. 
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An example of this approach is the main practice and 

performance space of the Gary Comer Youth Center, which actively 

accommodates different programmatic conditions at different 

times of the day or year. Most of the time it is a practice space 

for the South Shore Drill Team, the building’s main user group. 

The space can be transformed into a theater via a motorized 

telescoping seating system. Doors open up to reveal a performance 

stage, black-out curtains deploy on three walls, and ceiling panels 

tilt to accommodate theater lighting. The space can also host 

basketball games, film screenings, lectures, and so on. By fitting 

these programs into one space, utilization is maximized, function is 

condensed, and human activity is concentrated in the heart of the 

building where it can permeate to the surrounding spaces. 

The lineage of this approach in my work goes back through 

several projects that explored the notion of programmatically 

adaptable space. A notable early example is the Coach House 

in which various programs were enclosed in furniture elements 

that could be deployed as circumstances dictate. A space for a 

missionary organization that could convert to a chapel once a week 

led to our first school commission, the Akiba-Schechter Jewish Day 

School, where space limitation on a dense urban site inspired a 

similar strategy.   

 The idea of spatial adaptation reached its apotheosis in the 

Perth Amboy High School project, where it operates at the scale of 

the entire building. The project is conceived as a civic cultural center 

superimposed over a high school. The school’s communal spaces 

are arrayed across the site in towers that are contiguous with the 

classrooms but independent of them, allowing for use by the public 

when the school is closed. At certain times of the day or year, 

the complex functions as a high school; at other times a cultural 

and recreational center for the community. The diagrams below 

speculate graphically about how time and space might overlap for 

different users throughout the day, and how this might fluctuate over 

the course of the year. [02]

[02]
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[01A–C]

Impermanence 

Several years ago the Illinois Institute of Technology announced 

plans to restore Mies van der Rohe’s Crown Hall (where I teach). 

In anticipation of the project, I began to take notice of the current 

state of the physical structure and document the character that it 

had acquired. [01A–E] Over time it had taken on a sad beauty. The steel 

on the stairs was disintegrating. Materials that were once discrete 

and separate were now melding together as rust migrated from the 

steel to the adjacent concrete, commingling in ways never intended 

by Mies. [01A-C] Cracks in the translucent glass were indifferent to the 

architecture’s otherwise rigid geometry. Weather stains on the steel 

had begun to differentiate one bay from the next, disallowing their 

uniformity, while wavy reflections in the terrazzo floor refuted claims 

of flat perfection. [01D–E] The building had grown imperfect through 

use, and nature was conspiring against it. To my eyes, the structure 

had grown more interesting, but this acquired character contradicted 

our collective perceptions of Crown Hall and its allusion to Cartesian 

perfection. This would all be erased in the subsequent restoration 

for the sake of restoring our historical perceptions. The “real” Crown 

Hall—its complicated physical history—was eventually expunged, 

removed from our consciousness.

Memory, however, is not easily erased. The pre-restoration 

Crown Hall that I had photographed continues to teach us a lesson 

about authenticity. Silently advocating for an architecture of realism, 

it suggests that we begin to look at the way things really are and 

understand that nothing is permanent, nothing is finished, nothing is 

ever perfect.

I believe that impermanence is the fundamental condition 

in which the architect now operates. A building is a temporary 

proposition whose destiny—driven by forces over which we have 

little control—is erasure, revision, or decay. Crown Hall escapes this 

JohnRonan_02_p88-192_4P.indd   148-149 9/11/09   3:55:30 PM



150 151

condition because of its cultural prominence but it is a rare case. 

What is called for today is a mode of operation that acknowledges 

the temporary condition of our built environment and embraces 

changes to it.

The architect operates within a continuum without beginning 

or end; a given building does not exist in any stable way but is in a 

continual state of flux. The “restored” Crown Hall is a mere snapshot 

of a moment that will gradually give way to a new physical reality 

and a potentially new programmatic condition. Architecture, today, 

should concede to this and anticipate how buildings will be adapted, 

extended, or internally divided and likewise pursue strategies that 

exploit their reuse and modification. More attention should be paid 

to how buildings change physically over their life spans. Like a 

wooden bowl that acquires its beauty through use, a building should 

age and weather in interesting ways. The Japanese have a term for 

this: wabi sabi.

Nothing is perfect. I concluded from observing Crown Hall in 

the years prior to its restoration that the building’s material character 

resided, in fact, in its imperfection rather than in the precision that 

its reputation had been predicated on. I began to see imperfection in 

a new way, cultivating an awareness of the small details that expose 

the physical history of the built world and engaging in the idea of 

imperfection, not as something to be overcome but as a point of 

departure for material investigation. 

[01D–E]
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