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New York City-based architect and critic Joseph Giovannini has 
put his cards on the table in the form of a trucking garage con-
verted into housing units in Los Angeles’ Chinatown. Giovanni-
ni’s LA Lofts test the belief system set down in his writing and 
serve as ‘an attempt at full disclosure’ with regard to his attitude 
towards architecture.

Viewed from different perspectives, the interiors of 
these lofts resemble work by proponents of De Stijl and 
Suprematism. You used a ‘Space Painting’ technique 
for the design – can you elaborate?
JOSEPH GIOVANNINI: My interest in architectural illu-

sionism started with a close study of the work of Malevich and 
El Lissitzky, both of whom were interested in what was consid-
ered the mystic fourth dimension of space, which provoked an 
intensification of feeling and was achieved through nonlinear 
logic. These artists specialized in what might be called ‘impos-
sible space’ – they drew and painted forms that were impossible 
to fit together.

For LA Lofts, I borrowed ideas from the Suprematists, 
especially Lissitzky’s use of axonometric figures and Malevich’s 
distorted geometric figures, to which I added other techniques 
– forced perspective, crossed perspective, reversed perspec-
tive, anamorphosis – to create the illusion of space in two- 
dimensional media. I applied the results to the architecture 
itself to produce hyperspaces.

Unlike some of the graphic environments that De Stijl 
artists painted on walls, I’m working on the multiple planes I 
have built, so that the paintings belong to the space rather than 
to the walls. The architecture and painting prompt you to move 
around, and, as you do, the parts reconfigure themselves in a 
non-duplicating experience. The lofts build and rebuild, paint 
and repaint themselves.

You’ve said that the parking lot, praised by Frank Gehry, 
‘presented a particular opportunity to bring the ideas 
from the inside of the building to the outside’...
The basic building was a former trucking garage: a big, 

rather magnificent concrete structure supporting tall bowstring 
trusses spanning 38 m. But the form was closed on three sides. 
Two walls are party walls, and the third was the historically pro-
tected street façade. Having developed unique designs for each 
of the 15 lofts inside, I wanted to express these ideas on the out-
side, too, as a way of demonstrating that the building contains 
not just ‘interiors’, but architecture. The problem was that build-
ing onto the existing façade meant I’d lose nearly half the park-
ing space intended for residents, so I created terraces, which I 
lifted above the hoods [bonnets] of the parked cars.

I believe this is the first time that axonometric forms 
were built rather than simply used to describe space in a two-
dimensional medium. Many years ago, Gehry had proposed an 
axonometric form for the Wagner house in Malibu, but his pro-
ject was never built. I’m not sure he knew, or felt that his design 
inspired my lofts.

Is there a message about art, architecture and modern 
life in the design of LA Lofts?
The idea is that art and architecture are directly and in-

timately related. They borrow from common sources, occupy the 
same evolutionary branch of knowledge. Alone and together, 
their structuring lessons and techniques can be used to provoke 
the senses through the eye, yielding a minute-by-minute experi-
ence that is phenomenal: you see it and feel it. Hopefully, people 
who live in these spaces feel more alive.
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