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in the 
crazies’
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Joseph Giovannini talks about reading 
and writing, eccentric architects and 
about the Deep South, where people 

are still friendly.
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and raised in Pasadena, California, New 
York City-based architect and critic Joseph 
Giovannini first migrated from the West 
to the East Coast to study English at Yale. 
From then on, his academic and professional 
career took him on a journey that traversed 
this geographical frontier many times. More 
important, however, is his disciplinary criss-
crossing between the practice of architecture 
and architecture criticism. Today, with a 
book and a design competition in the making, 
the two-time Pulitzer nominee continues to 
balance the two careers. In a quiet corner of the 
majestic tea room of the Yale Club in New York, 
we talked about each step of a journey that has 
culminated in a quest for otherness.

Why did you decide to study English as an 
undergraduate at Yale?
JOSEPH GIOVANNINI: I’ve always done what 
came naturally to me and I’ve always loved, 
even as a kid, to read. I loved to play tennis and 
I loved to read. I was reading Russian novels in 
Pasadena from an early age and I just continued 
to read my way through undergraduate school, 
where I discovered that I also love to travel. 
As an undergraduate, I took language courses 
in France and Italy during the summers, and 
then I would spend the rest of my time there 
travelling. I enjoyed exploring cities and their 
plans, looking at buildings. My father had 
been a contractor, so I was always around the 
structures he was working on. In some way, it 
became part of what I look for.

At that time, were you thinking of teaching,  
or writing?
I was always interested in writing. I took a lot 
of courses in French, which is a great passion 
of mine and eventually, after Yale, I pursued a 
degree in French language and literature at the 
Sorbonne. At some point, however, I realized  
I didn’t really want to read to teach, so when  
I came back from Paris, I did a pre-medical  
and pre-architecture year at Yale and I loved 
the architecture part, so that’s eventually what 
I studied at Harvard.

When did you start writing about architecture?
I took several courses in architecture history 
at Yale, including with Vincent Scully, who 
was a very inspirational teacher. I wrote a lot 
about architecture at the time. Nothing was 
published, but I always gravitated to  
the subject.

I remember, when I was leaving Harvard, 
somebody asked me: ‘What do you want to 
do?’ and I said I would like to journalize my 
field, but I didn’t know quite how to go about 
and do that, and I didn’t have any definite 
programme. I returned to California for 
personal reasons; my mother was widowed 
and she had a building that I had to help her 
with. I was doing that and establishing myself 
as an architect when I was sort of discovered 
by the Herald Examiner. Before I knew it, I 
became much better known as a writer than an 
architect. When you’re in a publication every 
week, the phone rings and you’re answering  
for articles, not buildings.

But you never stopped practicing.
I still think of myself as an architect, but 
everybody knows me as a writer, so if I want  
to practice, I have to hire myself, which I do. 
I own and manage some family property, and 
my wife and I bought other property in Los 
Angeles, which I’ve designed.

When we talked about your LA Lofts in 2013 
(Mark 43, page 60), you said that writing 
prompted you to build in order to test your 
theories, and that it was an attempt at full 
disclosure of what you really think about 
architecture. This notion makes it look as if 
your practice of architecture is secondary to 
your writing. Is that true?
These two careers have always complemented 
each other, but they’ve also been in competition 
with each other. It depends on when you ask 
. . . In a year I will think of myself more as an 
architect, because I’ll be right in the middle of  
a project. Right now I’m right in the middle  
of a book, so I think of myself more as a writer.

What is the book about?
It’s something I’ve been cultivating for years 
now. In the 1980s I started a book that I called 
The Deconstructivists. I had almost finished it, 

but I put it away because I was too involved.  
I brought it back off the shelf several years ago, 
re-read it, and decided I should finish it. But a 
lot has happened since then, so I had to update 
it, and while I was doing that, my concept 
for the book changed. I finally realized what 
I am interested in is a history of alternative 
architecture. Let’s call it the crazies. I’ve taken 
it back to the architecture of the late 19th, 
early 20th centuries. It has become a really big 
volume on an alternative history, the eccentrics, 
the people who don’t think the usual thoughts.

In articles you wrote for the Los Angeles Review 
of Books, you’ve made a compelling argument 
in favour of Frank Gehry’s involvement in the 
revitalization of the LA River, and heavily 
criticized Peter Zumthor’s design for the LA 
County Museum of Art (LACMA). Do you find 
that this kind of a priori discussion is missing 
from architecture criticism today?
Absolutely. I’m trained as an architect and 
this informs my criticism. I can look at a plan 
and figure it out, whereas most critics can’t. 
Another thing is that, since I am technically 
also a developer, I am very aware of the 
potential of a piece of land. You can really 
develop institutions through buildings, but 
if you do it in the wrong way, you’re killing 
the institution. In LACMA’s case, Zumthor’s 
scheme is exhausting their land and, for that 
very reason, wasting its future.
 I’m assertive enough to challenge a 
design. If I think I can do better, I’m certainly 
going to criticize it, because it means the  
design is not as good as it can be.

That’s not the type of writing you did at  
The New York Times.
When I came to The Times, I was not hired as 
a critic. Paul Goldberger was the critic, and he 
was very territorial. There was a long period 
when I was writing about things that I was 
assigned that weren’t really my subject. I could 

usually find ideas, but it was difficult to pursue 
them, because the paper wanted facts: Who, 
what, when and where?
 In the politics of The Times, as a reporter, 
the only way to be smart was to devise a 
technique that would carry the idea along with 
the information. So I learned how to alternate 
facts and ideas, like a sandwich, so that you’re 
always eating through several layers.

Do you find books to be a more suitable 
platform on which to develop ideas?
Completely, I’ve done thousands of articles and, 
at the end of the day, even I forget them. No 
one is really interested in article collections, so 
they get lost. Books have a much longer shelf 
life. What is more, with the space of a book, 
you can sustain a thought for a longer period of 
time. Journalism has become so much shorter. 
I enjoy writing for the Los Angeles Review of 
Books because the digital format means that  
I can write 7,000 words, whereas in the last 
piece I wrote for The Times I had 1,700 words, 
which by today’s standards is quite long. 
Fifteen years ago that was very common. 
There was a time when you could easily do 
1,700 words on a house. Houses are stories. If 
someone is in control of his or her house, that’s 
a biography or an autobiography, so you can 
read these houses in a lot of ways. But things 
are so much shorter now. Many of the pieces  
I do now are 800 words, because that’s the 
space the graphic designer gives you, whether 
you’re writing an epic story or a miniature 
piece. It’s weird. But I enjoy writing and I 
cannot go without it, I feel lacking if I do.

Do you read as much now as you did as a kid 
and a student? 
After I started writing, there was a shift in 
the balance. I write more than I read. I love 
novels, but most of my reading at the moment 
is related to book projects. It’s research, not 
pleasure reading.
 My fantasy is to buy a little fisherman’s 
cottage out on the Croatian coast by the 
Adriatic Sea and just read for whole months at 
a time. 

Which books would you take there?
Some of the Russians, again. I’ve never read 
War and Peace or Anna Karenina. But I’d also 
like to read more contemporary stuff. I’m 
reading Allan Bennett’s Untold Stories now 
and I’ve read his Uncommon Reader, it’s a 

fabulous book. He takes Queen Elizabeth 
II, a most closed person, and pries her open 
through literature. I’ve also enjoyed Michael 
Cunningham’s The Hours. He’s so socially 
perceptive, the way he’s able to go from the 
mentality of Virginia Woolf’s period to our 
days, it’s very soul-expanding.

In a piece you wrote for The New York Times in 
1983 titled ‘I Love New York and L.A. Too’, you 
said: ‘Because I’m trained as an architect and 
have an interest in urban planning, I’m perhaps 
too ready to believe that the space around us – 
the physical organization of neighbourhoods, 
roads, yards, houses and apartments – sets up 
living patterns that condition our mentalities.’
I’m not sure what my next book is going to 
be, but it may be something called The Short 
History of Space. Different cultures that have 
different concepts of space. It’s such a pervasive 
a subject, it affects everything we do.
 A while back I went to Savannah, 
Georgia, and I had to rent a car at an airport. 
I’m from California, my parents are European, 
and I live in New York, so this was foreign 
territory for me, the Deep South. Anyway,  
I went and rented the car. The woman at the 
counter was very nice, I signed the forms and 
she was still nice, I thanked her, I got my keys 
and went out to the car and as I exited the 
parking lot I gave the contract to the woman 
at the gate and she couldn’t be more friendly. 
When I got out I thought, what is wrong with 
this picture that I’m finding their friendliness 
so strange? Oh, I know, they still live on 
porches, and I live in a box . . . New York is so 
crowded that you’re constantly trying to avoid 
everyone. You’re in your apartment, trying not 
to run into your neighbours, in the subway, 
on the platform or the street you’re looking 
straight ahead, trying to avoid eye contact, and 
at the end of the day you go back to your box.  
I had become a box, and they were still porches.

What books about space would you 
recommend?
Well, the classic would be Bachelard’s The 
Poetics of Space, but I’d recommend Linda 
Dalrymple Henderson’s book titled The Fourth 
Dimension and Non-Eucledian Geometry in 
Modern Art from 1983. That cracked everything 
open for me. Before Einstein came along, the 
fourth dimension was considered a spatial 
dimension, people were interested in what 
a fourth dimension would be like after the 

‘A fourth spatial dimension       would open people to otherness’

Joseph Giovannini’s 
reading list on space
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Beacon Press, Boston, 1969 (La Poétique de  
l’Espace, Presses Universitaires de  
France, Paris, 1958)

Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 
Blackwell, Oxford, 1991 (La production  
de l’espace, Anthropos, Paris, 1974)

Linda Dalrymple Henderson, Fourth 
Dimension and Non-Eucledian Geometry  
in Modern Art, Princeton University  
Press, Princeton, 1983

Selim O. Khan-Magomedov, Pioneers of 
Soviet Architecture, Rizzoli, New York, 1987

Born third, and what a fifth and sixth would look 
like after that. It’s hard to create a fourth 
dimension, but you can create the perception 
of it, which has been my goal, actually.

Would a fourth spatial dimension result in 
new mentalities?
It would open people to otherness, it would be 
mind-expanding, yes. I’m doing a competition 
for the Renwick Gallery of the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum in Washington, DC, 
where I have to design a large, tall room with 
a domed ceiling. I’m trying to create a one-
point perspective straight up to heaven, like 
the one you find in Giovanni Battista Gaulli’s 
frescos for the Church of Jesus in Rome, but 
in an abstract language. In order to do it, I’m 
busting out the corners with optical illusions 
and taking these illusions all the way up. One 
way of talking about the experience of this 
space is that it’s like dropping LSD. It’ll be  
a bath of LSD. _
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