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. Observations continued

Hybrid Buildings, by Joseph
Fenton. Princeton, N. J.: Princeton
Architectural Press, 1985, $7.

Reviewed by Paulina Borsook

The 11th in the series of Pamphlet
Architecture chapbooks, Hybrid
Buildings maps out a typology for
mixed-used buildings. The author,
architect Joseph Fenton, worked
with Stephen Holl, the editor-in-
chief and organizing force behind
this set of art objects-cum-position
papers, and his writing reflects the
nativist ideology of that office. The
book serves as an outline for a
catalogue raisonné of mixed-use
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buildings, an architectural
morphology Fenton believes is
uniquely American.

Each writer in the Pamphlet
Architecture series has freedom of
choice in layout, design, and
content. Writers are restricted only
by folio size (legal pad, folded in
half) and to the treatment of a
single concept, whether verbal or
visual. The pamphlets are not edited
in the traditional sense: Holl’s vision
for the works is an uninterrupted
forum outside the mainstream of
academic and commercial presses.

Hybrid Buildings is the third in a
subset of pamphlets that Holl says
concentrate on ‘“‘the essence of
American architecture, in an effort
to provoke thoughts toward the
spatial and programmatic renewal
of American cities.” The
Alphabetical City (#5, 1980),
already something of a cult classic,
explored the correlation between
building types and city grid
patterns. Rural and Urban House
Types in North America (#9, 1982)
offered a collection of peculiarly
American dwellings as an
alternative to the tract house.

Hybrid Buildings turns out to be
a revisionist treatise intent on
rescuing the history of 19th- and
20th-century mixed-use buildings
from obscurity. While the initial
decline of combination buildings in
part stems from the
pronouncements of CIAM
architects during the 1930s, the
building type began to be ignored
altogether in the post-World War II
political and economic environment.
By the 1970s, the phrase “mixed-
use” itself fell out of favor, damned
by association with structures
whose segregation of function was
felt to have contributed to inner-city
deterioration.

As a result of one of those
paradigm shifts Thomas Kuhn
describes in The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions—a change
in the intellectual and cultural
climate simultaneously stimulating
the same idea by different
thinkers—the term “hybrid
building” is now coming into
general use in a spirit of reform.
The phrase turns up without
attribution in current literature as a
preferred neologism for the
rehabilitated notion of mixed-use.
Appropriating words of art from
planning as a new way to talk about
architectural form, Hybrid
Architecture is the manifesto of a
new coinage of an old idea.

Fenton breaks down hybrid
buildings into three types: fabric,
graft, and monolith. The
categorizations do not follow any
specific chronology, reflecting the
author’s thesis that hybrid
buildings have persevered over time
and are not merely archaic
curiosities.
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Fabric hybrids generally conform
to their surroundings, and their
exteriors may make only modest
reference to their internal variety of
function. Graft hybrids clearly
express their variegated program
through the direct grafting of one
building type onto another.
Monolith hybrids differ from fabric
hybrids mostly in terms of scale, a
case where quantitative changes
become qualitative changes; these
monumental cities-within-a-city
refer more to themselves than to
the city around them.

Fenton uses the term thematic to
describe related functions, such as
teaching, nursing, and eating within
a hospital. Disparate functions
spring from the economic
advantages that accrue, for
example, when a church gains
income from the rental of office
space in the tower above
its sanctuary.

Hybrid buildings are not unique
to the Western Hemisphere, but
there are probably more of them in
North America than elsewhere, due
to the proliferation of skyscrapers,
the advent of structural framing,
and the opportunities offered by the
sheer size of high rises. Hybrids
flourished from their introduction in
the 1880s to the Depression of 1929.
Whether their formal organization
followed along social lines
(Jarmlowsky’s Bank on New York
City’s Lower East Side, which
combined tenement housing and
banking) or developed as a homage
to commerce (Chicago’s Daily News
Building, which incorporated
newspaper production and railroad
offices), they benefited from the
complex new technologies
represented by elevators,
telephones, and electrical wiring.

Hybrid Buildings is a tacit plea
for an American species of
architecture. Implicit in the text is a
response to Postmodernism that
argues for a native American
solution to the crisis in
contemporary architecture. Rather
than exchanging one European
tradition, the Bauhaus, for another,
be it the Gothic, the Classical, or the
Chippendale, the technique of
hybrid building presents a case for
an architecture grounded in
American custom. In its
photographs, drawings, and
exploded sections, the pamphlet
amply documents a building
methodology based on American
historical precedent.

Hybridism implies vigor and
genealogy. Hybrid Buildings
illustrates a way of solving
economic and design problems so
that remedies are embedded in
function and history, rather than in
style and theory alone.

Paulina Borsook is a writer based in
New York City.
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