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Time to think inside the box

Steven Ehrlich’s building for
ASLVs journalism school 1s a
glass-and-concrete cube
that is appropriate for our
technological times.

CHRISTOPFHER HAWTHORNE
ARCHITECTURE CRITIC
REPORTING FROM FHOENLE

Let’s e honest. Nobody running &
mfsEive media company these days —
or working for one, or fleeing from one,
or bravely enough trying to land a job
at one = knows quite what the fubure
holds for the jumalism business,
Televislon news, partieularly on the
24T cable channels, has lately man-
aged the desperate and parndoxiend
trick of turndng crisks coverage into (LS
only reliable staple, the anchors cling-
ing by their manicured fingernalls to
are sky-is-falling Big Story until the
next one moves into view. Out of ne-
cesslly, meanwhile, most American
newspapers ane becoming on-the-fly,
do-more-with-lest eombinations of
print, pixels, video and sound. work-
ing hard to chase a young generation
of mewmbers  who, Inconvenbently
enough, don't Feally spend any time
rending.

That uncertainty causes plenty of
nnxiety for those of us riding the me-
dia-world roller coaster every day, but
for Loz Angeles architect Steven Enr-
lich, theywve provided highly useful
fodder for the most significant project
off hilg varied carmssr, IFhis Walter Cron-
kite School of Journallsm and Mass
Commuabzation for Arsona Stabe
University, which anchors the school's
new campus in doamtown Phoenbe
dioesnt rise to the bevel of great amchi-
tecture, it s a near-perfect plece of ar-
chitéctural symbalism: a happily oolb-
bled-together, chewlng-gum-and -ball-
Ing-wire building that managges o
milne some bright optimism — and
mraments al real himman connection —
from the depths of an industrys iden-
tity crisis.

Walter Cronkite himseif, who is 92
and has Deen associated with the
school for two decndes, was known for
A No-nonsense catch-phrase that now
huxs the ereaky familiarity of cliché but
was originally, in 15 way, as impres-
sively, confidently pared down as a
Bauhaus facade: “And that's the way it
15." Ehrlich's design, developed with
an associnte In the firm, Mathew Cha-
ney, Nows from the cormdction that
such certainty has drafned out of the
news business and that the only hon-
st way Lo approach journalism is to
ditch the confidently omnisclent pose
of the Cronklte gemeration and try to
tell your nudience as snappily and
memorably as possibde how things
ook from pour Hitle comer of the
workd, In the best-case scenario for
the mews business, snough of Loas
comer-of-the-world moments, pro-
dusced by encugh smart reporiers and
arranged artfully by enough perssver-
ing editors, can add up to & product
Lthiat Better pallects the cilture e ac-
tunlly Inhabit than a half-hour net-
work newscast ever could

The SH-million, 25000-square-
foot Cronkite School 18 an ungainly,
sbe-story stock of classrooms, broad-
cast studios and offices. It was pro-
dused in a remarkably short peciod of
time: Ehrllch sat dowmn to begin the de-
sign in fall 3006, construction staried
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INNER WORKINGS: Steven Ehrlich's glass-and-conorete bax on ASL's downtown Phoenix campus, above,
greatly contrasts with Eero Baarinen'’s CBS headquarters in New York, above right.

in February 2007, and the stwdents
and staff were moving in before Labor
Dy of this year. (An offieial fbbon.
cutting was held in Movemnber.y Rely-
ing on the increasingly prominent “de-
signe-bulld® construction method, in
which the contractor lesds the overall
construction team — and ground-
breaking aften gecurs while the archi.
tects are still Nguring out the last de-
tafls of their design — the Cronkite
Center aprouted, oddly enough, Hke a
miushrodm in the desert, taking about
2 months from start to findsh. (Many
bathroom renovatbons take that
lang.)

A fit for downtown

For Ehrlkch, whose portfollo in-
cludes a number of Westslde houses
s well as a fortheoming arts bullding
for UC Irvine, the design-bulld proe-
¢85 seems bo have boen energizing: his
firm k5 using the same method on its
design for a second building for Arzo-
ma State, this one a 2H0-million Sc-
ence and lechnodogy center on the

midn campus In Tempe,

The Cronkite SEchool (2 6 huge bo
af a building wmpped n glass and
concrete block and topped by sheets
of cormigated metal In ASITS oodors,
rouiurcom and godd, It has o shifting per-
sonallty, looking from somse angles Hice
@ stable additkon Lo the Phoenlx sky-
linz and from others Hike the skittish
cifspring of a satellite dish and a ship-
ping contalner. The architects have
taken & chunk out of one cHmer Lo

make room for the maln entrance,

which sits behind 8 skinmy concrete
column and beneath an eectronic
news ticker, Bhops line one side of the
bulbding at ground bevel,

The interior s domdnated bya dou-
bile-helght gathering space called the
First Armendment Forum, which com-
bines tables, chalrs and an endless
supply of plasma-screen TVE Déneath
an angled, vent-wood celing. Elrlleh
has called it a living room for the
budlding, and as & design gesture it
clings hopefully to the idea that the
medin can still provide & virtual public

square for American iife. But It more
elearly works as a place for setual hu-
man interaction: for students to meet
in impromptu groups or to bump keto
their Instroctors or one  another,
underlining the notkon that broadceast
and print students are st working
toarurd caredrs in the sume business.
In addition to its emphasis on
speed and economy, the Cronkite
School has a significant urban role td
play. Tt Is the first ground-up building
on AST s downtown compas, which is
ernerging a8 a vital satellite to the

Tempe cimpus. The schol opens on

aniz side to & pedestrian wallway
called Taylar Mall (which has been
smartly filled with a wvarety of
drought-friendly planis by Ten Eyck
Landscape Architects) and slis across
Central Avenue from the citys mew
£30-milllon, Ei-acre Dowmioan Civie
Epace Park, which will open next year.
Running doan the middbe of Central
Avenue — becoming. In & way, part of
thee Cronkite Schoals architestune,
and certalnly part of its opilml=m
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wbout the intersection of journalism
and citles — & 8 new light-rafl track
that will carry students (o and from
Temp In about 25 mirbes.

Like a blog post

As n HEaear-old Gawker come-
spondent would ssy: Wall, what?
Phoenix = car-friendly, sprawling
Phoenix, the only clty that makes LS
Angeles look dénse and transit-friend-
Iy — has a light-rail systern about Lo
open through the middle of its down-
town? ASU's carnpus in Tempe |s
palsed to be better connected to Phoe-
fl than, say, UCLA i to the rest of
Los Angeles? Yes. to the chagrin of
Bouthern Californians, it does and it
i5. The light-mail system will make ks
debul this month, with o stop aboul a
hall-oleck mom the entrance to the
Cronkite Sehodl,

In an earller era, buildings for me-
dia companies and journalism schools
did thelr best to tap into the tmposing
poaerof Olympinn symibodism, adding
oversized oolonnades Lo thelr front Ta-
s or — A% in the case of the CHS
hesdquarters in New York, & sheek and
intimidating piece of skyseraper
architecture by Eero Saarinen known
a3 Black ook — alming for a4 scale
and mben that might intimidate po-
tential employess and subjects of
news covernge alike, The Cronkite
School Is one of those Olymplan bulld-
ings after 12 has collapsed into & heap
but somehow managed o keep the
lights on, the cameéras mlling and the
servers humming. It k= the hrighthy
colored rubble out of which a pew
model of mualt-tasking jouwmalism i
struggling to emerge: diminished n
signifcant ways, certainly, but nim.
bher and savevier than in the days of fat
dally rewspapers and faiter profit
frrging

There are drawhacks Lo the quick-
draw approach, of course. Pieces of
architecture, like pleces of writing.
bemeft from time for refection and
development, for revisions and second
thoughts, for clreling back, reassess-
Ing, and trying agnin. Though the
comparison seems almosi LoD easy,
th Cronkite Sehoaol (5 the anchitectur-
al equivalent of a blog post: Quick out
of the blocks and full of the energy
that comes with youth and spesd bt
ultirately concerned primarly with
surfieee ¢Mects, I 15 a brisk, foranand-
looking monLment to msabing do.
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