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Elizabeth Padjen The blurring of boundaries
and distinctions is one of the most significant
cultural trends today. Fusion, convergence,
merging, and morphing are all part of our intel-
lectual, social, and creative lives.

The design world is hardly immune. You
might argue that this is old news — designers at
the Bauhaus and later in firms like The
Architects Collaborative based their work on
multidisciplinary collaboration. But the results
were very different and the energy was focused
in a very different way. Why is that? Is it the
influence of technology and new media, or
something else?

All of you are in varying ways thinking about
these issues and finding your way in the world of
design in the spaces between traditional disci-
plines. You represent a vanguard that is creating
something brand new. Let’s start by talking a bit
about your work and your career paths.

Gregory Beck My interest is the ways narrative and media are
creating new kinds of places. In the past, architects designed
the building and someone else provided the content. I’m
interested in doing both.

Gregory Beck AIA is the principal of Architecture + Experience Design
in New York City. The founder of the Experience Architecture Forum at
the Harvard Design School, he is also co-director of Urban Narratives,
an environment and media research group at MIT. He is the former
director of architecture for Sony New Technologies.

Phillip Bernstein FAIA is vice president of the Building Solutions
Division at Autodesk in Manchester, New Hampshire, and is lecturer in
professional practice at Yale University School of Architecture. He was
previously an associate principal at Cesar Pelli & Associates. He is the
2005–2007 chair of the national AIA Documents Committee.

Jeffrey Inaba is a partner of HOLA in Los Angeles and New York City. A
member of the design faculty at SCI-Arc, he is the program coordinator
of the Project on the City at the Harvard Design School. He was previ-
ously a principal of AMO Inc., and is co-editor of The Harvard Design
School Guide to Shopping and The Great Leap Forward (Taschen). 

Mikyoung Kim is the principal of Mikyoung Kim Design in Brookline,
Massachusetts. A landscape architect and environmental artist, she is
an associate professor at RISD. Her work appears in a monograph,
Mikyoung Kim (Grayson).

Elizabeth Padjen FAIA is the editor of ArchitectureBoston.
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Working out of the box and between the
lines, a new design vanguard is taking its

place in the spaces between disciplines

without



“Secrets of the Luxor Pyramid” theater attraction, Las Vegas.
Attraction architect: Gregory Beck AIA. Film director: Douglas
Trumball. Hotel architect: Veldon Simpson.
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I have a traditional architecture background, but found
that I was frustrated with architecture as it was being tradi-
tionally practiced. I wanted my work to speak more directly
and clearly, and to be more relevant. I felt that Modern
architecture was failing us by being too abstract. So I went
back to graduate school at MIT and worked in the Media
Lab to try to figure out how the work going on there might
inform new kinds of places. At that point I realized that
narrative was starting to play a much larger role in place-
making. It offers an incredible new opportunity for commer-
cial and cultural places, places of entertainment, public and
civic places. I designed special venue theaters for filmmaker
Douglas Trumball, and then joined Sony to build its first
brand environments. Sony is a very interesting company.
We tend to think of it in terms of electronics and industrial
design. But it’s a company of many brands — short stories.
It really makes movies, publishes books. It’s heavily invested
in content, and it buys companies that do all these things.
And it asked my team to make a place that represented all 
of this, that was intended to be the embodiment of all those
brand values. That was when I realized that stories — from
the aspirations of commercial brands to the narrative of
cultural institutions — could inspire a new relationship 
with architecture.

Phillip Bernstein I was a practicing architect for about 20
years, spending most of my career at Cesar Pelli’s office in
New Haven, where I was the guy who was really interested in
the process stuff: how do we get things done? So I focused my
career in working on big, complicated projects. At the same

time, I’ve been teaching professional practice at Yale for 17
years. What I try to emphasize with my students is that there
are direct relationships between the instruments of design, the
act of design, and the process of design, which don’t
necessarily focus only on the making of the building.

Four years ago, I shifted over to lead the business unit
inside Autodesk that makes the technology that most archi-
tects use. It became clear to me during that trajectory that
technology was starting to take this increasingly larger role,
not just in getting the work done, but also in establishing the
relationship between the players.

In my group right now, instead of working on the next set
of features in the next version of the software, we’re trying to
untangle the problem of how architects are related to the
larger process of building. What does technology do to enable
that? And how do you make those pieces interconnect? 

“My clients are really open to the idea
of bringing in someone who is a
hybrid, who can’t be categorized. A
lot of people, from public artists to
architects and landscape architects,
are crossing these boundaries in a
natural, evolutionary way.”

— Mikyoung Kim
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Opposite: “Navigations,” strolling garden, Lucky Corporation, 
Seoul, Korea. Designer: Mikyoung Kim Design.

Left: “River of Light,” Federal Courthouse Annex entry courtyard,
Wheeling, West Virginia. Designer: Mikyoung Kim Design.

Mikyoung Kim I’m an environmental artist and a landscape
architect. I took a very circuitous route to get to this point in
my career. Until I was 22, I trained to be a concert pianist. But
all along I had been interested in sculpture, and for varying rea-
sons I shifted and that’s where most of my background is. I also
have a degree in landscape architecture. The blurring of disci-
plines is something I’ve been struggling with — the idea of
inhabiting the boundaries between the fine arts and design,
between academics and practice.

Jeffrey Inaba I’m a partner of a firm called HOLA, which is
“hello” in Spanish; it’s post-acronym — it doesn’t stand for
anything. HOLA is an ideas firm — we provide direction for
our clients, based on research and creative ideas. A typical
client would be a company that is rethinking its business
focus or its cultural focus or the way that it presents itself to
a particular audience. Besides providing strategic advice to
clients, we also create ways to convey that strategy to a con-
stituency. So it’s very much an office that’s production-
oriented in the sense that we will develop the interface
between our client and whoever the target audience may be.
The interface might take the form of traditional architecture
as in a retail space, but it might also be a book that describes
a company’s mission. It might be a planning document. It
might be a video. We don’t see ourselves as particularly
avant-garde, in the sense that we provide essentially what
architects have always provided. The initial idea of what a
company ought to be doing is very much like programming
a building, and the presentation of a client to its audience is
very much like designing a building.

Elizabeth Padjen How did you get from your architecture
degree to this point? 

Jeffrey Inaba I’m trained as an architect and have been teaching
for many years at Harvard and recently at SCI-Arc. I teach with
Rem Koolhaas at Harvard, where we have an ongoing research
group called the Project on the City, which looks at changes to
the contemporary city. So a lot of my training is based in
analysis. I was a partner of AMO, which is the think-tank
consultancy of Rem’s architectural firm, OMA. A lot of HOLA’s
approach to working with clients on creative projects has come
from these experiences.

Elizabeth Padjen Here you are, all working in these untradi-
tional ways within the field. Are you a solution in search of a
problem? How do you find clients? How do you convince 
people they need you? 

Jeffrey Inaba Within a company or an institution that’s a
potential client, there’s often a marketing/creative strategy side
and also a fiscal responsibility/accountability side. Frequently,
the person on the marketing side sees a value in having some-
body come in and help them think out a strategy for the future
well-being of the company. The hard part is convincing the
other side, the CFO, that it’s worth it. But you can demonstrate
that some preparatory thinking is always valuable for a com-
pany because it helps them save money in the long term in any
project, whether it’s defining the goals of a building project
before selecting an architect, or thinking about the positioning
of a company before hiring an ad agency to run a campaign.

Mikyoung Kim I think the climate is changing, too. I’ve only
been in practice for 11 years, but I’ve noticed in the last three
years that my clients, from governmental agencies like the
GSA to private institutions, are really open to the idea of
bringing in someone who is a hybrid, who can’t be categorized
so clearly. There are a lot of people, from public artists to
architects and landscape architects, who are crossing these
boundaries in a natural, evolutionary way. I do some work in
Asia, where even 10 years ago, things were much more fluid
than they are here. People didn’t say, “Are you the artist? Are
you the landscape architect? If you’re designing a façade, are
you the architect?” They just said, “If you can create the entire
environment, great.” I think the different way in which they
build projects there facilitated that. But at the same time in
the US, people said, “Well, which one are you? We need to
know.” I find people ask me that less now — they’re more
interested in somebody who’s willing to try to merge the disci-
plines. It has become a part of our culture.

You see this sort of blurring everywhere now. I grew up in
Connecticut, where I was one of the few minorities in my school.
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When I was in second grade, I brought a bento box to school,
which held a Korean version of sushi called kimbop. My teacher
and all the kids said, “Oh my God, you eat seaweed?” They
couldn’t believe it. It was a different world, and that was only 30
years ago. Now concepts related to blurring, merging, hybrids,
collaboration, and integration infuse even the food we eat.

The word “collaboration” actually has two very different
definitions. One is the one we are all using, which is working
jointly together; and the other is used in war: If you’re a
collaborator, you’re a traitor and you’ve betrayed your
country. I think true collaboration involves some of both.
Maybe what differentiates the way in which collaboration
was used 30 years ago from the way it’s used now is that
there is a kind of tension. I think that’s a good thing; it keeps
us on our toes.

Jeffrey Inaba I agree with Mikyoung that collaboration and
interdisciplinarity come out of the historical moment that
we’re in. A lot of the success of AMO as a practice was that it
emerged along with the new economy. We were really fortu-
nate to be able to work with clients who wanted to figure out
how to situate themselves during a period of incredibly
dynamic economic conditions. If you look at AMO clients
during that time, you’ll find that their mission statements
were all very similar: global domination in whatever industry
or market they were in.

Now that we’re in a “post-new-economy” period, the words
that describe what we do are changing. And HOLA in many
ways is a manifestation of that. It is targeted not to the tier of
companies that are interested in extending their global domi-
nation in a downward market, but to younger companies that
are thinking about ways in which they can remain relatively
lean but still have influence and relevance.

Elizabeth Padjen It seems to me that there is another factor,
which is the media-driven, graphics-driven shift in the popu-
lar culture.

Phillip Bernstein Nicholas Negroponte — the founder of the
MIT Media Lab — talks about the phases of technology adop-
tion. In the initial phase, you use the technology to replicate
the ways you’ve always done things — so for architects, it’s the
replacement of hand drafting. Then there’s the intermediate
step of integration, where the relationship gets changed. And
then ultimately the technology enables a way of approaching
the problem that’s fundamentally different.

Technology is an underlayment that creates a degree of

fluidity that didn’t exist before. And that fluidity combines
with some other external factors that have to do with wide-
spread dissatisfaction with the way current processes work.
The reason your clients today say, “We don’t care what your
role is” is that they are desperate for a good idea; they don’t
care about the source. In many ways, the disintegration of old
processes and old structures has to happen before things 
re-form into new, clear approaches.

Mikyoung Kim Technology is also an enabler for this kind of
collaborative dialogue. When you can send a drawing back
and forth so quickly between all the different parties, it
allows a dialogue through the drawing that didn’t happen
with hand drawings.

Phillip Bernstein And with certain kinds of technologies, you
don’t just send a drawing any more. You can send insight. It’s not
like a better fax machine — it’s something more. You can trans-
mit intent and relationships and other kinds of metadata that
create a whole different dynamic around the design process.
What we haven’t yet developed are clear business processes that
respond to what this means. For example, the owner says, “Why
don’t you just do this and send this thing over to this other guy?”
and the architect says, “Well, I didn’t get paid to make the data.
I’m not going to take the risk of sending the data over there.”

Jeffrey Inaba It strikes me that “metadata” and “data” seem
now to be the same thing, in the sense that meta-information,
like intention or insight, is as much a part of the scope of
architectural work as, say, dimensions on a drawing. We are
responsible for having both the intention and insight in hand,
as well as very specific descriptive bits of information.

Phillip Bernstein There’s still a useful distinction between “data”
and “metadata.” Data is the information that’s transacted as part
of traditional processes. You send me a drawing; I send you data
that indicates the boundary of your landscape work. But the
metadata is the stuff that, at least in traditional transactions,
rides on top — non-graphic stuff like area calculations, quanti-
ties, or key relationships between components. It’s now possible
to communicate both kinds of information. But unfortunately,
there are no well-understood protocols for how to do all this.

Gregory Beck We’re just beginning to think of architecture in
these terms. I still labor under the fantasy that my practice could
in some way imitate a small portion of what Charles Eames used
to do — he was a guy who could design a house one day and a
film the next. But no clients are ever going to call me to make a
film, as much as I’d like to. I’m working on a project now where
I’m not making the film but I’m hiring the filmmaker — so I’m
producing a project with a film in it. It’s a question of making
the work that I want to do. I’m less optimistic about clients per-
ceiving me as being as multidisciplinary as I feel.

Mikyoung Kim When our firm was starting out, we told 
people we’re artists. We didn’t want to confuse them with,

“In many ways, the disintegration of
old processes and old structures has
to happen before things re-form into
new, clear approaches. ”

— Phillip Bernstein FAIA
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“Look, we can do all these different things.” We did small
projects, projects that we could call art, or landscape archi-
tecture, or urban design. And then one client about four
years ago let us do a project that covered two disciplines at
once, and last year we found somebody who let us do all
three together. But it’s taken a long time. We had to kind 
of sneak in. In one project we came in as the artist and
designed a landscape for them around an art piece as a 
sort of freebie.

Gregory Beck I also find that if I can contribute to the content
of a place, then I’m becoming more of a collaborator in the
execution of a whole experience. For me, the goal is to offer
that larger sense of being a part of the client’s business and
not to step aside when it comes time to actually give a sense of
narrative to a place.

Mikyoung Kim What do you mean by “giving narrative” to 
a place? 

Gregory Beck Narrative for me is like storytelling. What we’ve
come to understand is that to really make a place, it has to
have a story. And so how that place tells its story is part and
parcel of how we recognize its importance. What makes a
place? What makes it special? Why do people go there? So our
work tries to bring back some of those stories.

Jeffrey Inaba Thirty years ago, architects were really fluent in the
language of place-making, but it seems like a lot of that ground

has been ceded by architects to other disciplines that use the
lingo of developers to describe what might make a place unique.

We need to be more effective in the development market-
place as well as the marketplace of ideas. Sometimes using the
terminology of design is really good for clients who see them-
selves as being informed or enlightened, but what architects
ought to be focusing on is making sure that they’re communi-
cating to a much more mainstream audience.

A good example is the World Trade Center competition.
The video that Imaginary Forces did for the United Architects
scheme [see www.imaginaryforces.com] was an incredibly
effective vehicle for creating an appreciation for architecture.
And the fact that the design team itself went to Imaginary
Forces, rather than relying upon their own capabilities to
model three-dimensionally and animate their project, is
important. The virtue wasn’t in the fact that it was an interdis-
ciplinary effort. What was more important was that there was
a very clear architectural goal and that the architects tried to
communicate that message to the widest audience in the most
effective way.

Gregory Beck Language is an issue. For example, we call the
sort of work I do “experience design” or “experience architec-
ture,” but it’s really an invented term. I find that a lot of web
designers are now using “experience design” as if it were their
own idea. So we’re arguing over the word “experience” and
whose right it is to create experiences.

Elizabeth Padjen And of course, once you create a name for
something, all of a sudden it’s a commodity and it gets trans-
formed in the marketplace. You’ve created a market for it
simply by finding a word that people accept and use.

Jeffrey Inaba That’s the thing. “Place-branding” seems to be
an activity that the profession has to reckon with, because this
is a term that has been adopted by developers, by ad agencies,
by people who are not in the architectural profession, to
describe and perform what is essentially an architectural
service. How did it happen that somehow architects weren’t
seen as the best people to do that?

“What we’ve come to understand is
that to really make a place, it has to
have a story. And so how that place
tells its story is part and parcel of
how we recognize its importance. ”

— Gregory Beck AIA

“Inside CNN” retail and studio tour theater, Time Warner Center, 
New York City. Architects: Gregory Beck AIA and Eric Regh AIA. 
Building architect: SOM.
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Gregory Beck That’s a good point. I don’t compete with
architects. I compete with a whole new breed of environ-
mental designers who are not concerned with the sanctity of
architecture. But the people who really are the best equipped
to create experiences — architects — aren’t even in this game.
They’ve been slow to come to the game, and it’s increasingly
marginalizing them.

Mikyoung Kim At the same time, creating these kinds of places
— places that have meaning — is a real challenge because our
audiences are so varied and are constantly shifting. We can’t
pinpoint them. What’s more, there’s very little that we as a
society in America agree upon. Our firm worked on a Jewish
community center and synagogue where the audience clearly
had a shared identity. Making a place for them was much
easier because they brought to the table rituals that we could
incorporate into our work.

The issue gets even more complicated when you’re dealing
with landscape. In landscape design, a place is not just a
product or a deliverable, but it’s really about time. You can
deliver it in June 2004, but when is it done? It evolves and
changes. And because of this, we’ve found that one of the
most important things we can do is to collaborate with the
client and the audience. It’s another example of the blurring of
the boundaries. The more we can engage them or incorporate
their daily rituals into the work that we do, then paradoxically,
the more control we have over the project. If you don’t engage
in this sort of collaboration, you will come back to your pro-
ject 10 years later and find it’s completely transformed by very
small changes that accumulate over time.

Elizabeth Padjen It’s a very good point — we’re beginning to
adopt a much broader, more fluid sense of time. And that brings
up Phil’s earlier observation that we haven’t yet developed busi-
ness practices that reflect these changes. One example might be
the traditional project phases in construction administration.
Each was well defined and you knew when the project was done.
The reality, as Mikyoung says, is that the project always lives on.
Once you start to think more broadly about what the timing of
a project truly is, extending from the very early pre-planning
stages that Jeff has talked about to long-term ownership that
might extend through several generations of owners, you
develop a very different sense of the entire process.

Phillip Bernstein What worries me, now that I spend my days
looking at how the profession thinks about itself and how that’s
mediated by tools, is that we’re so slow to react. And the broad
middle of the profession is very reactive. I worry that things are
going to evolve in a way that makes us more marginalized than
we are now. A large majority of practitioners are not even aware
of a lot of the great ideas that we’re talking about around this
table. And there are lots of other people out there who are very
interested in all these issues.

I’ll give you a really mundane example. One of the least

technologically enabled parts of the entire process is construc-
tion. It could be hugely well-served by technological infra-
structure that architects could deliver, but there are millions of
reasons why people don’t want to do it: “I don’t get paid for
that, it doesn’t help me, the insurance company won’t let me, I
can’t find any AIA document that helps me do this.” The list is
as long as my arm. But meanwhile, there are other kinds of
enlightened players out there saying, “Oh, gosh, I’ll do this.” It
reminds me of the ’80s when architects said, “I don’t want to
do this, it’s too risky, I don’t get paid for it,” so a whole series
of other players stepped up to take these responsibilities.

Mikyoung Kim Are you saying that, if we can overcome all of
the legal issues, technology could actually facilitate greater
dialogue, or engagement, during the construction phase?

Phillip Bernstein At every level of the design process. If you
can destroy the traditional direction of osmosis, which is that
information is only supposed to go in one direction, then you
can get to some much more interesting ways of doing things.
And, frankly, much more efficient ways of doing things.

Right: Branding strategy, Nissan Infinity cars. Consultant: HOLA.
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Mikyoung Kim The projects that we have the most direct
control over — when the structure of the process allows a back-
and-forth dialogue — tend to be smaller projects. And in those
projects, we always feel that we’re actually becoming more
traditional, more like craftsmen, because of the nature of the
participation. But you’re saying that using technology more
effectively would allow us to do the same thing more efficiently.

Phillip Bernstein I think so. More information flowing in more
directions creates blurrier boundaries, which ultimately makes
for a better result. But it’s not a free-for-all. One of the issues the
architectural profession is going to have to confront is, who sits
in the middle of this process? Let’s say everybody wants to col-
laborate. At some point, someone has to manage the process.
Who is in the middle of that process? My students are constantly
making analogies to the old “master builder” paradigm, which I
think is long gone. We’re never going back; the world’s just too
complicated. But the replacement of the master builder is going
to have to be somebody who orchestrates the process and all the
information that technology creates. And who’s going to do that?
If it’s not architects, I think there’s a serious problem.

Elizabeth Padjen I think the metaphor that has emerged is
exactly that: the orchestrator, the conductor — the person
with the vision who brings together all these various artists
and collaborators. Even though I think most architects have

probably bought into that model, I sense that it’s flawed, too.
In many respects, it’s as romantic a model as the master
builder. The kinds of relationships between the participants
that we’ve been talking about are much squishier.

Mikyoung Kim In an orchestra, there is a maestro who tells
everybody what to do. We’ve been talking about relationships
that are more like a quartet or an ensemble than an orchestra.
To continue the music metaphor — more of a polyphonic
dialogue. One person speaks and someone else responds.

Gregory Beck Maybe we need to view the designer as a transla-
tor, not as an author. It’s a question of communication. My
clients are teaching me a new set of values — experience-design
values. Most of the environments I’ve been working on aren’t
intended to last more than two or three years, if that, and so
skills related to creating the classic object in the landscape are
not needed at all. The work doesn’t have to be classic and time-
less to be valuable. It’s of the now. That’s good.

Elizabeth Padjen Sometimes these skills aren’t actually learned
in school but are things we absorb through the culture that
affect the ways we both perceive and create things. Like graphic
novels, for example. And video games. The new edition of
Doom 3 is apparently extraordinary. If the market for video
games is adolescents and young adults, Doom is creating a
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generation that’s going to have a certain kind of technical and
graphic expectation. How does that translate into what we do
and how we communicate? When your client is someone
who’s used to a media environment as sophisticated as Doom,
and you present plans, sections, elevations, or the anemic little
walk-through animations that some architects are using, you
have a real disconnect. And a loss of credibility.

Phillip Bernstein Boeing and McDonnell-Douglas redesigned
the dashboards of fighter jets using heads-up displays and all
kinds of other game-based features, because the generation of
people who are flying them grew up with video games. They
have different hand-eye visual sensibilities.

Doom is a great visualization engine. A couple of years ago we
actually built a model of the Villa Savoy in the Doom engine —
but we couldn’t figure out how to turn off the gun. The genera-
tion of clients who are training in front of Doom today will
expect full-motion, 3D, holographic, interactive presentations.

They’re going to want to be able to walk around and open a
window digitally, and you’re not going to be able to do that with
a traditional set of orthographically projected documents.

Jeffrey Inaba I spoke earlier about Imaginary Forces’ video
presentation of the United Architects WTC scheme. It was
able to generate appreciation for the building on an emotional
level. But the amazing thing to me was my sense that you
could probably place any of the WTC schemes into that video
and it would be just as powerful and effective. As a visualiza-
tion tool, the video was a better presentation of the role a
building could have in an urban environment than the build-
ing design itself. Things like gaming are really key in the sense
that they’re already a part of the visual language. But these
techniques don’t themselves blur disciplinary boundaries,
because they’re used with the ambition of creating a greater
appreciation for architecture’s influence.

Phillip Bernstein Practicing architecture is itself a broad
design problem. We can no longer define design as either an
aesthetic act or a narrowly scripted set of design opportunities
and claim that everything else is not design. Our design skills
apply to all of this stuff. If you decide that design occupies
only one little narrow band, and everything else is the “not
fun” part, not only are your buildings going to be bad, but
you’re going to be miserable. And broke. ■

“Architects need to be more effective
in the development marketplace as
well as the marketplace of ideas.”

— Jeffrey Inaba


