Samuel Mockbee
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Architect Samuel Mockbee was convinced that "everyone, rich or poor, deserves a shelter for the soul" and that architects should lead in procuring social and environmental change. But he believed they had lost their moral compass. The profession needed reform, he believed, and education was the place to start. "If architecture is going to nudge, cajole, and inspire a community to challenge the status quo into making responsible changes, it will take the subversive leadership of academics and practitioners who keep reminding students of the profession’s responsibilities," he said. He wanted to get students away from the academic classroom into what he called the classroom of the community. 
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Mockbee’s ideas and his aesthetic evolved while he was in private practice, first in a partnership he formed with Thomas Goodman in 1977, then with Coleman Coker in 1983. He described his architecture as contemporary Modernism grounded in Southern culture and drew inspiration from such vernacular sources as overhanging galvanized roofs, rusting metal trailers, dogtrot forms, and porches. "I’m drawn to anything that has a quirkiness to it, a mystery to it," Mockbee said. His designs tended toward asymmetry and idiosyncrasy, as seen, for example, in his Madison County, Mississippi, Barton House (a 1992 Record Houses Award winner) and his Oxford, Mississippi, Cook House (a 1995 AIA National Honor Award winner). 
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By the early 1980s, convinced that addressing problems and trying to correct them is "the role an artist or architect should play," Mockbee sought opportunities to follow Leon Battista Alberti’s injunction that the architect must "choose between fortune and virtue." In 1982, he helped a Catholic nun move and renovate condemned houses in Madison County, Mississippi, and then built his first "charity house" there for $7,000, using donated and salvaged materials and volunteer labor—a model for the Rural Studio. In 1987, his firm won a 1982 P/A Award for three prototype dogtrot-type charity houses but was unable to get a construction grant to build them. Hoping to convey to possible patrons the reality of poor people ("like you and me, only poor"), Mockbee painted strong portraits in oil of some of his indigent clients. The final piece for the Rural Studio fell into place in 1990 when Mockbee visited Clemson University’s architecture program in Genoa, Italy. 
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In 1992, Mockbee, together with Auburn architecture professor D.K. Ruth, founded the Rural Studio, which Mockbee directed until his death in late 2001. But instead of planting Auburn’s study-abroad program in a foreign country, they rooted it in the hollows and flat fields of Alabama’s second-poorest county, Hale. Mockbee was drawn there partly because of the poverty: The residents obviously needed help, and coming to Hale would force students to test their abstract notions about poverty by "crossing over into that other world, smelling it, feeling it, experiencing it," he said. He was also attracted by the isolation, which, combined with Mockbee’s prohibition of television, would concentrate students’ minds on their building projects. Students would also be exposed to the region’s architectural history, read its literary giants, and absorb Mockbee’s lectures on responsibility, fairness, and decency.
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Each semester, the Rural Studio brought about 15 second-year students to Hale County to help design and build a house. Fifth-year students stayed for a year, working on a community building, their thesis project. Two years before Mockbee’s death, the studio launched an outreach program, accepting a handful of students from other universities and other disciplines to undertake a variety of design and social-work assignments. 
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Mockbee’s Rural Studio represented a vision of architecture that embraced not only practical architectural education and social welfare but also the use of salvaged, recycled, and curious materials and an aesthetics of place. "I want to be over the edge, environmentally, aesthetically, and technically," Mockbee said. His students used hay bales to build walls for the studio’s first house, worn-out tires for the walls of a chapel, salvaged Chevy Caprice windshields for the roof of a community center, and waste corrugated cardboard for a one-room dwelling. Transmuting ordinary materials into extraordinary objects, the studio’s buildings were obvious relatives of those Mockbee designed for his private clients. For his work at the Rural Studio, Sambo Mockbee was awarded the National Building Museum’s first Apgar Award for Excellence in 1998, and in 2000, he won a MacArthur "genius" grant. 

The influence of the Rural Studio is hard to quantify. Daniel Friedman, FAIA, dean of the University of Illinois, Chicago’s architecture program, says it has changed architectural education. Bill Carpenter, author of Learning by Building: Design and Construction in Architectural Education, observes that in 1992 there were eight or 10 university-based design-build programs, while today there are 30 or 40. 

After a founder’s death, ventures like the Rural Studio rarely flourish. Much of [image: image7.jpg]


Taliesin’s vitality and creativity, for instance, died with Wright. I am pleased to report, however, that Mockbee’s baby thrives, a tribute to his ideas. The studio isn’t quite the same and isn’t without criticism, including from within. "I suspect Sambo would just think it was different and regret being dead and not being there," David Buege, a professor of architecture at Mississippi State University and a friend of Mockbee’s, told me. Mockbee understood change and welcomed it. He created the studio as a moving target. 

There was almost no transition period, Buege recalls, and there was never a doubt about who should succeed Mockbee. At the time of Mockbee’s death, 34-year-old Andrew Freear, a native of Yorkshire, England, and a product of London’s Architectural Association, taught the fifth-year program. "Sambo and I were good together," Freear says. "I was a sort of utilitarian socialist and he was the artist who said make it pretty." 
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Shortly after Mockbee’s death, Auburn committed $400,000 a year to the studio, endowing it with stability for the first time, and in 2002, Freear was appointed codirector of the studio, with Bruce Lindsey, head of Auburn’s School of Architecture. Freear, however, continues a laser concentration on fifth-year projects, and during his watch the studio’s focus has shifted more emphatically from the rural house to community-oriented buildings. 

At the same time, the Rural Studio’s community buildings have grown larger, more complex, more socially significant, and more numerous. During the early years, students built one house and, at most, two modest community buildings a year. In the two years following Mockbee’s death, the studio completed 17 projects. 
The year Mockbee died, the studio was working on a house plus five community projects: the Antioch Baptist Church in the countryside about 25 miles northeast of [image: image9.jpg]


Newbern, the studio’s base; a senior center in Akron, 25 miles west of Newbern; a storefront in downtown Greensboro, the county seat; and in Perry County, Hale’s neighbor to the west, the studio completed a pavilion in the newly reopened Perry Lakes Park. In addition, a group of outreach students reinterpreted and built one of Mockbee’s last designs, called Lucy’s House for its owner. 

Freear has also honed the programming of buildings and has encouraged communities to find their own funding, believing that if they provide payment they are more likely to take ownership. Fifth-year students once chose their own projects, but now community leaders come to the studio seeking design and construction help. As a result, students have become more engaged with town and county leaders.

[image: image10.jpg]


Mockbee’s expressive yet relaxed approach also lives on in the houses designed and built by the second-year program, which has changed much less than the fifth-year program. The first house completed since Mockbee’s death, Tracy Shiles’s house of 2002, suffers from an overabundance of ideas, forms, materials, and finishes, but the second, completed in 2003, for Jimmy Lee Matthews, aka Music Man, returned the studio to its roots. As with the studio’s first house for Shepard and Alberta Bryant, middle-class white students and an impoverished black client worked closely together. They bonded, and the students crossed a threshold to enter a previously feared and unfamiliar world. The students found many of the materials—timber, chicken wire, colored bottles—for the tall, narrow, house with the big tin roof on Music Man’s property. Boochie Patrick’s 1,000-square-foot, modular house of 2004 was conceived as a possible replacement for the region’s omnipresent housing form, the trailer. It has a steel frame with bays that can be enclosed with any material at hand, and, as at the Patrick’s, can be tailored to a family’s needs and the site. 

The Rural Studio’s accomplishments pose questions: How can the studio balance its more ambitious, big-time buildings against a wish to remain intimate and retain its rural soul? How can it maintain Sambo Mockbee’s childlike sense of fun and adventure while laboring on more adult, multiyear, high-pressure projects?

Jay Sanders, the second-year instructor from 2002–2004, observes that "Sambo never had a master plan for this place. Maybe his legacy is that it will live on without him, without me, without Andrew, without the students that knew him. If it continues to move forward, in 10 years it may not feel anything like it does today." 
For now, Freear and his gang proceed boldly. Sambo would love it. 

