








COURTESY SCOTTISH PARLIAMENTARY CORPORATE BODY

Joy. Exuberance. A ferocious com-
mitment to vibrant social engagement.
A deep appreciation for the profundity
of historical experience. A profound
sense of our multisensory engagement
with the world. These are the qualities
that make the Diagonal Mar both a key
to Miralles’s and Tagliabue’s aesthetic
and one of the greatest public spaces of
our time. The Diagonal Mar is a multi-
leveled, poly-dimensional extravaganza
of constructed hills and eddies, gradu-
ated layers of reflecting pools, fountains,
sculptures, grasses, terraced and pebble-
covered paths of many textures and hues.
Huge spider-like metallic sculptures, ir-
regularly placed, articulate the principal
pedestrian walkways. Sometimes these
sculptures fork in two, opening into

one or two dramatic interior moments.
Instead it courses through a project’s de-
sign, site plan, massing, and spatial vol-
umes. Curved volumes shape unique
and, at moments, uniquely beautiful mo-
ments in the history of architecture. The
boat-shaped towers housing the council
chambers mold spaces that are exquisitely
proportioned to the human body. Their
transparent clerestory windows and oc-
casional skylights wash the interiors with
direct and indirect natural light, simul-
taneously eliminating glare, editing out
views onto the four-lane Queen’s Road,
and offering carefully selected glimpses
onto Salisbury Crags.

The Scottish Parliament’s interior has
four principal parts. The main entrance
contains a public exhibition space and a

The Garden Lobby at the Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh

ladders for little climbing feet. Some-
times, at ground level, they appear just
to wander this way and that, landing in
a reflecting pool or a grassy depression.
Some serve double (or triple or quadru-
ple) duty, creating ground-level foun-
tains through which children chase one
another in glee. Workers on their lunch
hour relax on the park’s large man-made
grass-covered mound, reading El Mundo.
Anthropomorphic columns topped with
bulbous “heads” and covered with inlaid
broken ceramic tiles lumber through the
site in earth-toned colors, textures, and
patterns that wittily update Catalan ver-
nacular traditions, adding another layer
of complexity to the composition.

Both these projects revel in complex-
ity, but the Scottish Parliament in partic-
ular demonstrates that this complexity
is not confined to a building’s skin, or to

tucked-away cafeteria and gift shop. Be-
tween the office block to the north and

the assembly chamber to the south are the

SMP communal spaces (which, owing to

security considerations, are typically not

open to the general public). These are

constituted by a single-story, amply pro-
portioned, complicated, and apparently
disaggregated series of gathering spaces

covered by twelve large leaf-shaped sky-
lights interspersed with patio-like interior

gardens. The atmosphere within pulsates;

it is simultaneously gracious and informal.
These areas, beautiful in themselves, spa-
tially prod the members of parliament

into informal encounters with one an-
other. On any given day when parliament

is in session, one sees dozens of people sit-
ting here: on benches, on the monumental

staircase leading to the assembly chamber,
and in the café, talking in small groups.

Like leaves upon a branch, these sky-
lights converge into the monumental
staircase that leads to the splendid as-
sembly chamber, which turns up the
volume on this skillful balancing of infor-
mality and monumentality. The assembly
chamber’s enormous free-span amphi-
theater, suspended one level above the
ground plane, is supported by irregularly
disposed, canted, rectilinear supports:
concrete posts that convey the impres-
sion, as you walk up the staircase leading
inside, that they have impulsively decided
to accompany you. Inside, daylight floods,
but few views outside distract. The win-
dows facing outdoors are screened with
the same irregularly disposed wooden
rods that cover many of the building’s in-
ternal and external fagades, and in the
glass-paneled wall onto which the parlia-
mentarians face, views of passersby are
shielded by whisper-thin sheets of syca-
more pressed between twinned panes of
glass. The result is a golden light remi-
niscent of Buddhist temples, where the
little squares of gold leaf pressed by wor-
shipers onto massive statues of the Bodhi-
sattva reflect daylight, candle light, any
light into an ethereal glow.

HE concrete-and-wood assembly
| chamber, also leaf-shaped in plan,
is a huge free-span room unlike any
other monumental interior in modern ar-
chitecture that I know. Its seeming disar-
rangement of changing levels, combined
with a muscular dropped wooden ceiling
similar to an inverted boat hull, breaks
down the room’s large scale and evokes
the timber-roofed ceilings in the grand
meeting halls of Scottish castles. Com-
plexity results not in dissonance but in
harmony. As elsewhere, Miralles (again
unlike Gehry) uses geometric irregular-
ity not for its own sake but to make a bet-
ter room. The arc-shaped seating area for
the parliamentarians has a spatial coher-
ence and grandeur; the second-level gal-
leries housing onlookers, tucked into the
pointed ends of the “leaf]” create a sense
of intimacy. This parliamentary chamber
is both ennobling and comfortable. Mod-
ern and with a sense of history, it could
not have been built without up-to-the-
minute technologies. Its peel-the-scales-
off-your-eyes newness at the same time
summons multiple layers of associations.
How many designers could accomplish
such a feat?

By far Miralles’s largest project, the
Scottish Parliament is not without flaws.
The fagades’ layering and appliqués only
rarely coalesce into the complex, three-
dimensional patterns that EMBT surely
sought, and that Miralles and Pifos
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successfully constructed in the Igualada
Cemetery. Sustainable? Not as green as
it could be, probably, though the build-
ing does use green roofs, natural venti-
lation, and other now-familiar tropes of
environmentally sensitive architecture.
Expensive? Certainly. More expensive
than necessary? Probably. The Pantheon
wasn't cheap, either.

To live in the twenty-first-century is
to live in a historically unprecedented
degree of complexity—to be bombarded
by images, data, demands, and experi-
ences, some virtual, some real, most
ephemeral, many unsettling. Serenity is

out. Classical balance and calm are out.
(A backlash, though, is on its way in.)
Miralles and his partners, like Gehry,
and like the digitally besotted forty-
something generation of architects, revel
in complexity. But then Miralles and his
partners do a truly revolutionary thing:
they slow complexity down. This archi-
tecture shows how you can live in this
world without being consumed by it. It
is artful; it is sculptural; it is wavy. But
it is very much more. It offers places of
experience that transform our social in-
teractions and our awareness of being
in the world. ¢
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I.

EW HISTORIANS write per-

sonal journals that deserve pub-

lication, which is not surprising.

How much interest can there

be in the academic controver-
sies and petty jealousies that dominate
the lives of working historians, much
less in the archives, the private libraries,
and the lecture halls where they spend
so much of their time? Novelists, poets,
and literary critics—Alfred Kazin is a
recent example—have the gifts, and the
sensibilities, required to dramatize their
inner lives and the world around them in
journals and diaries. But historians, who
crave the journals of others, usually lack
the inner and outer experience to write
appealing journals of their own.

Of course there are exceptions. Until
now, the best-known journals written
by an American historian were Francis
Parkman’s, written between 1841 and
1892, and published in 1947. The finest
of them—the record of a hunting trip that
Parkman took to the West in 1846, when
he was only twenty-two and had just
graduated from Harvard—became the
basis for his most famous work, The Ore-
gon Trail. As might be expected from his
more formal writing, Parkman’s Oregon
Trail journal mainly described Indians,
fellow sojourners, and natural wonders.
But not all of the time: early in his trip
westward, while he was in St. Louis, Park-
man happened upon a crowd that had

clogged the sidewalk and surrounded
none other than Henry Clay, the some-
time senator and perennial presidential
candidate, who was in town on business.
A permanent campaigner, Clay engaged
his admirers in good-humored conversa-
tion, and at one point asked an old man
for a pinch of snuff. “The mob was grat-
ified,” Parkman recounted, “and the old
man, striking his cane on the bricks, de-
clared emphatically that Clay was the
greatest man in the nation, and that it
was a burning shame he was not in the
presidential chair” The young historian
was not amused: “So much for the arts
by which politicians—even the best of
them—thrive,” he acerbically noted.

Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. had Harvard
and history-writing in common with
Francis Parkman, but little else. When he
wasn't visiting Europe or headed off into
the wilds, Parkman composed his mon-
umental volumes on early North Amer-
ica locked away mentally and physically,
afflicted by a variety of psychological
and neurological maladies. Schlesinger,
a sunny-tempered bon vivant, found
the time to complete a body of scholarly
work comparable to Parkman’s—as well
as to write some six thousand manuscript
pages of journal entries covering nearly
half a century, of which less than one-fifth
appears in this edited volume—while also
teaching, lecturing, reviewing books and
movies, drafting political speeches, advis-
ing candidates and presidents, and pur-
suing a social life so frenetic that it might
seem wearisome if Schlesinger didn’t
make it sound so delightful.

Although both Parkman and Schle-
singer were blessed with acute powers of
analysis and description, Schlesinger led
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a life unlike that of any other American
historian of his time or any other (apart,
perhaps, from his distant putative fore-
bear, the patrician historian and Jackso-
nian politico George Bancroft). Brilliant,
curious, and dauntingly energetic, Schle-
singer tried to reach the pinnacle of the
nation’s political and intellectual endeav-
ors, and he succeeded. But he also paid
a price for his influence and celebrity, as
these engrossing and vivacious journals
demonstrate from time to time. Serious-
ness turns out to be a very demanding
calling, and vivacity can get in the way.

Schlesinger loved American politics
and American politicians, in the pres-
ent as well as the past, about as much as
Parkman loathed them. Although he ad-
mired Andrew Jackson much more than
he did Henry Clay, Schlesinger would
have relished the scene in St. Louis that
Parkman described with haughty dis-
dain—I can imagine him laughing heart-
ily and maybe angling for a bit of the old
man’s snuff himself. His journals happily
offer up many latter-day political scenes
like it. As skillfully—but, of necessity,
very selectively—edited by Schlesinger’s
sons Stephen and Andrew, the journals
provide, to the exclusion of much else in
Schlesinger’s life, a fascinating account of
his experiences as a participant-observer
in American politics before, during, and
after the thousand-day presidency of
John F. Kennedy. Given the high-minded
and sometimes cynical scorn for party
politics that prevails among today’s in-
tellectuals, Schlesinger’s enthusiasm is as
timely as it is refreshing.

4 | THE JOURNALS BEGIN on March
29, 1952, with a sketch of the Dem-
ocratic Party’s annual Jefferson-

Jackson Day dinner in Washington—a
hoary ritual in which officeholders, hacks,
and hangers-on gather in armories and
banquet halls around the country to cel-
ebrate their party’s heritage. Schlesinger,
then a thirty-four-year-old Harvard pro-
fessor and party activist, was right at
home at the biggest Jefferson-Jackson
dinner of all, and he coolly assessed the
remarks delivered from the podium. He
recorded that President Truman was giv-
ing “a good, fighting campaign speech, I
thought; nothing new;” when, out of the
blue, Truman announced that he would
not seek re-nomination. The festivities
instantly became electric. Here was a
bit of history at which the historian was
serendipitously present.

Schlesinger played a more substan-
tial and active role in other political epi-
sodes over the next forty years, but again
and again he expressed his elation at just



