Architecture as Drama
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For many years I taught a course called Humanities
Through the Arts, which was an interdisciplinary fine
arts course in the general education curriculum. We
taught modules on music, painting, sculpture, drama,
poetry, film, and architecture, but we always strove to
focus our students’ attention on the aspects of artistic
form that unite creativity across all of the arts. My ap‐
proach to architecture always started by getting stu‐
dents to think about how it utilizes visual elements like
painting, employing line, color, texture, shape, and
value. It also acts as a spatial art like sculpture with one
difference. Most sculpture occupies space; architec‐
ture not only occupies space but also defines and cre‐
ates space. Finally, I would present the idea that archi‐
tecture is a temporal art like music and drama. It is art
of time, because buildings create spaces that we expe‐
rience; the buildings unfold before us as we are trans‐
ported through the space.

ing that does not have a function. No architect builds
without a client funding the enterprise. Because their
work connects so closely to our lives, architects create
an expressive form that conveys meaning about the
people that experience the building.
So why do I photograph architecture? A building’s dra‐
matic form narrates a story, and I look to reveal this nar‐
rative in the buildings I photograph. Some are simply
monumental forms—a monumentality that must be
conveyed through the image. Other forms are mysteri‐
ous. Their stories are present but illusive to our sensi‐
bilities. Something is hidden behind the facade. Con‐
trast brings out the impact of the forms and their sen‐
suality. Since structures are made to be used and pro‐
vide context to people’s lives, I try to create an image
that resonates with the narrative of human life.
The subjects found in these images are not necessarily
famous. Many are quite ordinary. However, their mon‐
umentality remains within, and my attempt to draw out
this form is the true subject of my photographs.

I have always found architecture to be dramatic and
musical. It creates rhythms and contrasts, even offer‐
ing up surprises. Architecture is also the most func‐
tional of all of the arts. It’s very hard to imagine a build‐
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This first image was actually a photograph

taken by my father, Walter W. Rinne. We
were on a lengthy family trip through the
western US in 1970. We had cousins in He‐
lena, Montana, and they took us to a nearby
ghost town, Elkhorn. This building was la‐
beled as Fraternity Hall and was obviously
used for social and political gatherings of
the miners working the Elkhorn mine. Dad
made a beautiful 16x20 print that hung in
my mother’s home long after Dad passed
away in 1974. Images such as this one and
the many works of architecture around
Washington, DC seem to form the basis of
my interest in architecture as both an art
form and as a subject for my photography.
What strikes me about this building is its
nod to classicism. The ornament suggests
the ancient Greek orders as does the pro‐
portioning of the facade. The two stories
are divided by a minimalist entablature and
are crowned by another entablature that
runs behind the projecting central portico.
Topping this portico is another classical
entablature including brackets and cornice.
This attention to architectural detail in a
frontier mining town during the late 19th
century speaks to the infusion of the classi‐
cal forms into American life. The classical
revivals of the 18th and 19th centuries were
certainly not limited to the major cities but
flowed into the rural towns as well.
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One of those Washington DC monuments I encountered in my youth is the National Gallery of Art funded by
Congress at the behest of Paul Mellon and constructed during the height of the Great Depression in the 1930s.
Mellon served as ambassador to the Soviet Union in the 1920s and discovered that Stalin needed cash, so he
purchased a large collection of art that had belonged to the Czars. He offered to donate the art to the United
States with the proviso that the government create and build an institution to house the collection.
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The oldest example of European ar‐
chitecture in America is located in St.
Augustine, Florida. The simple clap‐
board and stucco structure sits on a
side street just a few blocks from the
main tourist area.
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Ice cream in a small town in Arkansas—what could be more appealing on a hot summer day. This structure would be
considered vernacular architecture, presenting a simple form that is both functional and expressive. Located in
Mountainburg, Arkansas along Highway 71, the repetition of geometric shapes (rectangles) attracted my attention.
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A church and community building in rural Sebastian County, Arkansas seems to be abandoned. The narrative
is shrouded in mystery as these oak trees watch over the white clapboard structure and the cemetery in the
back. It makes me wonder when this building was last used.
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Humans have always buried the dead in a fashion that expresses the importance of the deceased. Thus, these funerary
structures often rely on classical and revival forms of architecture when creating the final resting place for a family.
Classicism once again provides the language of expression for the mausoleum on the left located in Charleston, South
Carolina. The gothic revival style of the righthand tomb evokes the solid Christian ideals in a minimalistic form. This tomb
is in the cemetery in New Bern, North Carolina.
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Gemeinhaus (1788) at Bethabara in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.
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Edenton Lighthouse, Edenton, North Carolina. A very simple vernacular form that supports its
primary function. Does it comply with the modern dictum of “form follows function” first expressed
by American sculptor Horatio Greenough?
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The Savannah Cotton Exchange is another
19th century revival style. Despite the clas‐
sical ornament, this style also reflects as‐
pects of the Romanesque revival style ex‐
emplified by structures such as Trinity
Church in Boston. By exaggerating the di‐
agonal beam of light slashing across the
facade, I am emphasizing the word “COT‐
TON” displayed in the freeze. Even after
the Civil War, cotton was still king, propel‐
ling an economy built on slavery and con‐
tinuing to exploit former enslaved workers.
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Various Gothic styles have enjoyed revivals throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. The Duke Chapel on the campus of
Duke University has the distinction of being the first building planned in the design of the original campus but the last
building built. Like the National Gallery, Duke Chapel was completed in the early years of the Great Depression. It stands
as the centerpiece of the campus as its English Gothic tower soars above the other structures in the area.
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Modern and post-modern architecture
offers significant opportunities for creating
drama in the urban landscape. The irregu‐
lar forms, extended shapes, and powerful
rhythms present a visual structure that al‐
lows the artist a wide array of expressive
options. Light and tone value still drive my
choice in creating these dramatic forms.
I photographed the Chicago building
known as Aqua during one my frequent
trips to the windy city. It’s organic form ex‐
presses the aesthetic of Post-Modernism
and contrasts nicely with the more Mod‐
ern, Bauhaus influenced building on the far
side. On the same visit, I also found the
Pritzker Pavilion designed by Frank Gehry
to be a fertile subject. Its presence in Mil‐
lennium Park complements other objects
such as The Bean. I tried to emphasize the
dramatic shapes and panels of the Pritzker
in the photos on the next two pages.
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The sculpture titled Cloud Gate
by its creator, Anish Kapoor, has
become known colloquially as
The Bean. It is sited in Millen‐
nium
Park
in
downtown
Chicago. The reflective form is
said to duplicate the reflective
quality of liquid mercury. The
distorted view that it reflects
creates a dream-like expression
within the urban context of the
surrounding buildings. I was
fortunate to capture the airliner
rising into the sky from O’Hare
Airport.
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University campuses provide outstanding
examples of contemporary architectural
form. The following two buildings are on
the campus of North Carolina State Uni‐
versity. The first is Fitts-Woolard Hall and
the second is the James B. Hunt Jr. Li‐
brary. Both were designed by the archi‐
tectural/engineering firm ClarkNexsen.
The abstract geometric forms of the
structures become the primary focus of
the photographs, creating their own
drama in partnership with the artists who
created the original forms.
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Somewhat surreal, I offer
this as a tribute to Rene
Magritte. The highly reflec‐
tive surface just seemed to
cry out for me to leave the
color of the sky surrounded
by the monochrome image
of the building, The clouds
seem to soften the darkness.
The eastern facade of the
Fitts-Woolard Hall offers a
nice contrast to the western
side of the edifice. This
building still owes much to
Modern architects such
Mies van der Rohe as it
floats on pylons above the
street level much like the
Seagram Building in New
York.
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The Charter Square Building in downtown Raleigh was completed in 2015. Despite its more recent
origins, the structure has its roots in the 100 year old Bauhaus style that had such a major influence on
post-World War II American corporate architecture. I tried to emphasize the contrasts in the fenestra‐
tion as well as the large cornice that crowns the building. The architect for the project was JDAVIS.
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