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In Eugene, Oregon, Morphosis creates a U.S. Courthouse that provides common ground for people with 
different points of view 

By Clifford A. Pearson 

At a time when Americans are deeply divided about the 
role of government and whether judges should interpret or 
apply the law, courthouse architecture has become a 
potential battlefield. No matter what it looks like, every new 
courthouse—especially one built by the federal 
government—sends a message about values and political 
beliefs.  

Iconography was very much on the mind of Michael Hogan, 
the chief judge of the U.S. District Court for the District of 
Oregon in 1999, when the General Services Administration 
(GSA) held a design competition for the Wayne Lyman 
Morse U.S. Courthouse in Eugene. (Hogan is no longer 
chief judge, but remains on the court.) A conservative jurist 
appointed by the first President George Bush, Hogan 
imagined Cass Gilbert’s Supreme Court building in 
Washington, D.C., whenever he thought of courthouse 
design. Enter Thom Mayne, the Morphosis principal who 
flaunts his credentials as a leftist iconoclast and designs 
buildings whose fragmented forms embody, as he explains, 
“a lack of completion, an open-ended process.” Natural 
enemies, Hogan and Mayne locked horns immediately. 
When Hogan was outvoted and Morphosis won the Eugene 
courthouse job, the judge couldn’t see how he could ever 
be comfortable working in a building designed by Mayne. But he set himself the task of engaging Mayne in a 
discussion of values and ideas, challenging the architect while keeping his own mind open. The two strong-willed 
individuals had plenty of time to wrestle with issues large and small, as the courthouse site changed and the building 
didn’t open until December 2006. By then, Hogan and Mayne had become close collaborators, still disagreeing on 
politics but speaking in one voice about the critical issues expressed in the $78 million, 270,000-square-foot 
courthouse that stands on the south bank of the Willamette River.  

The curving, organic forms of the courtrooms allude to the cedar-clad pods Rogers designed in Bordeaux and establish 
what Mayne calls a “collective language” for the rest of the building. In an unusual move, Mayne and Groves placed the 
judges’ chambers above the courtrooms instead of adjacent to them, and inserted pairs of teardrop-shaped courtrooms 
in three pavilions. As a result, the rooms for judicial proceedings read as distinct forms, announcing their role as the 
public venue for justice. Wrapped in ribbons of 16-gauge stainless steel brushed with a nondirectional finish (so it won’t 
create glare), the courtroom pavilions express a fluid attitude to the law (or at least design) that seems to be more 
Thom Mayne than Michael Hogan. 
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