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Asymptote Architecture

Hani Rashid + Lise Anne Couture

Hani Rashid and Lise Anne Couture, founders and principals of
Asymptote Architecture, are leading architectural practitioners of
their generation whose innovative work and academic contributions
have received international acclaim. Since Asymptote s founding in
1989, the firm has been at the forefront of technological innovation in
the field of architecture and design and garnered praise for visionary
building designs, large-scale master plans, art installations, exhibition
and product design and digital environments.

Asymptote is currently working on a broad range of commissions at
sites in the United States, Europe and Asia including two commercial
office towers at 190 Véciin Budapest, Hungary and the World Business
Center Solomon Tower in Busan, South Korea, a skyscraper that will
be among the tallest buildings in Asia at 560m. Also in progress are
the Penang Global City Center (PGCC), a one-million-square-meter
cultural, hotel and performing arts complex in Penang, Malaysia;
the Strata Tower, an innovative, forty-story residential tower in Abu
Dhabi, UAE and two contemporary art pavilions commissioned by
the Guggenheim Foundation for the Cultural District of Saadiyat
Island, also in Abu Dhabi. Other recent competition proposals
from Asymptote include the winning entry for an iconic, forty-story
corporate headquarters in Thilisi, Georgia; the Dubai International
Financial Center, a 146-story building that punctuates the citys
skyline; and a dramatic design for a new Guggenheim Museum
in Guadalajara, Mexico. The Yas Hotel, a 500-room, luxury hotel
adjacent to the new Formula 1 Yas Marina Circuit, is currently under
construction in Abu Dhabi, UAE. The award-winning HydraPier
Pavilion in Haarlemmermeer, Netherlands is amongst Asymptote s
recently completed works.

For nearly two decades Asymptote has also produced experimental
art installations and exhibition design work involving multimedia
technologies for venues such as the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum in New York City; Documenta Xl in Kassel, Germany; the
Schirn Kunsthalle in Frankfurt and the Ministry of Public Works in
Madrid. In 2000 Hani Rashid co-represented the United States at
the Seventh Venice Architecture Biennale, and in 2004 Rashid and
Couture were chosen as the design architects for Metamorph, the
Ninth Venice Architecture Biennale.

All of Asymptote s work has been widely published and is included in
various private and public collections including the Museum Of Modern
Artin New York, the Pinakothek in Munich, the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art, the Centre Pompidou in Paris and the Frac Centre in
Orléans, France. In 2004 Rashid and Couture were presented with
the coveted Frederick Kiesler Prize for Architecture and the Arts in
recognition of exceptional contributions to the progress and merging
of art and architecture.
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Introduction
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Asymptote s roots in experimentation and technological innovation
bring that pedigree to building design and urban planning full force.
The firm’s ongoing investment and passion for advanced and
innovative approaches to architectural solutions and thinking is well
developed and a strong undercurrent in all of the building, speculative
and competition work in which it is currently engaged. Essentially,
Asymptote started as an experimental and polemical practice in art
and architecture two decades ago and has evolved, or matured, into
a progressive and leading-edge architectural practice involved in
implementing projects of varying scales and scope.

That said, it is important to clarify that building things is something in
which Asymptote has always been engaged. Though the firm’s early
work from 1989 to 1995 was largely speculative, it is interesting that
in those years Asymptote engaged in, and in fact won, a number of
large-scale building commissions such as the Steel Cloud in Los
Angeles; the Groningen Courthouse in The Netherlands, won in
partnership with Wiel Arets; and the State Theater in Moscow. The
speculative, experimental and art-based work with which we were
engaged in that period, including the Optigraph and Hyperfine
Splitting studies, as well as installations at artists spaces and other
gallery exhibitions, were carried out with the same exuberance and
excitement as the building design work and had a major influence
on our later digital work from 1995 to 2001. During those years we
garnered a great deal of attention for the visual environments we
created at the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in New York City
and the Guggenheim Virtual Museum as well as installations at the
Venice Architecture Biennale of 2000 and Documenta Xl in 2003. And
these projects, natural outgrowths of the earlier analog art-based
works coupled with our expertise as architects, contributed to a fuller
and more substantial definition of architecture, something we now are
developing into actual buildings and master planning projects as well
as design and art-based works.

When we originally embarked on virtual projects, what separated
us from technologists and such was the fact that, as architects, our
premise was that architecture has always been invested in virtualization
and simulation one only needs to think of Piranesi, Boull e, Ledoux,
Sant Elia, Finsterlin, Bruno Taut, and so on, to substantiate that idea.
And visionary thinking in our field has traditionally gone hand in hand
with the virtual in one respect or another. We never saw our own
virtual work as that far from the theory-based work about liquid and
mutational space, transformation and flux that had fueled our work
prior to designing and creating digital virtual environments. And that
theory-based work still exists as undercurrents to our projects today.
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Architecture is traditionally thought as a primarily spatial form, but what
is fascinating about virtual architecture is that it seems to introduce a
very explicit temporal dimension to the discipline. Buildings in a virtual
world can move, change shape and be different every time you come
back to them. It was Walter Gropius, in his treatise on architecture
written in the early 20th century, who claimed that architecture is
under constant assault of time and movement. For Gropius, the
natural act of the sun exemplified such time-space understanding
and his texts on objects under such influence is profound and of
equal importance in the virtual world. Through the lens of animation-
based sketching, morphing, texture mapping and user control and
even looking forward to possible mnemonic controlled spatiality,
hybrid and augmented reality, artificial intelligence and the like—we
are in a continuum of discovery and experimentation, which | would
rather see as a converging asymptotic trajectory that is ongoing and
increasingly intense and revelatory.

Very recently, the emergence of cutting-edge digital technologies
and computer software has allowed a blurring and convergence of
the virtual and the real on an unprecedented level in architectural
practice. Ironically, as we head deeper into digital procedures both
from a design and fabrication point of view, the excitement and
advancement of the discipline is almost completely reliant on an
appetite and investment in the very procedures and knowledge that
we accrued during the years we spent developing our digital work.
The last thing we want to do now that we are involved in building
several large-scale physical projects is shy away from the prospect
of transforming architecture going forward, from a staid, somewhat
myopic condition of a building centric art form into a place of vital
and exciting transformational possibilities.

To do so, the virtual and the real must be in a constant dialogue. | very
much believe that as we delve deeper and deeper into the virtual we
will find ways to interrogate and position reality in a more compelling
fashion, and in both territories it is the architect s expertise that will act
as the portal to the works.

Hani Rashid
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