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§'in Germany and abroad have been published in numerous publications and
ons contributes to the reputation of this office which employs an average of 35
ndustrial architecture includes masterplanning and building representational and

In 1993 Frank Barkow and Regine Leibinger founded their German-American office in Berl
honored with international awards. Their ongoing successful participation in national and i
people. The scope of Barkow Leibinger’'s work spans from cultua projects to industrial on
functional buildings for production, logistical and office spaces. : -
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Frank Barkow and Regine Leibinger's approach to architecture is forf'ned by the continuous interaction of practh:e research, and teaching. This interdisciplinary, discursive attitude allows their

work to expand and respond to advancing knowledge. Collaborations w1fhvconsult|ng structural and energy pnglneers landscape architects and artists offer dynamic opportunities that inform
and direct their work. The identity of every project is based on a distinct and’appropnate concept based oh a direct reaction to the task at-hand. Their response to a project rejects style or
signature in favor of a process that is opportunistic, exploitive and reacts to site, Iobql and global technolog@s materials and techniques, and continuous dialogue with a client.
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The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Therefore a practice is defined as more thé_n E] chronoj:ogical sequence of all its work. Individual projects, undogmatic and distinct, contribute to
a consistent yet continually emerging body of work. This demonstrates how changing circustances affect and inform the work, and reciprocally how the work has its own internal logic. This
autonomy allows a distinct and singular work that can be sublime and sensual while respond%g to the realities of place, program, scale and function.
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Peripheral Vision

Barkow Leibinger

This collection of works coincides with eight years of practice 1999-2006. In contributing to this we have the chance
to reflect on the nature of an evolving practice as works completed, works in progress and works yet to be done.
In this sense we can gauge the circumstances that have led to these projects, consider their effects and to speculate
where this may lead. As a work-in-progress it has been contributed to by ourselves, the young architects who make

up our studio, collaborators and critics alike.

Aaron Betsky perceptibly points out that ours has been a practice located in the periphery both physically (where
we build) and professionally (the types of projects we build) This non-alignment has allowed us a certain freedom
to work and think independently from the debates of the center. Characteristically ours is a practice that is non-
dogmatic, casual and opportunistic in its approach. Significantly, in defining ourselves as a practice, has been the
importance in finding a balance between consistency and repetition against difference and variation. Place, building
culture, technology, and site-specificity are means for informing each work distinctly and uniquely. This contrasts an

approach where pre-conceived (or determined) projects are site-adjusted and completed.

Considering this ambition, a practice that is overly repetitive risks works that are formulaic and facile while work

which is overly differentiated lacks continuity and divests from a increasing body of acquired knowledge. Kein Stil
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sondern Haltung, can loosely be translated as, no style rather position. Position, in our case, favors process over
preconceived forms or solutions. This resistance to image also favors thinking and making as a simultaneous process

rather than one that is lineal: thinking and making rather than think then make.

As students at Rafael Moneo’s Harvard GSD, where we began to work together, we instinctively resisted both an
image-based architecture as well as the possibility of a theory-driven architecture. Of less importance was how a
thing (or an architecture) looked like in favor of how it was conceived or imagined. Central to these concerns was
the turn to a material-based architecture where ideas and architecture’s physical essence are inseparable. “Put another
way, architecture is a physical substance and the point of conceptualization is to figure out how to treat that material.”l)
This orientation, perhaps characteristic of our generation, has seen an extraordinary emphasis on material, it’s
application, transformation and how it directly makes architecture. This drive closely tracks the availability and kind
of material and it’s possible tooling. A direct aspect of this position is the importance of legibility in our work. That
is, that architectural ideas are visible in the works themselves, silent and solitary as they are, and ultimately separate

from explanation or instruction.

As architects we look for tools. We look for instruments that can directly generate form and space. When rigorous
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such an approach has the chance for producing works that can be singular, unique to the processes that determine
them. These so-called operational tools have been chosen through observation or alignment often from adjacent
disciplinary areas such as landscape, engineering, nature/biology, or material. It is this kind of hyper-attention given
to these topic/areas that has given us a research-based approach producing an introduction or start for which to
ground an architecture in. This is a process of observation, discovery or accident producing research, which is then
selected, transformed and refined leading to a final built work. Underscoring a practice that engages thinking and
making as a simultaneous activity we have always had the chance to build. This has allowed us to evolve through
the building process rather than it being a deferred activity at the end, in explanation, of a preceding area of research/
speculation. This ability to conceive and build simultaneously re-directs all thinking, representation and research
toward the end-game of building. This does not rule out failure but identifies building, not it’s conception, as the

conclusion and ultimate evidence (or testing) of a procedure.

We work as a partnership. Regine Leibinger brings from her Stuttgart origins a sensibility, which is urban, cultured,
rational and methodical. It is essentially European, diverse and informed. Frank Barkow, from Montana in the
American West, grew up in a place isolated where no architecture existed. His orientation was to industrial buildings,

dams, foundries, mines, silos or to the topographical power of the landscape itself. While Leibinger grew up near
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the Weissenhof Siedlung from the 20’s Barkow’s first introductions were to land-art, Arcosanti, or the pottery of the
Archie Bray in Helena. Key to the practice is the merging of these two sensibilities characterized by give and take,
excess and restraint, and debate. Projects are not divided between partners but are discussed and worked through by
both.

Although our practice began as an extremely local one reacting to the spectacular possibilities that arose following
the fall of the Berlin wall that has changed. As American educated, European-based, now internationally-sited
practitioners the sure footing that we’ve enjoyed in the European building culture (where site and means have
been clearly defined by established methods within the saturated sites of historical memory) is giving way to new
challenges in places like North America and Asia where site, history, or methods may be irrelevant, transitional or
appropriated from other places. Having relied on site as a key condition for which an architecture might react to
dialectically we have found ourselves in a position where site may not so much inform an architecture than to simply

receive one.

First works, by default (architects don’t usually get to choose their projects), took place in the Berlin periphery

while the debates for the center raged. This allowed us to work independently on industrial projects and those
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within the marginal territories of the periphery. No less poignant than the possibilities for the center, in a formally
divided country, it was a place to begin with seductive possibilities. Though schooled in the lessons that industrial
architecture has offered us: function, workplace, structure/material, surface, and serialism one yearns for the work to
have a more public and urban face. Currently both practice and teaching have expanded to wider Germany, Europe,
America and Asia. These place-positions have offered us chances to engage in different building cultures and
contexts allowing us to consider the city, the campus or the master plan. In response to Betsky’s observation of our
peripheral location this sets an ambition for us to turn to the center as a means of expanding possibilities but also to
allow the work to have another kind of authority and reception. This more transient way of working avoids exporting
our work intact, as is, independently from place. It is manifested in accordance to both opportunizing and exploiting

possibilities as they come forward.

Our work for industry has offered us in the last ten years a vast field for construction and experimentation. Rather
than a set of established prototypically repetitive models each factory has responded specifically to each program/
site. Factories are buildings, which are never complete never finished always being added to and changed. This
aspect helped us make projects that react to soft (variable) master planning, landscape, serialism, workspace, surface

and enclosure. Given the chance to continue with this typology recent emphasis has focused on sustainability and
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engineering (both structural and mechanical). The ability for us to export our work has offered us new opportunities

to work in other building cultures informing the work and differentiating it powerfully.

While industry has given us the chance to build the European competition system has given us the chance to
speculate and to address the city and it’s public spaces. Our Culture Center for Boblingen is an example of a hyper-
contextual site where both the damaged city is repaired along the lines of it’s missing historical palace while
producing a relevant and forward-looking replacement. Other sites such as the DMC for Seoul, seemly context-less,

suggest an architecture that is self-referential and self-generating within the context of a neutral master-plan.

This longing for a focus on the city is a means to redirect the effect, reception and relevance of our work. While
grounded in the lessons of the periphery the center offers us a tempting new realm challenging both the powers of

imagination and desire. It is our hope that these works shed light on this path and where it might lead.
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From Field to Form, with an Attitude

Aaron Betsky

In the work of Barkow Leibinger, fields become skins, and skins become volumes, and volumes become “boxes
with attitude™. Starting from the reality on which and in which they operate, these architects produce effects
by pushing and pulling at the elements of construction. They use its own craft to produce buildings whose
articulation is their point of existence. And so one arrives back at a singularity within the field: the moment

when technology reveals itself as the luscious making of a thing, an unfolding of nature into something new.

That this point appears at the periphery—either horizontally or vertically—of the field is, according to the
architects themselves, no coincidence. Not only are they interested in the possibility that landscape can
generate form and building surface can produce space, but they also see themselves as operating at the
periphery. Many, if not most, of their projects are located in such sites, rather than in traditional downtowns.
It is in fact remarkable that they tend to not be able to obtain commissions for inner city sites, despite entering
and coming close to wining prestigious competitions for buildings such as the European Central Bank in
Frankfurt (2004), the Music Casino in Basel (2004) and the Bosch Headquarters Tower in Stuttgart (2004).
Instead, they have designed factories, office and laboratory buildings and exhibitions structures in suburbia and

beyond. There, their work is part of the transformation of agricultural areas into extensions of urban culture.

These types of buildings also put them on the periphery of an architecture discipline that focuses itself more

and more on the production of landmark structures. Such monumental buildings usually have a (quasi)

{EBarkow LeibingerfJfEatr, FIMBCA TR, BOBRECA TR, HRBCH T “AABMME T . N
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governmental or cultural function, and thus can justify the care taken in their design by the fact that they are
meant to have a symbolic and communal function. Barkow Leibinger, in contrast, have designed no such
structures. The closest they have come has been in the design of a small Day Care Center in Berlin (1997),
in which the architecture was meant to symbolize the revitalization of the formerly divided city through the
good graces of the new government. Only recently have the architects gained the possibility of constructing a
building that will have the manifest function of serving as a community symbol: the civic center in Bolingen
(2005). Here they wrestled with exactly what the iconic image of small town should be, arriving at a solution
in which the structure is split and duplicated, and then its glass skin, which in Germany represents transparency
and therefore democracy, is partially occluded with a wood slat skin that evokes tradition. The relationship
between interior and exterior displays the same tension between a historicizing form (a shed-roofed structure
that recalls both old market—or town halls and farm buildings) and a complex, highly modern interior. It
seems as if they trying to find the edge even within such solid structures, the place where the monument can

split apart and become a collection of peripheries again.

Beyond such accidents of site and type, Frank Barkow and Regine Leibinger feel themselves as being
peripheral. Barkow was born and raised in Montana, one of the emptiest and most remote parts of the
United States. Leibinger, though born and raised in Germany, chose to complete her education in the United

States. They then decided to locate in Berlin, which promised to become a new center, but has proven to be,
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Customer and Administration Building
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economically and architecturally, a peripheral site. An interest in the wide-open landscape has met a training
in the highly pragmatic design of engineered structures at a site where European culture is trying to reinvent

itself.

What then have they found by living and working on the edge? Perhaps it is the possibility of using
architecture as a form of craft bereft exactly of the history of symbolism, typology and all the other baggage
with which its production is usually weighted down. Faced with situations in which there is almost no
context - at least at first sight—Barkow Leibinger were free to create their own field of operation. Faced with
programs in which functional issues demanded a high degree of flexibility while the investments were located
in machinery and other objects outside the architects’ purview, they found in the skins themselves a way of

expressing the very nature of that machine-oriented freedom.

The field on which they have researched these possibilities is that of the Trumpf company, to which Regine
Leibinger has a family connection. This maker of machine tools for precision cutting has its headquarters in
Ditzingen, a small suburb of Stuttgart. As part of the cluster of automotive industries in the area (anchored
by the presence of Mercedes Benz and Bosch), Trumpf sits on the edge of a highway, where it has taken over
more and more of gentle undulating fields. Barkow Leibinger’s work there has taken both the topography of

the landscape, the presence of the nearby highway and the possibility it offers for the marking of the place, and
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