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Frank O0- behry
BER - K- EHEE

Frank Gehry is Design Principal for the firm of Frank O. Gehry and Associates, Inc.,
which he established in 1962. Before founding the firm, he worked with architects
Victor Gruen and Pereira & Luckman in L.A., and with André Remondet in Paris.

Raised in Toronto, Canada, Frank Gehry moved to L.A. in 1947. He received his
Bachelor of Architecture degree from the University of Southern California, and he stud-
ied city planning at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design.

In 1977, Frank Gehry was named recipient of the Arnold W.Brunner Memorial Prize in
Architecture from the America Academy of Arts and Letters. In 1989, he was awarded
the Pritzker Architecture Prize. In 1992, he received the Wolf Prize in Art (Architecture)
from the Wolf Foundation. In the same year, he was named recipient of the Praemium
Imperiale Award by the Japan Art Association. In 1994, he became the first recipient of
the Torothy and Lillian Gish Award for lifetime contribution to the arts. Frank Gehry was
named a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and letters in 1987, a trustee of the
American Academy in Rome in 1989, and a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences in 1991. In 1994. he was bestowed with the title of the Academician by
the National Academy of Design. He has received honorary doctoral degrees from
Occidental College, Whittier College, the California College of Arts and Crafts, the
Technical University of Nova Scotia, the Rhode Island School of Design, the California
Institute of Arts, the Southern California Institute of Architecture, and the Otis Art
Institute at the Parsons School of Design. In 1982, 1985, and 1987-89, he held the
Charlotte Davenport Professorship in Architecture at Yale University. in 1984, he held
the Eliot Noyes chair at Harvard University. In 1996-97, he was a visiting scholar at the
Federal Institute of Technology in Zirich, Switzerland. He was elected to the College of
Fellows of the American Institute of Architects in 1974.
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Dancing within the Urban Fabric
R 5

Frank Gehry Gives a Lift to Prague and Bilbao

P - B EBEARIARERE SRS R

fhichael Webh
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Michael Webb is the author of 12 books
on architecture and design. Recent titles
mclude~[Designirng the New Jersey
Performing Arts Center], [Volume], and
[Geometry and Color : House Design by
Regina Pizzinini & Leon Luxemburg
(1998, Images Publishing)]. He is a con-
tributing editor to [Metropolis] and
[Interiors].
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The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao has been acclaimed, by visitors and critics alike, as
Frank Gehry’s masterpiece, and his Nationale-Nederlanden Building in Prague as a provoca-
tive addition to that city’s heritage of innovative architecture. They restore one's faith in
miracles, for, in both projects, the architect was urged to excel and enabled to realize his
vision without compromise. There is a sad irony in the fact that Gehry has waited ten years
for the start of construction on Walt Disney Hall in his home city of Los Angeles - which
has an abundance of money and no inhibiting traditions - while completing equally daring
structures in two intensely conservative, cash-starved cities.

Enlightened clients and luck played a major role in both. Paul Koch of the International
Netherlands Group, a Dutch insurance company, is a discerning patron of architecture,
who spent part of his childhood in Prague. To contribute a work of art to that city was the
fulfillment of a dream that had been brutally interrupted by the Soviet invasion of 1968. The
corner site, framed by busy streets and facing out over the Vitava River had remained
empty - Koch called it a missing tooth - since a stray American bomb fell there in 1945.
When Czechoslovakia regained its freedom in 1989, President Havel (who lived in a neigh-
boring apartment) invited three architects to propose solutions. Zagreb-born architect Vlado
Milunic was chosen, and he and Koch selected Gehry as the architect to take his ideas to a
higher plane. Thanks to Koch's determination, Havel's support, and Milunic's executive

skills, a building that might easily have been blocked by zealous preservationists was guid-
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ed to fruition. "I love the interaction with clients,” says the architect, “especially when they
push.”

In contrast to Prague, Bilbao was shaped by industry not architects, and its steel mills and
shipyards have closed, leaving behind little but the pride and energy of the Basque people.
To rejuvenate the river-front, the regional authorities formed an alliance with Thomas
Krens, the ambitious director of New York's Solomon Guggenheim Museum, which is
seeking to share its collection and new acquisitions with European satellites. The city want-
ed - and got - an icon as potent as the Sydney Opera House to put it on the map for visitors
and investors worldwide, to counter press reports of violence by Basque separatists, and
to jump-start a massive program of urban renewal.

Like the American Center in Paris, both buildings relate to the urban fabric and the liquid
shimmer of a river, and morph from orthogonal to free-form geometries as you move
around them. But the scale is radically different. The Prague building defers to the enve-
lope of its seven-story neo-Renaissance neighbors, and its exuberance is restrained.
Gehry developed Milunic's idea of twin ‘male-female’ structure, infusing it with his own
preference for fragmentation to enrich a simple block. Early on, the design was chris-
tened 'Fred & Ginger' (after Astaire and Rogers, the celebrated Hollywood dance part-
ners) for the projecting corner shaft, and the pinch-waisted companion tower of glass

that flares out like a skirt over its supporting columns.
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Gehry's intentions were abstract, not pictorial, and the friendly nickname may distract from
the seriousness with which the architect has addressed the irregular, crossroads site.
Trams clank by, skirting and crossing the river, and their passengers glimpse the towers
from afar in four directions. Thus the building reveals itself a piece at a time, arousing expec-
tations, and composing itself as a tram pauses at the corner. In a city that is full of notable
architectural events, from late Gothic through baroque to art nouveau and a brief flurry of
cubism, Fred and Ginger has become one of the places that defines the urban experience.
The architect has translated the vitality of his conceptual sketches, through study models
and computer drawings, into glass, stucco, and metal - to the point that one could imagine
the building coming to life and strolling away like the Golem in the medieval Prague ghetto.
It's no surprise to find touches of whimsy in the surface ornament of period building, but it
is refreshing to encounter humor in a good contemporary structure. Here, the rectangular
metal windows on the corner and river front resemble rafts bobbing in the wave reliefs
across the stucco facade, and Fred has a Medusa head-dress of wire mesh bands (as
though the metallic dome on the Secession building in Vienna had started to unravel).

At ground level the flared glass canopy provides shelter from Prague's cold, wet winters,
mediates between the building line and the street, and corrects a fault in the alignment of
the boulevard that leads to a bridge over the river. The free-form interior plan demands

equal flexibility from its tenants, and only the Anderson consulting firm has thus far met
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the challenge, commissioning the Czech-born Eva Jiricna to create an open office environ-
ment on the sixth and seventh floors. The penthouse and roof terrace, which Havel hoped
would become a popular cafe, is now occupied by an ostentatious French restaurant with
vulgar, gilded decor. Despite this, Fred & Ginger enriches the public realm.

The Guggenheim occupies a footprint twenty times as large, and has already changed
public conceptions of Bilbao. Like the Sydney Opera House, the Eiffel tower in Paris, and
San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge it became the city's signature building from the
moment of its completion, displacing all other contenders. Norman Foster designed the
new Metro, Santiago Calatrava did an footbrige across the river and the new airport termi-
nal, and Michael Wilford built the train station, but these play supporting roles to the star.
For Gehry, there was a double challenge : to match the scale of the waterfront that was
formerly occupied by warehouses and cranes, and to provide a spectacular successor to

the Guggenheim'’s Frank Lloyd Wright rotunda in Manhattan. It proved an ideal match of

architect and client, for Gehry loves modern art and the industrial aesthetic, and had been-

longing to realize his ideas on a grand scale.

When he converted a downtown Los Angeles warehouse to accommodate the
Museum of Contemporary Art, Gehry sought to reveal the innate beauty of the old
structure and create a neutral container for the art. His artist friends disagreed, urging

him to take chances as they did. Krens concurred with that opinion, nothing that, in
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New York, contemporary artists got mad at the rotunda, and were provoked to do excit-
ing things in it. He needed galleries that were big enough to accommodate recent
acquisitions that wouldn't go through Wright's door, and intimate spaces for classic
modern works. Most of the Guggenheim’s collection was in storage; here was a
chance to put some of the best work on display in a series of loan exhibitions. Despite
the name over the entrance, this was to be a Kunsthalle, not a museum with a perma-
nent collection.

Krens demanded greater audacity and Gehry (who may sometimes be too much in awe
of artists) burst out of the box, creating a 165-foot-high skylit atrium that twists like a
flower reaching towards the sun, and galleries that tilt and turn, engaging a high level
bridge like marine creatures rearing up from the river. From the city center, one
glimpses a silvery flower emerging from a stone carapace at the end of a dark street,
with the green hills of the Basque country rising above. It's a magical moment, and one
is tugged forward until the entire building bursts into view, rising high above a flight of
steps that lead down to the entrance. Titanium scales mirror the watery light, glowing
after frequent the rains. A price drop on the international market brought this material
within the budget, and its strength allowed it to be used at half the thickness of steel.
As a result, the scales ripple in the wind, lightening the immense bulk of the museum.

Nineteen galleries, stairs and walkways on three levels extend off the atrium, which puts
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people and a few artworks (including a soft shuttlecock by Claes Oldenburg) on display. For
Gehry, the main 430-feet-long gallery is ‘overpowering, even for the 150-foot Richard Serra
steel snake. We need to break it up with walls - and that can be done. You can tear holes in
this building and beat it up.” Even without dividers, the Gaudiesque skylight serves to punc-
tuate the space. Every gallery has its own distinct character and is modeled in natural light,
creating a dialogue between art and architecture. Spaces are squeezed and open up,
revealing and concealing, and constantly leading one forward on an exploration of the interi-
or, just as the museum beckons from afar.

"I want buildings that have a passion in them," says Gehry, “and make people feel some-
thing - even if they get mad at it.” For two centuries, most museums have taken their cues
from temples and palaces - grand, serene, symmetrical frames for static art works - and
corporate offices have long been the monumental equivalents of gray flannel suits and but-

ton-down collars. Artists, the heralds of change in society, have moved far beyond that

Apollonian ideal, and businessmen have begun to shed their uniforms and conduct their

affairs as they do the rest of their lives. Thus, the Dionysian spirit of Gehry's buildings, with
their disciplined chaos and soaring inventions, expresses the mood of the times as we
move uncertainly forward into a new millennium. The architecture of Fred & Ginger and the
Guggenheim is open-ended, the product of many iterations and the promise of even

greater things to come.
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The Guggenheim Museum Bilbao is the result of a unique collaboration
between the Basque Country Administration, which finances and owns the
project, and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, which will operate
the Museum and provide the core art collection. The Museum represents
the first step in the redevelopment of the former trade and warehouse dis-
trict along the South bank of the Nervion River. Directly accessible from the
business and historic districts of the city, the Museum marks the center of
a cultural triangle formed by the Museo de Bellas Artes, the University, and
the Old Town Hall. A public plaza located at the entrance of the Museum
encourages pedestrian traffic between the Museum and the Museo de
Bellas Artes, and between the Old City and the River Front. The Puente de
la Salve Bridge, which connects the 19th century city center with outlying
areas, passes over the site at its Eastern edge, lending to the Museum the
significance of being a gateway to the city

The main entrance to the Museum is through a large central atrium, where
a system of curvilinear bridges, glass elevators and stair towers connects
the exhibition galleries concentrically on three levels. A sculptural roof form
rises from the central atrium, flooding it with light through glazed openings.
The unprecedented scale of the central atrium, rising to a height of more
than 50 meters above the river, is an invitation to monumental site-specific
installations and special Museum events.

The Guggenheim Foundation required gallery spaces to exhibit a perma-
nent collection, a temporary collection and a collection of selected living
artists. In response to this requirement, three distinct types of exhibition
space were designed:. The permanent collection will be housed in two sets
of three consecutively-arranged, square galleries, stacked at each of the
second and third levels of the Museum. The temporary collection will be
housed in a dramatic elongated rectangular gallery that extends to the East,
passing beneath the Puente de la Salve Bridge and terminating in a tower
on its far side. The collection of selected living artists will be housed in a
series of curvilinear galleries placed throughout the Museum, allowing the
work to be viewed in relation to the permanent and temporary collections.
The major exterior materials of the Museum are Spanish limestone and
titanium panels, with the rectangular shapes of the building clad in lime-
stone and the more sculptural shapes of the building clad in titanium. Large
glazed curtain walls provide views of the river and the surrounding city.

The design of the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao is influenced by the scale
and the texture of the city of Bilbao, and it recalls the historic building mate-
rials of the River Front, thus demonstrating a thoughtful response to the

historic, economic, and cultural traditions of the area.






