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My path to architects — Seeking encounters, cultivating relationships

As long ago as 1949, when | was travelling through Finland, | experienced a contrast to the vertical rock
slabs and towering mountains of our native Alps in the boundless horizontal distances of the Finnish
landscape. The sky stretches like a vast canopy over expanses of lake and forest. Nature is an invitation
to meditate, and the quietness was a home to me.

Then came the great contrast in America, where normal everyday life constantly threatens to degenerate
into chaos. There, Mies van der Rohe's very characteristic way of life became an inspiring island for me.
The mighty Mies with his fatherly accommodating manner, his aura of educator for the young generation
of architects at the lllinois Institute of Technology in Chicago. What he taught his students and lived for
them was architectural truth. This intention and his example played a decisive and guiding role in my life
as well, and the profound experience has its effect on me to this day.

| have a great regard for the organic style of Alvar Aalto’s work, and particularly his furniture. But you
cannot run with the hare and hunt with the hounds. Fundamentally there is only one master. The archi-
tecture of intellectual content, as | came to know it in Chicago, smoothed my path to independence.
| found my self-awareness in simple and fundamental things, and made this worthy inheritance my
own.
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For decades now | have been meeting the German-American architect Helmut Jahn in Chicago. Again
and again our conversation has taken up where Mies left off with his last project; the Convention Hall,
structurally highly developed and without doubt the absolute pinnacle of his career. Helmut Jahn
regarded this achievement as a challenge. Structure and texture preoccupied him as much as did large-
scale buildings, which as a generalist, he would incorporate into a comprehensive architecture that in
fact led him away from Mies for a time. As he grew older and more experienced towards the end of the
20" century, he reached a point where he took up Mies's principles again and developed them further in
his newest, as yet unrealised projects. Mies would certainly have been delighted with them today.
Another advocate of balanced architecture as exemplified by Mies is the Japanese architect, Tadao Ando.
Spirit and material give life to his work. Surfaces almost like a baby’s skin provide the form for his philos-
ophy of concrete. His achievement is infusing the spirit of Zen into spatial penetrations. Simplicity and
stillness characterise his buildings. What Helmut Jahn achieved in his development of structure,
Tadao Ando created with the quiet clarity of his buildings: the extrapolation of Mies'’s heritage onto the
largest possible plane. In stillness lies the beauty and introspection by which humanity so longingly
desires to be guided.
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Mies stood as godfather to my two younger colleagues, but they are not his imitators. It is their own
creative commitment that distinguishes them. His legacy, on the levels of structural obligation and
aesthetic intensification, that can make for good architecture, is ground-breaking. Every serious
architect is free to choose both (never the one or the other alone) as his or her goal. Mies is dead; long
live Mies.

Through these three names, Mies, Jahn and Ando, the inner content of an encounter can be shown, and
we can see how principles can be directly and indirectly assimilated and made to bear fruit. The purpose
of the fifty important “encounters” outlined here (in fact there must have been over a hundred in my life)
is to make this idea accessible to the reader in what | hope will be a stimulating way.






12

12 3t 32 ifit -
B 2R A IR

1980 £, RARSMMA N T EERBARE, RERLBAHE. LN RELTBRATTHE (BL-EABREL) &
, BRE 1N “20 #4270 -80 FRILBR" WERRTEN. BRIEM 100 BEKDHRIE, B2 25%H 30 i, BXART
BRHS—LESE5EKSE. FR, HLBUFEE (BSA) TEFE - £, RE AR — MRS B RABETIE, XER
ATRGRBLERTHEENH T REGHENONS, 35, RELHISXARERLBIRNEE, B ER—ERFE
BRAEREY. URTHNREENBAN, FHENBARFHABRNBNZRER, ER—ERIIERSE, B, BERER
WIRRRBRERMNNE FIELEBET .,

BRZEN20 £, LFEIBRAROBE, REUANENAE, BIRLGBRLE—2 ENHERTITES, MhRE
ERFMEUKT, REEFRDRIRGKEAT; BESEE, WEFSENHEY, EEER—BENHLBRAER %D, R
ABI X MLE B B AR B A B K

Facilitating relationships - the potential of the Basel Architektur Vortrage

| created the Basel Architektur Vortrage, or architecture lectures, for my native city in 1980. At the time |
had been commissioned by Pro Helvetia (the Swiss Arts Council) to put together a worldwide exhibition
entitled “70/80 Architecture in Switzerland”. There were initially a hundred buildings to choose from, and
thirty were finally selected. This inevitably led to disappointments.The then chairman of the Bund Schweizer
Architekten (BSA), Georges Weber, set me the task of creating a forum for architectural discussions. This
gave me the opportunity to allow some of my Swiss colleagues who had been left out to have their say.
In addition | had had many encounters worldwide, which were useful in forming an international platform.
The audience was partly young architects, but also residents of the city who wanted to inform themselves
about what was happening architecturally, and foreign visitors. Thus the Basel Architektur Vortrage soon
became known far beyond our borders.

In the twenty years since then, almost the entire architectural elite from all parts of the world have come
together for lectures and discussions in the Kunsthalle, in the university hall, in the foyer of the Stadt-
theater, and for the last three years at the beginning of each year at the Swissbau at the Basel Messe.
A chance for many to meet famous and important architects personally.



Hib, —£Z2MNMERRHRTEUECEREDER, XRXR—MITE, LLMFERERE, MRTASBREIIRL, &
ETRETIRNBR; BE® - BRI SBB EMMNARNK; ©1F - RTERITHLLBBEYE. ELEE, XERSHRAE
WEER (ZHEF 175 L), BEHRMNEUESRRNBR, IERHCERNRE, AANZTANRFZHMELY, TELE
BARKHREFNBFLEN . EERBARZELARMNBRHBRNERIRREH2A—BISE—EHTE SHOBEHSE,
HIRBJRENER,

It is therefore no coincidence that good foreign architecture has come to rest in Basel. | am thinking for
instance of Tadao Ando, his Vitra Training Center in Weil am Rhein, of Richard Meier’s office building
near the SBB station, and of the Beyeler Museum by Renzo Piano. Doubtless there will be further positive
contributions from the speakers (175 to date) of the world elite, which will come to be seen as typical of
Basel. The encounters were never self-serving, but were intended to foster the standard of good architec-
ture. The Basel Architektur Vortrage have thus shown us what architecture is really capable of - finding
the happiest form for a city through its own spirit.
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Paul Artaria
1892 Basel-1959 Heiden (Switzerland)

In 1946, after my grounding in craftsmanship in Basel, | studied with Paul Artaria, in evening classes in
perspective drawing, and at the Schule fiir Innenausbau. It was the first time | had learned the fundamen-
tals of design under such a master. My training consisted of studying scale drawings of classical furniture
and in understanding the significance tradition can have for modernity. The Basel architectural pioneer was
satisfied with my efforts, which | was later able to use in the Scandinavian open-air museums. He gave me
half a dozen of his books to take with me on my cycling trip to Denmark; | then exchanged them with
the architectural elite there for some of their publications. The Copenhagen professor of architecture
Steen Eiler Rasmussen said to me: “A building in its project stage should if possible be ahead of its time,
so that it can fit in with the time in which it will then stand.” These years of apprenticeship in Basel revealed
to me the context in which tradition can be adapted to modernity.
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Alvar Aalto
1898 Kuortane —1976 Helsinki

It was in the autumn of 1949 that | first met Alvar Aalto in Stockholm. Naturally | asked about the possi-
bility of a traineeship in his office, to which he replied that he received a bundle of letters from young
architects every day, but that | should write to him anyway. | wrote that | would come whether | got an
answer or not, for | knew | could not really expect one. And so began my traineeship with his firm Artek
in Helsinki. Until 1951 | worked on fitting out the freighter “Findrader” and cataloguing its standard
furniture. For the first time in my professional life | was involved in the creation of a complete concept,
from the typography through to the fittings and the architecture. What are the differences in personality
between Aalto and Mies? If you were invited to dinner by Aalto you went hungry, since the food that got
passed around tended to stop in front of him. What impressed me about Mies was his almost fatherly
concern for the comfort of his guests.



