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Introduction

Norman Foster

| London’s skyline bristles with

world-famous landmarks. The view from Waterloo

Bridge takes in Sir Christopher Wren’s seventeenth-

century St Paul’s Cathedral, the Victorian Palace of

Westminster by Sir Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin,

and twenty-first-century upstarts such as Renzo Piano’s

vertiginous Shard. Yet since Wren, no architect has

transformed the face of the capital as thoroughly

as Norman Foster.

Foster’s curvaceous Swiss Re Building (now 30 St Mary Axe) ushered in

a new era of super-tall high-rise buildings in the City of London, while his

slimline Millennium Bridge offers a direct path between St Paul’s and the art

powerhouse of Tate Modern on the south bank of the River Thames. Further

east stands his ovoid City Hall; further still, Canary Wharf’s cavernous Tube

station and the monolithic HSBC Tower. Stroll through the British Museum’s

light-filled Great Court, file into Wembley Stadium or the Royal Academy of

Arts’ Sackler Galleries, and you’re on Foster territory.

Alongside inspired fellow travellers such as former business partner

Richard Rogers, Foster broke with the historic conventions that had seen British

architects’ offices limited to a workforce of fewer than thirty staff, who generally

produced conservative designs for exclusively UK-based projects. Commencing

with his HSBC headquarters in Hong Kong (1985), he secured a string of

ambitious and prestigious commissions, from the redevelopment of Berlin’s

Reichstag (1999) to France’s awe-inspiring Millau Viaduct (2004) and Beijing’s

Capital International Airport (2008). Today, Foster + Partners is the UK’s largest

architecture firm, with offices worldwide and some 1,500 employees.

Like many of his illustrious peers (Rogers, Renzo Piano, Frank Gehry),

Foster clearly has an appetite for such architectural exclamation marks, but

has often emphasized the relevance of their urban context too. As a student,

he studied civic spaces, including Siena’s medieval Piazza del Campo, telling

ShortList

“This beautiful square […] is one of the very first examples of a

space that was actually planned. It serves as the spatial heart of the city.”
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Norman Foster

Above.

The Reichstag dome in Berlin, with its 360-degree view of the city, was

constructed to direct sunlight into the building and to symbolize the reunification

of Germany. The debating chamber of the Bundestag is visible directly below.
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Above.

Carré d’Art, Nîmes, 1993.
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Foster created a broad new pedestrianized terrace for the front of the

National Gallery in Trafalgar Square, replacing a busy road with a new

common area. And while visiting the southern French city of Nîmes to make

preparations for a new art museum, the Carré d’Art, he noticed that it lay on a

popular route for pedestrians between the city’s Roman amphitheatre and its

largest park, the Jardins de la Fontaine. He designed the thoroughfare into his

final scheme, creating a diagonal path through the building.

Foster’s ambition to transcend the conventions of his industry has been a

leitmotif of his career, whether that meant questioning a client’s brief or pushing

the limits of existing technology. It’s a drive that he has honed since childhood.

Norman Robert Foster was born in 1935 and raised in working-class

Levenshulme in Manchester. As a boy he became obsessed with machinery

and mechanical movement, and would wait impatiently to get a glimpse of

trains speeding by on the railway behind his house, while sketching the views

from his bedroom window. Drawing remains a constant in his life: whether

professionally or simply as a means of clarifying a point in conversation, he

remains an inveterate doodler.

He adored the

Eagle

, a must-read comic for British schoolboys of the

1950s that featured Dan Dare – an unflappable space-age hero, though one

clearly modelled on an RAF pilot. Created by Frank Hampson, the strip

imagined a future of alluring, streamlined spacecraft and beguiling new

worlds, all of which helped to stimulate Foster’s lifelong passion for

The infrastructure that binds the

I

architecture – by that I mean

I

the squares, the parks, the

I

connections – together is

I

more important than the

I

buildings themselves.

I

Norman Foster,

ShortList

, 2011

I
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aeronautics. What’s more, the

Eagle

’s centre pages featured detailed cutaway

illustrations of engineering marvels, from racing cars and jets to Tube lines.

“The future was always going to be better, was always brighter,” he reminisced

to the BBC’s John Wilson in 2022. “Technology was the answer – and I still

believe that, incidentally.” Aged just seven, Foster produced his first design

proper, for a single-seater aeroplane. Unsurprisingly, he also became a

devotee of metal Meccano construction kits.

He’d also become fascinated with bicycles as a young teen (and remains

so) – partly because of their mechanics, partly because of the freedom they

offered. He rode off on long weekend jaunts with the Thame Valley Road

Racing Cycle Club, to the Lake District, or to see the radio telescope at

Macclesfield’s Jodrell Bank observatory.

Levenshulme’s library provided further inspiration. In his later teens, Foster

would discover a brace of books there that introduced him to two masters of

modernist architecture: Le Corbusier’s

Towards a New Architecture

(first

published in English in 1927) and

In the Nature of Materials

(1942), Henry-

Russell Hitchcock’s biography of Frank Lloyd Wright.

Although academically bright, Foster failed two of his nine O-Levels. Given

their limited finances, his parents felt that he should start work and found him

a place as a clerk in a treasurer’s office at Manchester Town Hall, aged

sixteen. The work proved uninspiring; the building itself, quite the reverse. “It’s

a masterpiece by a guy called Alfred Waterhouse, 1877,” he enthused to the

American Academy of Achievement in 2017. “And it’s heroic. It’s a noble

It never even occurred to me

I

that

I

there was a possibility of

I

being an architect. I didn’t know

I

any architects. But I did read.

I

Norman Foster,

I

Financial Times

, 2023

I
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building […] You have light from above. You have the stained glass […] You turn

a corner, suddenly there’s a soaring ceiling. It’s about the spirits.” Lunchtime

walks provided more inspiration, not least when he chanced upon Sir Owen

Williams’ Art Deco

Daily Express

Building (1939) on Great Ancoats Street.

Seemingly beamed down from a Dan Dare adventure, it boasted curved

corners and expanses of glass curtain walling, alternating between opaque

and black Vitrolite.

In 1953, he became an assistant at John E. Beardshaw and Partners, a local

architecture practice. Three years later, he had enrolled at the University of

Manchester’s School of Architecture and City Planning, supplementing his

studies with hours of research at Levenshulme’s library, and – in 1959 – was
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