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Introduction

Zaha Hadid

| “I don’t design nice buildings,” Zaha Hadid

once told

The Guardian

. “I don’t like them. I like

architecture to have some raw, vital, earthy quality.” In

Hadid World, that might mean unexpected angles, or

floors that become walls that become ceilings, or

sinuous curves that undulate like sand dunes, or waves.

She was an auteur – extraordinarily gifted, utterly

committed to her vision, assuredly single-minded, a hard

task master. Some critics dismissed her buildings as

pretentious, their extravagance as egotistic showboating,

symptomatic of the worst excesses of “starchitects”

when spectacle becomes an end in its own right. But for

many others, they are inspiration writ large, exhilarating

spaces to fire the imagination and thrill the senses.

By the time of her death in 2016, she was not only the world’s leading female

architect, but part of an architectural elite that included her close friend Frank

Gehry. Like Gehry, the greatest of her buildings audaciously rewrite

architecture’s possibilities, joyously reinventing the built environment with a love

of the unexpected – jolting geometries, unlikely perspectives, organic forms. She

became the first woman to win the prestigious Pritzker Prize, to pick up a RIBA

Gold Medal, to win the coveted Stirling Prize (twice, in consecutive years).

But for nearly two decades, she was famous only as the architect whose

buildings were never built. Whose vigorous, expressionistic submissions for

design competitions – radically presented as acrylic paintings – were admired

as fine art, but never attracted clients. Who once won a contest to design an

opera house in Wales, only to be infamously rejected anyway – at which point

lesser mortals would surely have washed their hands of architecture for good.

When Hadid came to study at London’s Architectural Association in 1972,

British architecture was largely a parochial affair and – much like the nation’s

economy – depressed and in decline. Post-war planning had attempted to

meet urgent housing needs by turning to modernism: plain, unornamented
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Above.

Hadid at the opening of her first UK exhibition, at the Design Museum,

London, 2007.
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buildings built with the latest construction methods and contemporary

materials such as concrete. High-rise, high-density living. All too often,

however, the resulting buildings were cheaply built and badly maintained.

Le Corbusier’s vision of “cities in the skies” became detested high-rise towers

whose inhabitants felt alienated and lost, deprived of a community; his

“machine for living in” was breaking down. By the 1970s, chunks of post-war

construction the UK’s towns and cities were already being demolished.

Hadid arrived in the UK as an outsider several times over – as a woman, as

an Iraqi and as someone still sympathetic to modernism. She’d seen buildings

by the likes of Frank Lloyd Wright and Walter Gropius in her home city of

Baghdad, where she was born in 1950. Pre-dictatorship Iraq was open to

modernization and progressive ideas; women worked, some as architects.

Her father co-founded the left-wing Iraqi Democratic Party, while her mother

was an artist; both were forward-thinking liberals. Family trips to see ancient

Sumerian cities in southern Iraq, and reed homes built by Marsh Arabs,

helped spark Hadid’s interest in architecture, as did the models that the

architect son of one of her father’s friends brought to their house. She felt

equally inspired, however, by mathematics (which she went on to study at the

American University in Beirut) and art.

Despite its orderly setting – a Georgian terraced house in Bedford Square,

close to the British Museum in London – the Architectural Association was

a vital source of experimentation and progressive ideas in those uncertain

times. It employed a rolling roster of inspirational figures, including Rem

Koolhaas and Elia Zenghelis, both of whom tutored her. It was through them

that Hadid was introduced to Suprematism, a key modernist movement

founded by Russian-Polish artist Kazimir Malevich.

In the 1920s, Malevich began producing 3D maquettes with a strongly

architectural quality – rectilinear blocks of various sizes clustered together,

miniature white-plaster skyscrapers. He dubbed them

arkhitektons

. Malevich

was soon joined by a Russian artist working along parallel lines – El Lissitzky,

whose paintings (like those of Malevich) were based on simple geometric

shapes, but had an architectonic quality to them and were infused with

multiple perspectives. He called them “prouns” and loosely described them

as a “station where one changes from painting to architecture”.
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These became formative ideas for Hadid, who began to see modernism as

an unfinished movement still ripe with potential, something that she could

reinvestigate and take in more radical directions. She was particularly struck

by Malevich’s

Dissolution of a Plane

(1917), in which a tilted red rectangle

appears to fade at its right-hand edge. “His geometric forms began a

Above.

Nadja Swarovski in front of Zaha Hadid’s

Malevich’s Tektonik

(1976–77).
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conceptual development beyond the planar, becoming forces and energies,

leading to ideas about how space itself might be distorted to increase

dynamism and complexity without losing continuity,” she wrote in 2014.

“My work explored these ideas through concepts such as explosion,

fragmentation, warping and bundling. The ideas of lightness, floating and

fluidity in my work all come from this research.”

Realized as an acrylic painting, her fourth-year student project

Malevich’s

Tektonik

(1976–77) pays homage to the founder of Suprematism. Coloured

arkhitektons

are scattered around the banks of the Thames, while a fourteen-

storey hotel based on Malevich’s

Arkhitekton Alpha

(1920) stands on (or

hangs from) the Hungerford Bridge. She graduated with the coveted Diploma

Prize and briefly went on to work for Koolhaas and Zenghelis in Rotterdam at

the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA). But this “planet in her own

inimitable orbit”, in Koolhaas’s words, was yearning to establish herself in her

own right. In 1979, she founded Zaha Hadid Architects (ZHA), though she

continued to teach at the Architectural Association throughout the following

decade – while painting and drawing during the evenings.

Inspired by the dynamism of Malevich’s art, Hadid began to use painting as
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