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				Opposite. Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, 1997. 


			


		


		

			

				Frank Gehry | There are few buildings that people will cross the world to see. The Taj Mahal, the Pyramids, the Parthenon, maybe. Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao is one such. In the two years following its opening in 1997, more than two million visitors poured into the northern Spanish city whose principle – some would say only – attraction the museum is. Featured in countless newspapers, colour supplements and fashion magazine, Gehry’s astonishing building put Bilbao on the map – so much so that the city’s airport had to expand to keep up with the demand – and confirmed Gehry’s position as the world’s most famous living architect.


				“The museum in Bilbao leads to a new era in building,” said British architect Norman Foster at the time of the Guggenheim’s opening. Gehry’s friend, the sculptor Richard Serra, has claimed that “Frank represents a break with all contemporary architecture. His is not an architecture that arises from an older order. He is the first really to break with the orthodoxy of the right angle.”


				In reality, Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum is just the most public of a long string of unorthodox buildings. Since setting up his own practice in Los Angeles in the early 1960s, Gehry’s work has consistently challenged the conventions of what a building should look like. His work has ripped apart the idea of a building as a box-like container comprising four walls at right angles to each other, a roof and a floor, replacing it instead with something altogether more fluid. The wild exuberance of the Guggenheim is simply the logical product of this process.


				Gehry’s buildings have created a new paradigm for architecture, one that critics Peter Arnell and Ted Bickford refer to as a “new perspective”. 


				What is truly striking is the public’s acceptance of this idea. For some reason Gehry’s architecture is not seen as “difficult” in the way much modern 
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				art is. Quite the contrary, the public flock to see his buildings, as witnessed by the popularity of the Guggenheim in Bilbao. 


				In much the same way that Cubist artists at the beginning of the twentieth century shattered the single-point perspective on which western art was founded, Gehry’s architecture at the end of the century presented buildings as an astonishing clash. An all-angles-at-once experience. 


				It has taken a while, however, for Gehry to reach this position. He has now been designing strange-looking buildings for nearly three-quarters of a century. Born in Toronto in 1929, he likes to describe how his grandmother encouraged his boyhood interest in architecture by helping him to make weird little structures out of scraps of wood. Part of Gehry’s strength as a designer, however, comes from the fact that he is not just interested in architecture. As important an influence on his later professional development was his mother, who took the young Frank to Toronto’s art galleries, helping to foster his life-long love of painting and sculpture. 


				Gehry was eighteen when the family uprooted, leaving the familiarity of Toronto for sprawling Los Angeles. The move, Gehry later acknowledged, was an enormous upheaval that left him both overwhelmed and fascinated by his new environment. Confused and unsure of himself, Gehry eventually enrolled at the University of Southern California to study, not architecture but fine art.


				The discovery of architecture took a while. One of Gehry’s classes at USC was a ceramics course taught by Glen Lukens. Lukens took an interest in Gehry and invited him round to his house to meet Raphael Soriano, the architect whom he had commissioned to design his new place. The meeting, Gehry says, left him “lit up”.


				“I had just come from Canada and I didn’t know anything and it was a bad time. My father had lost everything. I was really on the floor with lack of self-esteem. Not knowing what I wanted to do when I was seventeen or eighteen, I had started working as a truck driver and I was fascinated with people who did know what to do. I was looking for a model, I guess,” he recalled in discussion with Kurt Forster.


				The effect of the meeting with Soriano was obvious to Lukens, who suggested to Gehry that he might enjoy studying architecture. Gehry started night classes in the architecture department. “I did really well,” he says. “It 
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				was my first connection to something. They skipped me to the second year. It was a big deal.” And yet, even so, Gehry had not quite found himself. He was constantly pushing at the system and testing its limits, dreaming up joint projects with the art department that, given the thoroughly traditional nature of the university, were invariably rejected. 


				Trying a different approach, Gehry began post-graduate studies in city planning at Harvard in 1956. He hated it and dropped out before the year ended. To fill his time, he did odd jobs and took a number of courses, including one taught by Joseph Hudnut, an architect and writer. Instead of lecturing on classical architecture in a darkened amphitheatre, Hudnut took his students on walking tours of Boston, discussing with them its “American” architecture – the city’s terraced (or “row”) houses, industrial buildings and other vernacular architecture.


				The experience had a huge impact on Gehry. “It gave me something to strive for: creating an American architecture,” he explains. “After all, I was in America, I should make American architecture. And that meant that you had to find a new language because one didn’t really exist yet. It existed in the way he explained it, but the game was to find a new one.”


				Making your way in architecture is slow business, though. Married by now and with a family to support, Gehry moved back to California in the late 1950s and started work as an architect, first in the office of Victor Gruen and eventually on his own. It was to be twenty years before he achieved any real fame. In the meantime, he set about developing his contacts in the art world. Los Angeles had a vigorous artistic community. Making friends with a number of leading artists, sculptors and designers, Gehry gradually got commissions that, at last, helped him bridge the art and architecture divide. Little by little, Gehry started to develop his own, very distinctively new architectural language.


				His first notable project was a house and studio for graphic designer Louis Danziger and his wife Dorothy on a busy corner in Hollywood. The Danziger Studio and Residence (1964–65) took its cue both from the industrial and commercial flavour of the neighbourhood and from minimalist sculpture.
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