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foundations
Someone once asked Goethe what color he liked best.
“I like rainbows,” he said.
That’s what I love about architecture: If it’s good, it’s about every color in the spectrum of life; if it’s bad, the colors fade away entirely. From the ruins of Byzantium to the streets of New York, from the peaked roof of a Chinese pagoda to the spire of the Eiffel Tower, every building tells a story, or better yet, several stories. Think of it: When we consider history, what we see before us are the buildings. Ask us about the French Revolution, and we don’t visualize Danton, we conjure the image of Versailles. If we drift back to Rome, what we see first are the Colosseum and the Forum. Standing beside the temples of Greece or near the circle at Stonehenge, we feel the presence of the people who created them; their spirits speak to us across the divide of history.
If architecture fails, if it is pedestrian and lacks imagination and power, it tells only one story, that of its own making: how it was built, detailed, financed. But a great building, like great literature or poetry or music, can tell the story of the human soul. It can make us see the world in a wholly new way, change it forever. It can awaken our desires, propose imaginary trajectories, and say to a child who has seen little and been nowhere, Hey, the world can be very different from what you ever imagined. You can be very different from what you ever imagined.
Buildings—contrary to popular thought—are not inanimate objects. They live and breathe, and like humans have an outside and an inside, a body and a soul. So how does one go about designing a building that can sing? A building that expresses character, humanity, and beauty? How does one begin?
One day in the late 1980s, I found myself with one hundred sixty or so international architects in the auditorium of the Berlin Museum, an elegant Baroque building in the working-class neighborhood of Kreuzberg, up against the Berlin Wall. Once, this had been a vibrant part of a vibrant city. Now it was surrounded by housing projects thrown up in the 1960s—a sad, somewhat desolate section of a city divided by a wall, and divided from itself by its tragic past. We had been called here by the West Berlin Senate, which had decided to do something rather brave: to commemorate what had been one of the keys to the city’s rich culture—the Jews of Berlin—by adding a Jewish department, within its own extension, to the Berlin Museum.
After a thorough briefing by our hosts, we were led to the site where the wing would be built, a dusty little playground that occasionally hosted traveling circuses. My colleagues snapped cameras furiously, documenting every angle of the angles, but I took no pictures, because I was experiencing something that couldn’t be captured on film. As I walked around, all I could think of was everything but the site. How can one capture a past so vital and creative, and at the same time so ugly and painful? How can one, using just mortar and glass and steel, capture simultaneously a turbulent past and an unforeseeable future?
A German accent broke through my thoughts. “You are facing East,” the man said. “Walk that way, to Kochstrasse, a few minutes, and you will be at Checkpoint Charlie.”
The voice was that of Walter Nobel, a nice young man who would soon become well known as an architect in Berlin. “You are new here,” he told me gently. “You don’t know us Germans. You don’t understand how it works. Everything must be done meticulously. You must know the following.” He pulled out a pad and began writing down a long series of numbers.
“You must know the toilet measurements. Along with the fire regulations, the toilet measurements are the most important things to know. . . .”
When he finished, I thanked him and tucked his notes into my coat pocket. That evening in my hotel room, as I got ready for bed, I pulled the notes out and tossed them in the garbage. This building would not be about toilets.
 
Although I have been an architect my entire adult life, I did not actually have a building of mine built until I was fifty-two years old. Now, as I write, six years later, I have three museums completed, including the Jewish Museum in Berlin, and thirty-five projects in various stages of construction. There are museums in Toronto, San Francisco, Dresden, Copenhagen, and Denver; a university building in Hong Kong; a shopping and wellness center in Switzerland; a student center in Tel Aviv and another in North London; and a huge development project in Milan.
I am a lucky man.
How do I know what to design? People often ask me that, and I’m never quite sure how to answer, because my approach is less than orthodox, and even I don’t always understand the process. Sometimes my thoughts are triggered by a piece of music or a poem, or simply by the way light falls on a wall. Sometimes an idea comes to me from the light deep in my heart. I don’t concentrate solely on what a building will look like, I focus also on what it will feel like, and as I do, my mind becomes occupied by a kaleidoscope of images: the smashing of Joseph Stalin’s portrait during the Polish uprising of 1956; the whining of my mother’s Singer sewing machine as it chewed up a clump of textiles and spat out undergarments so nude-colored I could barely look; the achingly sweet scent of oranges growing in the Israeli desert; my neighbors, out on their stoops on a hot summer night in the Bronx, red-faced and sweaty, longing for a breeze and arguing over politics . . .
I have led a nomadic life. I was born in 1946 in Lodz, Poland; immigrated with my family to Israel when I was eleven; arrived in New York when I was thirteen. Since then, with my wife and children, I have moved fourteen times in thirty-five years. There are many worlds in my head, and I bring all of them to the projects I work on.
Sometimes, I can be working on a drawing for weeks, making hundreds of sketches, when, with no warning at all, it happens: A perfect form emerges. Several years ago I entered a competition for an extension to the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. I had one of those elusive intuitions that are born complete in a moment, and I quickly sketched a few lines and shapes on napkins at the restaurant where I was eating. These napkins ended up displayed on the walls during an exhibition of the finalists, next to fully rendered computer images submitted as “studies” by my competitors. Yet despite my sketches’ apparent roughness, compared with the other entries, the building under construction today bears a nearly exact resemblance to them, which indicates that the sketches were as demonstrative of the design and intention of the building as any technical drawing could be. (My wife, Nina—my love, my inspiration, my confidante, my partner, the mother of our three children—says my preferred sketchpads are napkins and paper towels, or anything else lying around. I say she’s wrong. It’s music paper I like best, because of the geometry of the lines.)
The shape of the extension of the Denver Art Museum, which is being constructed now and will open in 2006, came to me as I flew over the city and could take in its full symphonic presence from above. I am struck by geology—the shifting of tectonic plates, and the unholy forces they unleash, causing whole mountain ranges to be thrust up from the earth’s crust. Wrestling with the shape of the museum extension, I copied, in a fashion, the shapes I saw out my airplane window: the craggy cliffs of the Rockies, descending into breathtakingly dramatic valleys and plateaus. I sketched them on the back of my boarding pass, and when that was filled, on the back of the in-flight magazine.
For the Imperial War Museum North in Manchester, England, I struggled to convey the essence of the institution and what it intended to show. It was not about the British Empire, nor was it about war, per se. It was about facing the ongoing nature of global conflict. I had a vision of a globe shattered into fragments, and it was then that I knew what shape the building should take.
 
I didn’t set out to be an architect. I was expected to be a musician, and was in fact something of a child prodigy—an accordion player so good, believe it or not, that I was awarded a prestigious America–Israel Cultural Foundation (AICF) scholarship. I still have a review of a recital held in a Tel Aviv concert hall in which I played alongside a young Itzhak Perlman. The reviewer hardly mentioned the genius violinist, but seemed to have been utterly captivated by the strange, small accordionist onstage, hidden, except for his feet, by his bright red Sorrento, with its silver registers and ivory and ebony keys, the zigzagging folds of its bellows delineated with black and white stripes. The sheer shock of hearing such an instrument play serious classical music made it the center of attention, overshadowing the other instruments onstage.
Even in Poland, the accordion was considered a lowly folk instrument, but we were among the relatively few Jews left in Lodz, and my parents were terrified (with good reason) that if we were spotted bringing a piano into our apartment, we would be targeted by anti-Semites. Since there was little if any serious music published for the accordion, I had to transcribe all the pieces I played. My early repertoire was heavy on Bach, who remains my favorite, but for encores I performed pieces that showed off my virtuosity. My fingers would fly as I played, faster and faster and faster and faster, Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Flight of the Bumble Bee.” In 1953, between hymns to communism, I performed the best pieces from my classical repertoire on the first-ever, black-and-white broadcast on Polish television.
The year I won the AICF scholarship, Itzhak Perlman was also a winner. On the jury sat the violinist Isaac Stern; beside him was the near-mythical Zino Francescatti; and on his other side the divine Mrs. Olga Koussevitzky, wife of the legendary conductor. When I won, Stern took me aside and, in his unmistakable Russian accent, said, “Mr. Libeskind, it is a pity you don’t play the piano. You’ve exhausted all the possibilities of the accordion.” But it was too late to switch instruments; my hands were used to playing vertically.
I had always loved to draw, and as the limitations of the accordion grew clearer and clearer, I found myself spending more and more time drawing. I became a fanatical devotee of the pencil. I copied a series of drawings of Hasidic weddings; I drew buildings and landscapes and political cartoons. When we moved to New York, I took a technical drawing course at the Bronx High School of Science, and I loved it. On the days I had class, I would wake up at five a.m., excited by what was in store. After school, I’d finish my homework as I walked home, so that I’d have the rest of the day to practice my technique. I was driven to insane, finger-numbing drawing sessions that lasted well into the night.
My obsessive drawing worried my mother, Dora. She worked in a sweatshop, dyeing fur collars and sewing them onto coats. When she came home at the end of the day, her sweaty skin would be covered with strands of fur, and she would stink of dye chemicals, which we would later blame for the cancer that riddled her body. So disgusted was she by her own stench and appearance that she would refuse to talk to anyone until she’d showered. Then she would emerge a new being, a Jewish mother once again, sleeves pulled back, ready to cook the evening meal in our apartment in the Amalgamated Clothing Workers’ Union housing cooperative in the Bronx.
Carp had been a luxury in landlocked Lodz, but was more readily available here, and like many Jewish immigrants, she would buy the fish alive at the market, carry it home in a plastic bag full of water, and let it swim around in the bathtub until it was time to cook it for dinner. I remember how she would drag the bucking carp from the tub and tear out its inner organs, pickle the herring, bake my father’s favorite honey cake for dessert, all the while debating literature, history, and philosophy with me. She would offer her wisdom with a sharp wit and quotations from Spinoza and Nietzsche, recited spontaneously in a mixture of Yiddish, Polish, and even English, which was difficult for her but which she delighted in practicing.
One late night she poured us each a glass of tea and sat down across from me at the kitchen table, where I was compulsively drawing. “So you want to be an ahtist?” she asked, as if about to make a joke—but she was serious this time. “You want to end up hungry in a garret somewhere, not even enough money to buy a pencil? This is the life you want for yourself?”
“But Ma,” I said, “there are successful artists! Look at Andy Warhol.”
“Varhole? For every Varhole there’s a thousand penniless waiters. Be an architect. Architecture is a trade, and an art form.” And then she said something that should gladden the heart of every architect: “You can always do art in architecture, but you can’t do architecture in art. You get two fish with the same hook.”
 
My brilliant and fearless mother was a profound influence on my life. We are our parents’ children, and as someone who was born in the post-Holocaust world to parents who were both Holocaust survivors, I bring that history to bear on my work. Because of who I am, I have thought a lot about matters like trauma and memory. Not the trauma of a singular catastrophe that can be overcome and healed, but a trauma that involves the destruction of a community and its real yet also virtual presence. As an immigrant, whose youth often felt displaced, I’ve sought to create a different architecture, one that reflects an understanding of history after world catastrophes. I find myself drawn to explore what I call the void—the presence of an overwhelming emptiness created when a community is wiped out, or individual freedom is stamped out; when the continuity of life is so brutally disrupted that the structure of life is forever torqued and transformed.
Mies van der Rohe, Walter Gropius, and the other great modernist masters argued that buildings should present a neutral face to the world, but theirs is a philosophy that feels almost quaint now. Neutral? After the political, cultural, and spiritual devastations of the twentieth century, is it possible to embrace an antiseptic reality? Do we really want to be surrounded by buildings that are soulless and dull? Or do we confront our histories, our complicated and messy realities, our unadulterated emotions, and create an architecture for the twenty-first century?
Buildings have hearts and souls, just as cities do. We can feel the memory and meaning in a building, sense the spiritual and cultural longing it evokes. If you doubt that, think about the heartbreaking immensity of the loss when the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center collapsed.
I was living in Berlin at the time. September 11, 2001—the Jewish Museum had just opened to long lines of visitors. Nina and I felt elated; our job was done. And then came those images, those recurring images. I experienced an indescribable sorrow. I felt a personal connection to those buildings. I had watched them go up. My brother-in-law had worked for many years in one of the towers for the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, and my father had worked in a print shop nearby. I knew the area well. And because I knew it, during the process of the Ground Zero competition I felt I knew how it should be rebuilt. I envisioned a memorial central to the site, with performing arts, museums, and hotels coexisting with shopping, office towers, and restaurants. I saw streets crowded with life, and the restoration of the magnificent skyline of New York.
But when, later, as a participant in the competition to become the master planner for the restoration of the site, I went to Ground Zero, in one overwhelming moment I realized that the soul of the site existed not only in that skyline and on the busy streets, but down in the bedrock of Manhattan as well.
I had been named a competitor in October 2002, and I was touring the site for the first time. When the bulk of debris had been cleared after 9/11, what remained was a pit unimaginably large, and difficult to comprehend. It was sixteen acres, and as deep as seventy feet. They called it the “bathtub,” and Nina and I asked to go down into it. Why, asked our Port Authority guide; none of the other architects had wanted to go. We didn’t know how to articulate our response, but we felt it necessary, and so, holding cheap umbrellas against the rain, and wearing borrowed rubber boots, we headed down.
It’s hard to explain, yet the lower we descended into the deep hole, the more intensely we could feel the violence and hatred that had brought down the buildings; we felt physically weak with the enormity of the loss. But we could feel other powerful forces present: freedom, hope, faith; the human energy that continues to grip the site. Whatever was built here would have to speak to the tragedy of the terrorist act, not bury it. Down we went, awed by the magnitude of the foundations of the vanished buildings. It was as if we were diving to the ocean floor; we could feel the change in atmospheric pressure. Seven stories of foundation and infrastructure, gone. When the buildings were there, who of us ever thought about what lay underneath? We always think of the skyscrapers of New York, but it’s down below where you perceive the depth of the city. Every building stands on such a foundation. Yet who ever touches bedrock? Only construction crews—and then very briefly, before covering it over and moving up.
We were at the bottom of the island of Manhattan, and we could touch its moisture and coolness, feel its vulnerability and its strength. Where else in a city can you go so low? The catacombs of Rome, maybe. We felt a whole city down there. The ashes of those who died, and the hopes of those who survived. We felt we were in the presence of the sacred.
Then we were up against it: the gigantic concrete wall at the western end of the pit. Later we would see stalagmites of ice bursting from fissures cracking under the pressure of the indomitable Hudson River, seeping through from the other side. “What is this?” I asked our host.
“The slurry wall,” he said.
Slurry wall. In all my years of talking with engineers, I’d never heard the phrase. It’s a dam—a foundation that is also a dam. Something that should never have been revealed. “If it goes,” our host said, “the subways will flood, then the whole city will be underwater.”
“An apocalypse.”
“Yes.”
It loomed over us, appearing bigger than any building we’d ever seen, and as we stood in that vast pit it felt almost infinite, the embodiment of everything—what collapses, what is resilient; the power of architecture; the power of the human spirit. It was many colors at once, patchwork overlapping patchwork, because over the years the wall has often had to be reinforced so that it wouldn’t collapse. It was haptic, tactile, pulsing, a multilayered text written in every conceivable language.
Looking up, I could see people standing along the edges of what seemed like cliffs above, craning their necks to peer down into the site. That’s when I understood that what I had to do was design a scheme that would draw up out of the New York City bedrock. A ray of sunlight cut through the clouds. How did it reach so far down? I needed to make sure that sunlight was a part of the design too. I thought of the little American-flag pin my father wore in his lapel long, long before 9/11. I thought about my first sighting of the city skyline, as the boat I was on steamed into New York Harbor in 1959. I could see myself as a thirteen-year-old, in a crush of immigrants, staring up slack-jawed at the Statue of Liberty.
“Call the Studio,” I told Nina while we were still in the pit. It was late back in Berlin, where we had our headquarters, but our staff there was still hard at work. “Drop everything that you’ve been doing,” I told them. “I have a new plan.”
How do I know what to design? I listen to the stones. I sense the faces around me. I try to build bridges to the future by staring clear-eyed into the past. Does this sound overwrought? I hope not, because buildings should never be maudlin or nostalgic; they should speak to our time. I am inspired by light, sound, invisible spirits, a distinct sense of place, a respect for history. We are all shaped by a constellation of realities and invisible forces, and if a building is to have a spiritual resonance, it has to reflect these things. No one knows how body and soul are connected, but connect them is what I try to do. I draw from my own experience—it’s what I know—and in doing so, I strive for a universality.
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To The WTC Team:

Now you've done it—cemented a
relationship to design the first
tower on the former World Trade
Center site. We saw the reluctant

100K in your eyes as =
you accepted the [ TENTETN.
et e
braced in the photo-op;

e saw the wary resolve and the
questions of what lay ahead for
you both. We could tell it in your
smiles: A forced marriage is

never an easy one. You need to

know that every architect = =)






