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With this book, you’re holding a revolution in your  

hands—a revolution in thought and design, form and function;  

a revolution in the way we look at the cityscapes around us.

This revolution was created by Frank Gehry, a Canadian-

born visionary, who began transforming our cities in the 1960s 

and hasn’t stopped since. He established his own architectural 

firm in 1962, but first captured the public’s attention with the 

groundbreaking design he used for his own home in Los Angeles  

in the 1970s. He soon became one of the most sought-after 

architects in the world, commissioned to create projects both 

large and small, works as grand as a symphony hall and as 

mundane as a bus stop. Gehry added his own, highly individual 

vision to each creation.

In a relatively short period of time, Frank Gehry has changed 

the way we view architecture, challenging the status quo with 

structures that bend, move, twist, and erupt from the ground with 

a grace all their own. They don’t just occupy the space they’re in; 

they look as if they belong. His works are timeless. They’re new 

and daring, yet somehow also look as though they’ve always been 

there, just the way they are. It’s hard to believe that it has only 

been within the past four decades that Gehry’s vision and genius 

has been properly recognized, winning him accolades such as the 

American Institute of Architects’ Gold Medal, the National Medal  

of Arts, and the Pritzker Architecture Prize, to name but three of 

his many awards.

The following pages draw you into Frank Gehry’s world in  

a way that simple pictures cannot. Five of his most stunning, 

creative, and alluring works are replicated here. All of them are 

monuments to a bold new way of thinking about buildings. Each 

was the result of a groundbreaking combination of technology  

and imagination. Each didn’t seem possible at first.

All five projects began with a simple need, a purpose that 

had to be fulfilled. The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain,  

was the spur for a cultural renovation of the city itself and has 

been an enormous success. The New Customhouse in Dusseldorf, 

Germany, is, at its heart, an office space, but dramatically 

different from any that ever preceded it. The Norton House in 

Venice Beach, California, combines both a home and a creative 

workspace. The Walt Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles holds 

an exquisite amphitheater and encompasses the diverse culture 

and iconography of a city in constant transition. The Experience 

Music Project in Seattle, Washington, explodes like a blazing 

guitar solo—fitting for a museum that honors such a truly 

American art form.

All of these buildings utilize unusual materials in unique  

ways and this is a hallmark of Frank Gehry’s work. It’s therefore 

right and proper that a man who turned corrugated cardboard 

into furniture should be honored with a paper creation such as 

Frank Gehry in Pop-Up. How else to see the exquisite beauty in 

his visionary designs? What other method could bring together 

five landmarks from around the world and put them on full 

display in such a captivating way?

As you turn the pages of this book, you won’t be able to walk 

through these buildings, but you will be able to experience them 

firsthand. The Guggenheim Museum will stimulate you like the 

fine work of art it is. The Walt Disney Concert Hall will sing its 

aria. The Norton House will inspire tranquil creativity, the New 

 Customhouse will breathe and sway in the wind, and the 

Experience Music Project will proudly rock. Every twist and turn  

of these extraordinary structures will spring to life before your  

eyes. Journey through and around them and you will see 

something that no one passing them on the street can: the entire 

structure from top to bottom, from all sides. Therein lies the 

beauty and brilliance of this book.

You’re about to experience the vision of Frank Gehry in a 

completely new way. Enjoy.

P	 The Guggenheim Museum is in the heart of Bilbao and 

has brought new life to the city. It is both a home for 

great works of art and a spectacular work of art in itself. 

f r a n k  g e h r y
a  n e w  p e r s p e c t i v e



P	 Gehry’s DZ Bank Building is one of the most spectacular structures 

in Berlin and features an enormous fish-shaped skylight over the 

interior court. The building houses the bank headquarters and a 

number of apartments. 

Frank Gehry is acknowledged as one of the world’s foremost 

creative architects. His innovative work has been applauded by 

professionals and acclaimed by critics, and his buildings are now 

widely recognized and appreciated by the public. 

Gehry was born Frank Owen Goldberg in 1929 in Toronto, 

Canada to a Polish-Jewish immigrant family. Frank’s first crucial 

introduction to architecture came when a tutor from his evening 

art classes at the University of Southern California took him to a 

construction site to observe an architect at work. Noting Frank’s 

fascination with the building process, his tutor suggested that he 

take some courses in architecture. Within a year, he had enrolled 

as a full-time architecture student, and his future path was set. 

After graduation in 1953 came further studies, a spell in the U.S. 

Army, periods of employment in commercial practices in Los 

Angeles, and a year working for an architect in Paris. In 1962 he 

set up his own architectural firm—Frank O. Gehry & Associates. 

In order to build his practice, Gehry took on a variety of 

small-scale assignments, including designing offices, shops, 

housing projects, and private residences. Budgets and timescales 

may have been limiting factors, but Gehry was often able to 

find creative solutions to clients’ requirements and to produce 

imaginative designs. A notable early project was a house and 

studio for graphic designer Louis Danziger and his wife on a 

corner site in a commercial area of Hollywood. In the Danziger 

Residence (1964–65), Gehry’s linked cubelike forms—one for 

the studio, the other for the house—not only fit in with the 

unadorned industrial buildings of the neighborhood but also 

chimed with the minimalist sculpture of the time that focused 

on line, color, and shape. Similarly, his project for the O’Neill 

Hay Barn in California (1968) evoked contemporary sculpture 

by taking a simple form—an open-sided barn with a corrugated 

galvanized steel roof supported by wooden posts—and Gehry 

gave it a dynamic dash of originality by sharply tilting the roof 

toward one corner. 

Gehry wasn’t simply an artistic architect—he was an entirely 

pragmatic designer capable of turning his talent to a range of 

forms. Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, he undertook 

projects of increasing scale and budget, working in styles 

recognizably within the mainstream of Modernist-influenced 

architecture and acceptable to major clients. These buildings 

were composed of right-angled geometric shapes with rectilinear 

windows, and were largely constructed with conventional 

materials. He worked on a performing arts center in Concord, 

California (1973–76), and the renovation of the Hollywood Bowl 

(1970–82). Alongside this corporate work, Gehry continued to 

relish designing private residences on much smaller budgets. 

The most significant of these was his own home. He set 

about reconstructing the “pretty” 1920s Dutch Colonial house 

he and his wife had bought in Santa Monica. This was an 

experimental and liberating process. The dramatic, angular 

treatment of the Gehry Residence (1977–78) put construction-

site materials—such as corrugated metal, plywood sheets, and 

chain-link fencing—to new purposes, giving the house an almost 

harsh look, as though it were incomplete. “I was concerned with 

maintaining a ‘freshness’ in the house,” Gehry said.

i n t r o d u c t i o n
t h e  w o r k  o f  f r a n k  g e h r y

M	 The Gehry Residence, Santa Monica, California. When renovating his own 

house, begun in 1977, Gehry had greater than usual freedom to experiment 

in the construction and to personalize it by his use of industrial materials.



M	 An example of one of Gehry’s ranges of cardboard furniture. His original 

aim with his furniture was to create unique designs at accessible cost, but 

they became highly sought after and sold for high prices.

Gehry’s innovative impulses had also taken him along other 

tracks. In 1969, inspired by the corrugated cardboard used for 

making site models, he experimented with its structural potential 

by gluing and compressing cross-laminated sheets to form a stack 

that could then be die-cut into any profile. The resulting patented 

Edgeboard was strong, lightweight, and bendable, making it ideal 

for furniture manufacture. Using this material, Gehry produced 

a full range of remarkable cardboard pieces, including chairs, 

tables, and desks.

After completing his own home, Gehry produced a number 

of commissioned designs for private residences that reflected his 

new approach. One of the most notable was the Winton Guest 

House (1982–87) in Wayzata, Minnesota. A remarkable building 

like a large outdoor sculpture, it is made up of a connected group 

of differently shaped forms. Each provides for a single function 

(such as a bedroom), and each was differentiated by distinctive 

colors and surfaces, including plywood, galvanized metal, brick, 

stone, and painted metal panels. Gehry has explained that the 

design for the Winton Guest House was inspired by a painting, 

and he acknowledges being influenced by painting and sculpture 

ever since he studied art in college: “I approach each building as 

a sculptural object.” 

The success of Gehry’s firm in the 1980s led to commissions 

outside North America and to a shift in his architectural aesthetic, 

which produced several unusual structures. With the Vitra 

International Furniture Design Museum (1987–89) in Germany, 

Gehry started the transition to the more curvaceous, sculptural 

architecture that has become his trademark. Here, he used a 

bold mix of tilted rooflines, angled blocks, and sweeping curves, 

mostly finished in smooth white stucco and with titanium-zinc 

panels framing skylights. 

The next phase of Gehry’s stylistic evolution was prompted 

by his fascination with what he regarded as the perfect form of a 

fish. When he was a child in Toronto, Gehry’s grandmother used 

to buy live carp to make gefilte fish for the family. She kept the 

fish in the bath overnight, where young Frank observed its shape 

and movements. He later used the image in his work, designing 

a Tokyo restaurant with a giant fish sculpture, a fish-shaped 

shelter for a bus stop, and lamps in the form of a fish made with 

plastic laminate. When Gehry wanted to create a monumental 

fish sculpture for the roof of a retail complex at the Barcelona 

Olympic Village (1989–92), the design problems were so complex 

that his firm adopted the Computer Aided Three-Dimensional 

Interactive Application (CATIA) system to tackle the task. The 

CATIA system, which translates information from models into 

working drawings, also enabled him to realize the design vision of 

some of his most famous commissions, including the Guggenheim 

Museum (1991–97) in Bilbao, Spain, where the fish image recurs 

in the scalelike shape of the exterior panels. 

With the years of creative output have come applause, 

plaudits, and numerous prizes for Gehry, including, in 1989, 

the most important architectural award in the United States: the 

Pritzker Architecture Prize. Gehry remains a practicing designer, 

unable to put aside the challenges new commissions provoke—

from a humble cancer center in Scotland to grand plans for a 

basketball arena in Brooklyn, plus a cherished project for the 

renovation of the Art Gallery of Ontario in his hometown of 

Toronto. All are projects to which he can devote his energy and 

passion, creating buildings that can lift spirits as easily as great 

art and music. He remains intellectually robust, still offering new 

perspectives for the architecture of the future.

8 	 i n t r o d u c t i o n 	 x	 9

M	 The Vitra Design Museum in Weil am Rhein, Germany, was completed in 

1989. Gehry said of the building, “I love the shaping I can do when I’m 

sketching. And it never occurred to me that I would do it in a building.”

MM	A scale model of the New Customhouse, Dusseldorf. These models are an 

essential part of Gehry’s work.

M	 Before the 2000 World Expo in Hannover, Germany, the city commissioned 

a number of artists to design special bus shelters. Frank Gehry’s design, 

with its trademark fish-shaped roof, is constructed of steel and glass.



example of creative architecture and not merely a simple house. 

Walls rendered with stucco are painted in different colors to 

accentuate geometric shapes, whereas other sections are faced 

with contrasting tiling. A tall, red chimney, visible through the 

glazing, rises through the house to pierce a glass canopy at roof 

level. A simple structure composed of wooden logs suggests an 

informal entrance. Still, the variety of surfaces and materials 

meld into a coherent form, just as with an assembled sculpture.   

Gehry’s sculptural style adds integrity to the design by 

making clear how the wood-frame building is constructed. 

Structural supports are exposed, and beams, like those on the 

“lifeguard study,” are clearly visible. One doesn’t have to be an 

architect to imagine how this building was assembled.

In contrast to the external exuberance, the interior is more 

subdued, with large, open spaces bathed in natural light from 

wide terrace windows, glass doors, and skylights. An astutely 

positioned skylight ensures natural light in the kitchen area at  

the rear of the open-plan first level. 

The house has a total area of 2,500 square feet and Gehry 

has explained that the budget was “very, very tight.” Lessons  

he learned from experiments with his own home helped reduce 

costs, including opting for standard glazed kitchen tiles for the 

exterior facing. The metal stairways and railings, of the kind 

more usually found on industrial buildings, and the use of mesh 

wire around the roof terrace add an edge of rawness to the 

structure’s overall appearance.

Although a small-scale commission, the Norton House has 

been recognized as being part of a significant stage in Gehry’s 

development as an architect. It was built at a time when he was 

evolving a particularly personal approach to designing buildings 

that the public could both relate to and relish. Although the 

house is diminutive when compared to much of his other work, 

Gehry calls it his pride and joy. 

The commission for the Norton House came at a time  

when Gehry was beginning to explore different forms and  

new materials for residential buildings. The experiment of 

reconstructing his own house in Santa Monica in 1978 had been 

liberating. It allowed Gehry to develop a new, freewheeling style, 

influenced in part by the kind of Pop Art work that involved 

assembling sculptures from a mixture of everyday materials. 

The dramatic, angular treatment of Gehry’s own house 

made use of materials such as corrugated metal, plywood sheets, 

and chain-link fencing. These were put to new purposes, giving 

the house an almost harsh—but fresh—look, as though it were 

incomplete. But however challenging or radical, Gehry’s work 

remained entirely practical, enhancing basic geometric shapes 

and boxlike forms to provide distinctive but relatively modest 

homes, including a set of studio houses on nearby Indiana Avenue 

in Santa Monica.

The clients, artist Lynn Norton and writer William Norton,  

had seen Gehry’s residence before commissioning the project—

their home, as well as studios for their creative activities—in 

1983. Their site was a narrow plot of land facing the ocean  

along the busy Venice boardwalk, so maintaining privacy was  

an important concern. The beach houses on the strip are an 

eclectic mix of styles and materials, so Gehry’s offbeat approach 

found a natural context. 

The immediate appeal of the building comes from its lively 

mix of materials, levels, and shapes. In essence, the three-story 

house is a series of offset, stacked boxes linked by both internal 

and external stairways, with deck areas above each level. The 

ground floor, faced with striking glazed tiles in swimming-pool 

blue, is set discreetly back from the concrete block street wall and  

contains a studio, two bedrooms, and a pair of garages that are 

approached from the rear alleyway. To maintain privacy, the 

main living area—a long, narrow room with dining and kitchen 

areas—is set farther back on the second level. It opens directly 

onto a terrace overlooking the ocean and can also be accessed 

from an external staircase. 

The third level, with its own sea-view deck, contains more 

bedrooms and an external stairway to the roof terrace. But the 

most visibly prominent element in the composition is the compact 

study in the form of a rectangular box perched on a pillar at  

the front of the second-level terrace. With a panoramic window 

overlooking the beach and angled wooden shutters, this feature 

clearly resembles one of the nearby lifeguard stations and is 

perfectly in tune with the location—and with William Norton’s 

earlier experience as a lifeguard. Most of the windows in the 

house are oriented toward the ocean, ensuring privacy from the 

neighbors who are packed close on either side.

Gehry’s design adds a number of other idiosyncratic touches 

that give the building character and flair, distinguishing it as an 
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M	 The “lifeguard tower”—the freestanding study perched on a pillar 

situated at the front of the house overlooking the ocean.

P	 The simply stacked levels and terraces help increase privacy in the 

house and allow for spectacular ocean views.



The Walt Disney Concert Hall is a triumph—a gleaming, 

billowing symphony in steel, composed of thrusting, stretching, 

and overlapping organic forms that enclose an outstanding 

concert hall and excellent supporting facilities. This grand project 

was initiated in 1987 when Walt Disney’s late widow, Lillian 

Disney, advanced $50 million toward the cost of providing a 

new home for the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra. The 

requirements were that the hall should provide the best possible 

acoustical conditions and the design should create the closest 

possible contact between the musicians and audience. 

Gehry has said that the building was “designed from the 

inside out.” It consists of a shoebox-shaped auditorium swathed 

in a swirling, steel-clad cloak, with the spaces between the two 

providing room for supporting facilities. The 2,265-seat concert 

hall is the physical heart and musical soul of the building. Gehry 

worked closely with both acoustic specialists and musicians (and 

visited numerous international venues himself) to achieve a 

design that produces optimum acoustics by balancing direct and 

reflected sound. After testing more than thirty models, the final 

convex form that evolved is a glorious, visually intimate space 

clad entirely in bowed and curving Douglas fir—a space where, in 

Gehry’s words, “the beauty is in the ear of the beholder.” 

The egalitarian design has steeply raked tiers of seating 

sectioned by low dividers surrounding the performance area, with 

the acoustics balanced to serve every position in the auditorium. 

The ceiling is formed with a series of bowed strips of veneer, like 

drooping drapes. The enclosing walls’ bulging forms suggest the 

shape of a cello, giving one the sense of being inside a musical 

instrument. A boldly designed pipe organ, with wooden sheaths 

for the pipes splayed out from the vertical, provides a central 

visual point behind the orchestra platform. Soundproofed 

skylights—together with a 36-foot-high window at the back of 

the hall—allow natural light to enhance daytime performances. 

The warm tones of the various timbers contrast with the eye-

catching seating fabric, which was designed by Gehry himself. 

Outside, the flamboyant design ensures that the building 

presents multiple facades, the gracefully curving walls appearing 

to fold and enclose, the swooping sculptural contours contrasting 

with the rigid geometric shapes of the surrounding office towers. 

The site encompasses 1.6 acres of meticulously landscaped 

public gardens wrapped around two sides of the site, a children’s 

amphitheater with a cantilevered steel canopy, and a 250-seat 

multiuse theater and art gallery with its own separate entrance. A 

large, flower-shaped fountain with fragmented blue tiles, inspired 

by Delft china and designed by Gehry, stands in the gardens as a 

memorial to Lillian Disney. 

Viewed from any angle, this structure has an intriguing and 

powerful presence, while the dynamic shapes of Gehry’s design 

and the shining surface of the steel walls suggest movement 

and the lyricism of music. The Walt Disney Concert Hall is a 

building that perfectly articulates the glamour and dynamism of 

the city of Los Angeles for which it now provides both a stunning 

architectural landmark and an inspirational experience.

w a l t  d i s n e y  c o n c e r t  h a l l
l o s  a n g e l e s ,  c a l i f o r n i a

	 In the main auditorium of the concert hall, the angular organ pipes 

consciously break the soft curvature of the architecture, and the clever  

use of wood suffuses the whole area with a naturally warm, relaxing glow.

M	 The view from the southeast side of the concert hall echoes forms seen in 

the landscape of the western United States.



The EMP is as arresting for its vibrant colors as it is for its 

exuberant shapes, with each section identified by the surface 

texture and hue. The exterior of tightly fitted panels is made 

from 21,000 steel and aluminum shingles; the size and position 

of each piece was determined by a computer program. Three 

sections made with stainless steel are in brushed silver, bead-

blasted gold, and a shimmering, mirrored purple—evoking the 

title of Hendrix’s famed song “Purple Haze.” The red and blue 

sections are made of painted aluminum, the blues suggesting the 

glossy colors of Fender Stratocaster guitars and the reds evoking 

the bodies of classic cars. All the shades appear to vary with 

mesmerizing effect when viewed from different angles. 

The fluid form of the outer shell shields the complexity of 

the construction. As with Gehry’s other free-flowing structures, 

the engineering of the final design employed the CATIA software 

system to determine the form and shape of each element, 

eliminating the need for complex construction drawings. The 

radical shape was formed from a skeleton of shaped-steel frames 

strengthened with sprayed concrete, onto which a complex 

secondary supporting matrix was built; an additional framework 

carried the cladding. The building materials and their serpentine 

shapes are exposed on the interior, and the mechanical systems 

are also clearly visible. A broad stairway and corridor run 

through the building, connecting the two entrances and linking 

the 35,000 square feet of exhibition space, the performance areas, 

and the central gathering space known as the Sky Church. The 

interior provides space for high-tech interactive displays, music 

performances, and exhibits.

Given the creativity that the EMP celebrates, Gehry’s 

design is a fitting response. He has created a structure where 

the distinction between roof and walls is eliminated, where the 

curvaceous silhouette evokes the folds of a rolling landscape, and 

where the flow of the shapes suggests the fluidity of music itself.

By the time this astonishing structure was designed in 1996, 

Frank Gehry had already designed radical buildings such as the 

Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao and the Walt Disney Concert Hall 

in Los Angeles, both incorporating nongeometric, free-flowing 

shapes. With Seattle’s Experience Music Project (EMP), he went 

one step further, creating a form that more resembled a huge, 

molded sculpture than a functional building. Gehry broke free 

of rigid architectural forms while creating a building that he 

said “is intended to be huggable.” This $100 million project was 

commissioned by Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen to provide an 

educational museum and exhibition space celebrating creativity 

and innovation in American popular music and culture. Within 

the project, special emphasis was to be placed on the music-

related traditions of the Pacific Northwest, and particularly to  

the creativity and influence of Seattle’s famous musical son,  

Jimi Hendrix. 

The building consists of a cluster of six globular, bulging 

forms clad in a variety of materials and rising up to 85 feet 

in height. Inside, the huge spaces serve different exhibition 

functions. Each of the voluptuous, undulating sections of the 

group is in a different color, with the curving and folding surfaces 

of the highly finished metal skin giving the impression of molded 

plastic. Gehry has explained that his initial design ideas were 

inspired, appropriately, by experimenting with forms assembled 

from sections of shattered electric guitars made in bright colors 

and with shiny surfaces. The theme is continued with a sculptural 

element—a ribbonlike glass construction with a motif suggesting 

the strings and frets of a guitar neck—which cascades down one 

of the shapes. From the ground upward, the unified forms create 

a continuous surface, except where a section has been cut away to 

form a canopy above the main plaza-level entrance into a glazed 

vestibule or, most strikingly, where the shapes appear to billow 

apart to allow the monorail track to pass through. 

	 e x p e r i e n c e  m u s i c  p r o j e c t 	 x	 21e x p e r i e n c e  m u s i c  p r o j e c t
s e a t t l e ,  w a s h i n g t o n

M	 The Seattle Center Monorail passes through part of the plaza-level entrance. M	 The brushed silver entrance to the Experience Music Project gives 

tangibility to the rolling guitar figures constructed by Jimi Hendrix, 

to whom the building is dedicated.

M	 The entrance to the Sound Lab demonstration area inside the Experience 

Music Project has an almost industrial feel.



The largest and tallest building, on the east, is smoothly 

faced with white plaster. It comprises a bunched group of 

curvilinear towers and lower attached blocks. The bowed and 

rounded facades are punctured by numerous windows, giving the 

building a soft, almost spongy appearance from a distance. With 

the windows slightly offset from the vertical and the different 

rooflines tilted from the horizontal, the structure has a distinctly 

jaunty look. 

By contrast, the lower group to the west is faced in red brick 

and shares the same basic grouped form but with a more sharply 

defined silhouette. It has a more angular appearance, with one 

section even cantilevered above another and prominent window 

units jutting out from the facade. Between these two sits a 

smaller, squatter block with a more tightly bunched configuration 

of sculptural shapes. These seem to overlap each other like 

the folds of hanging fabric, with some rising lines sloping 

precariously away from the vertical. The curves and contours of 

the facade are clad in smoothly polished stainless steel panels, 

providing a mirrorlike finish, with the windows thrusting through 

this enveloping skin.

The structures are built around a central core that contains 

elevators and other services for the three towers. Each floor is 

designed to allow either open-plan or modular offices, enabling 

each firm to adapt the interior as needed. The numerous windows 

ensure plenty of daylight and individual ventilation control.

Completed in 1999 on a tight budget, this project proved to 

be a financial success. Gehry showed that, by breaking from the 

architectural convention of rigid geometric forms and challenging 

conservative ideas of how an office building should look, he 

could design functional buildings with strong aesthetics. The 

combination of bold design, visual variety, and seductive curves 

has given the area a boost, stimulating further development and 

raising the profile of the resident businesses.

A remarkable and innovative set of buildings, the New 

Customhouse (Der Neue Zollhof) is Gehry’s response to the 

challenge of providing large-scale office space without simply 

constructing a monolithic skyscraper. In fact, he has dubbed it 

his “anti–Rockefeller Center.” 

The extensive harbor-front site faces the river Rhine 

in downtown Dusseldorf, Germany in an area zoned for 

rehabilitation as a cultural and business center. The site is 

bounded on one side by a major thoroughfare, with residential 

blocks facing the development—and there is a requirement  

that the new buildings should not block views or access to the 

riverside. This was a speculative development, requiring up to 

300,000 square feet of office space that could be leased to  

a variety of businesses—including advertising, insurance and 

media, while allowing each to retain its own identity. 

Gehry’s response was to distribute the office space across 

three separate buildings, each of which consists of a cluster of 

blocks of varying heights, from three stories to thirteen. Their 

sculptural forms are daringly distinctive, with each block slightly 

skewed in relation to its conjoined neighbor so that some appear 

to lean against others for support. With the vertical pattern of 

windows also off-kilter, the ensemble presents a delightfully 

quirky face to the city. The idiosyncratic impression is enhanced 

by the strategy of using distinctly different materials for facing 

each group of buildings.  

All three are constructed with steel and concrete, but the 

central building gets the most radical treatment—a skin of steel. 

The other two are faced with plaster and brick, respectively. The 

overall effect reduces the visual bulk of the development, and 

the offset arrangement allows for an open, public site, with views 

of the harbor between the buildings and the continuation of a 

riverside promenade. The positioning of the structures and the 

varying heights of the towers provide excellent views of the Rhine 

for the greatest number of offices. 
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	 The three clusters of buildings that make up the New Customhouse 

have been given shapes that are reminiscent of the prows and funnels 

of ships that visit this bustling port along the Rhine.

M	 The central block of buildings, with its stainless-steel facade and myriad 

apertures, conjures the functionality of pipes in a gleaming engine.

M	 The jutting, angular window units on the central buildings, clad in 

polished stainless steel.



A spectacular, sculpturelike building, the Guggenheim 

Museum at Bilbao in northern Spain is widely regarded as one 

of the outstanding designs of twentieth-century architecture. 

The building owes its origins to the desire of the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Foundation to establish a new gallery in Europe 

for its collections of modern and contemporary art. This 

was combined with the ambition of Spain’s Basque regional 

authorities to revitalize the city of Bilbao by developing a 

number of major projects that would lift the status and economic 

prospects of the region. 

The 350,00-square-foot site—a waterside wasteland close 

to the city center—was a both an opportunity and a challenge 

for Gehry and his team. The wide arc of a high-level suspension 

bridge sweeps over one side of the site, the curving bank of 

the river Nervión forms a natural border on another, and the 

city’s commercial center marks the southern perimeter. The 

complexity of the free-form design is best appreciated from 

across the river, where the building appears to sit like a metallic 

mountain. Gehry’s exhilarating landmark is highly original, and 

his technique innovative, while the form of the building is both 

complex and appealing. Built on a limestone base, it combines 

basic geometric shapes faced in Spanish limestone or vivid blue 

stucco, contrasted with long, sweeping, fluid forms that rise 

to a cluster of bulging contours. These sinuous silhouettes are 

formed with light-reflecting titanium tiles that give the design its 

distinctive sculptural appearance. 

The building centers on a soaring 164-foot atrium 

crisscrossed by glass elevators, curvilinear catwalks, and twisting 

stair towers. The atrium is lit through glass walls and skylights 

framed by billowing sculptural shapes. One side of this lobby 

leads to a spectacular 425-foot gallery, its curving walls built 

without obstructing supports and intended for large-scale 

sculptural works. The other nineteen galleries are distributed over 

the second and third floors above. 

g u g g e n h e i m  m u s e u m
b i l b a o ,  s p a i n

P	 The reflective titanium sheathing the building shimmers in the changing light.M	 The soaring atrium at the center of the building, featuring glass elevators 

and twisting staircases.



The museum opened in October 1997 and was an instant 

success. The building was acclaimed by critics, revered by 

architects, and immensely popular with the public. Admission 

numbers surpassed all expectations, and the building itself 

became an attraction, making Bilbao a popular tourist 

destination. Worldwide media coverage ensured that the image 

of the Guggenheim—dynamic, innovative, and vibrant—became 

an icon for Bilbao itself. The exuberant silhouette of the building 

evokes a range of responses. To some visitors the fluid contours 

suggest waves or sails. Others see the shapes as resembling a 

metallic flower or even an artichoke. Whatever the interpretation, 

this is a structure that engages both the eye and the imagination. 

It is, without doubt, a work of art in its own right.

	 g u g g e n h e i m  m u s e u m	 x	 33

The originality of the building matched the innovative 

approach to its construction. Initially, Gehry and his team made 

design models and used traditional architectural methods to lay 

out the three-dimensional concept. They then adopted a powerful 

computer-aided design system—which was originally developed 

to build jet fighters—to refine the details and accurately calculate 

the materials required. A design that many believed was “not 

buildable” became feasible. Much of the structure was assembled 

using a rigid steel frame overlaid with a mesh of finer tubes to 

which the titanium panels were fixed, creating a “skin” for the 

building. Although both strong and hard-wearing, the panels are 

only 0.01 inch thick, allowing the building to “breathe” and the 

panels to flutter in high winds. The designers also used computers 

to guide machines cutting the sandstone slabs used for the 

flooring and walls; and, as with the metal panels, some of these 

were assembled in a pattern resembling fish scales—a favorite 

image in Gehry’s work. The construction took three and a half 

years to complete, and was done within the $100 million budget. 

MM	The north elevation of the Guggenheim, as viewed from the waterside 

pedestrian access, accentuates the reflective qualities of the building.

M	 A whimsical topiary sculpture in the form of a terrier puppy by the 

artist Jeff Koons creates a soft natural form as a strong contrast to the 

shining metallic finishes selected as the exterior cladding.

M	 The Guggenheim is located on the river Nervión in the center of Bilbao. M	 The office and administration section clad in bright blue stucco.




