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‘A bulldlng is alive, like a mang
integrity is to follow its own truthy
its one single theme, and to serve s
its own single purpose.’

The Fountainhead, Ayn Rand.

At a glance, architect Frank Gehry may not seem to have that
much in common with Howard Roark, Ayn Rand’'s uncompromising hero architect
from The Fountainhead. Apart from being a high modernist, Roark’s prescriptive
design is the antithesis to Gehry’s collaborative post-structuralism. What they do
share is a futuristic vision and artistic purity that is usually lacking in flesh and blood
designers. Gehry's most famous buildings such as ‘The Guggenheim Museum'’ in
Bilbao have revolutionised architecture while maintaining the singular integrity of
purpose for which they were built - just as Roark would have wanted. The irony is
that (thus far at least], Gehry has never needed to blow up one of his own buildings
because a client wanted to make changes. Instead, he invites change as an integral
part of his design process, and thereby achieves architectural integrity through
conversation rather than conflict, and for this, Frank Gehry is singularly outstanding.

‘I tell clients when | start working with them that we're going to be in a liquid
state for a long time,” Gehry explains. ‘During that period we make a lot of study
models, and some of them are pretty scary looking. | do that so clients can follow
the trajectory of my thinking, but it's not predictable. | push something here, and
then | see something. I think of it as an opportunistic process that evolves with
the input that I'm getting from the clients and the world around.’

~ design the new bulldlng for %I -

Business is more than prestlge _
~ It’s about the design th1nk1 1g that
- Gehry appheslto a

e.ﬂ the Peter B Lewis
008) at Princeton University,
and Maria Stata Center (2004)
assachusetts Institute of
ology [MIT), laboratories at the
2 rsity of lowa (1987-92), and the
er B Lewis Building (2002) for the
2atherhead School of Management
Ohio. Each building brought
ith it a need to understand the
unique character and location of the
university, and the individual needs of
the different faculties and students.

‘I've always thought that
businessmen were artists,” says Gehry
at UTS in Sydney. ‘Certainly, the best
businessmen are artists, and they
work intuitively. That's how we work.
If we knew where we were going, we
wouldn’t go there, because someone
else had already been there, or we'd
have done it already. We're looking
for new terrain, new places. The ideal
would be for you to start thinking that
way too. They've made a lot'of money,
but no one knows how to go ferward
with the old models.’

As in any conversation, the flow
of information is not confined to
one direction. At the completion of
the Peter B Lewis Building for the
Weatherhead School of Management,
Professor of Information Systems
Richard Boland Jnr was so impressed
with Gehry’s views on ‘design thinking’
that he convened a conference to
discuss its ramifications for business
thinking. From Gehry's distinctive work
practice came five tangible lessons for
business management:

Collaboration
No one person has the wisdom
necessary to think about all the
interactions that can happen and
what can possibly go wrong in any
endeavour on the scale of constructing
a building. Frank Gehry has a
team of 160 people, using bespoke
computer assisted design (CAD)
software, and even that is not where
the collaboration begins. You need a
partner when designing a building,” he
says. ‘It can’t be the sound of one hand
clapping. The best buildings are done
in concert with my clients.’

Taking MIT as aMexample, Craig
Webb describes whattUTS can expect
over the next few months. ‘At MIT it >



started with a fairly simple exchange.

| asked, “How do you work?” and they
said, "Here's my office. Here's my lab.”
| wanted the dialogue to go back and
forth, so we proposed some funny
questions like: “Is your behaviour like
an orang-utan? Are you social on the
ground, but solitary in the trees?”

That would mean on lower levels they
would be interacting socially, and

then spend quiet time up in the air. Or,
“Would you like a Japanese house with
flexible walls?” In which spaces could
be opened out for group meetings

or closed down for privacy. They

were even asked if they were prairie
dogs, who spend most of their time
underground in a private hole and pop
their heads out every now and then. |
expect we'll be asking UTS some funny
questions too.’

Liquid Crystal

Roy Green, Dean, UTS Business,
likes the method Gehry describes as
‘liquid into crystal’: how the fluidity of
ideas slowly takes form in the solidity
of a building. Liquidity, serendipity
and opportunism are all vital to
management practice.

Gehry is not a prescriptive architect.
He is not approaching the UTS site
with an idea of what he will do.

When asked by Kerry O'Brien on

the ABC what his vision for the UTS
site is, Gehry replied: ‘I don't have a
preconception. | know that the budget
is really tight. It's pretty contained.
The site is small. So it's a constrained
project already. The interesting thing
about this project is that the brief

of the business school is to reach

out to the community and have the
community able to reach into them, to
become part of it.’

Boland Jnr at Weatherhead says:
‘Designing picks up on the fact that
it's a process. The suffix at the end
of the word is what matters: “ing”.
It's happening. You go between
liquidity and crystallisation. You do it
in tandem with other people. If you're
good at fluid thinking, then you need
others who are good at solidifying it.
Not everyone has to be both but the
leaders need to have an understanding

both

‘The question is about when the building crystallises,” Webb says describing the
process. ‘It's a very tricky part of the process because early on we fight to not let
people bond too much onto any particular design because if it happens too early
it shuts down the process before it marinates and gets to a good solution. In my
experience, the longer the design process goes on, the better the building gets.
Even if it gets messy and the design gets broken and put back together again,
we've learned so much. Each time it gets broken apart it gets better.’

Multiple Models
Gehry prepares numerous different models of his buildings using different
scales and materials. Boland Jnr explains: ‘If you accept there are never simple
solutions for complex phenomena, that there are no ‘right” models, then a varie
of models means it's not the design but the direction which is important.’
It's also about the ability to change and be spontaneous. Gehry himse
it's very easy to become attached to the models, as though they wer
He changes the scale and the materials in order to free himself f
that the model, is outside of the building.
Boland Jnr points ot at it is a good lesson for a business
if you freeze to it becomes very hard to
something bett u thi
know for sure.
| don't think yo
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Karl Weick from t
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observed that ‘Eve
discussion and con

Weick observed that Gehry's practice of meeting the people who will ultimately
use his buildings, and making an effort to understand the social landscape in
which he is designing is reflected in all aspects of business. ‘Every decision we
make starts by our being dropped into the middle of a whole lot of agendas and
activities and interests that are already under way. The inherited material needs
to be understood in order to advance. It's not ideal, because nothing in life is and
we need to work our way through it.’

Legacy

The legacy of Gehry's work is concrete, glass and burnished steel. Its physical
presence stands in the landscape as a monument. But architecture is also a
business, and the legacy of business is profitability.

Gehry is proud of the financial impact buildings such as the Guggenheim
Museum at Bilbao have on a city. The Guggenheim Museum was built for US$300
a square foot at the time. This year they brought in B320 million (US$460 million).
Financially, it's been a great boon for Bilbao. They went from saying in the press,
“Kill the American!” to now | can walk down the street and they touch me. | could
live there for free probably.’

For now, the conversation between UTS and Frank Gehry has just begun. ‘We
have a very exciting opportunity opening up before us,” says Roy Green. ‘Especially
in terms of the process of discussion. When the liquid of discussion turns into
crystal we will undoubtedly have something that we can be proud of, and which
will undoubtedly add to the programs and the sense of worth and pride we have
when we come to work at UTS. I'm looking forward to the next few months." z21€



