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About The Author


Frank Gehry has outlived his architectural contemporaries. Despite his pinnacle of success, retirement has never become an obsession or desirable option. He will create and contribute until he can no longer physically or mentally. 




As with many creative and misunderstood spirits, he experienced early reproach for his unrealistic interests. His pragmatic and unimaginative father demeaned him as simply a dreamer, assured to advance nowhere with his misspent hours. His mother fortunately viewed him differently. She encouraged his creative pursuits and introduced him into the world of visual art.




From his grandfather and father’s hardware store, he would construct imaginative buildings, houses and futuristic cities. His materials were discards including corrugated steel, chain link fencing, plywood and wood scraps. These undesirable crumbs would ultimately become transformed into visionary feats of marvel and design. Their realization would remain theoretical until a future era when accompanying technology and financial resources were available.




Frank Gehry was born in Toronto, Canada during 1929 as Frank Owen Goldberg. His father changed the family name to Gehry when they immigrated to Los Angeles in 1947 fearing anti-Semitism following World War II. Frank was eighteen. 




Gehry’s professional path circumvented conventionality. He has claimed to have been a delivery truck driver, announcer and even pursued studies in chemical engineering. None of these disciplines stimulated his imagination. None he pursued passionately.




He ultimately found his greatest pleasure amongst the visual arts. He pursued his own artistic expression through design and graduated with a Bachelor of Architecture degree from the University of Southern California in 1954.




His professional path deviated immediately following graduation upon his enlistment in the United States Army. At the age of 27, he moved his family to Cambridge, Massachusetts. He studied city planning at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. The curriculum and conflictive encounters with  

faculty members deadened his former enthusiasm. He abandoned the program before completion. 




He felt unable to acclimate himself towards a professional philosophy sterile of ethics or moral accountability. His own uncompromising values were grounded in progressive social responsibility.  These principles conflicted directly with certain faculty members. One teacher boasted of his involvement with a secret project. The undertaking involved designing a palace for reining Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. The Cuban head-of-state was an oppressive leader who preceded the 1959 Cuban Revolution and the rise of his ultimate successor, Fidel Castro.




Following an elevated moral path may inhibit opportunity, acclaim and wealth. In the end, Gehry’s persistence, talent and foresight succeeded in achieving all three.




A significant influence of Gehry’s architectural evolution can easily be traced to an obscure lecture that he attended at the age of sixteen. Renowned Finnish designer and architect Alvar Aalto spoke in 1946 at the University of Toronto. Gehry was present and mesmerized by the talk. The impact would stimulate his eventual interest towards the discipline of architecture. It is both curious and ironic to compare the influence one titan imparted upon another decades apart without the two ever having personally become acquainted.




Aalto’s output included architecture, furniture, textiles, sculpture and glassware. The legendary modernist espoused playfulness and whimsy with his designs. He created work in contrast with the then popular and more calculated modular and mathematical designs of his peers during the 1950s.




Aalto’s designs employed gentle curves, unconventional materials and even irregularly placed columns within his buildings. His quirkiness, engaging forms and textures appear unmistakable elements of Gehry’s later signature creations. 


[image: Image]




[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]


Following the military stint, his life would follow a comparatively conventional professional trajectory. During the early 1960s, he was employed and collaborated with other architecture firms before establishing his own practice in 1967. His earliest commissions were primarily based in Southern California designing commercial and residential structures. One of his most regarded projects was his own residence located in Santa Monica. He fashioned a stark metallic exterior wrapping encasing his originally constructed house. The effect left many of the original ornamental details visible.




High-profile commissions followed as his reputation expanded including the Cabrillo Marine Aquarium, California Aerospace Museum, California Museum of Science and Industry and the Chiat/Day advertising agency headquarters. His competency, innovation and budget discipline became acknowledged within the industry. His commissions expanded internationally. His accumulating professional accolades would become superseded during 1997. The global exposure generated by his design of a museum within an obscure Basque region of Spain vaulted him into international superstardom.
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The Guggenheim Museum extension located in Bilbao, Spain was hailed universally for its distinctive aesthetics, flow and swirling curvatures. The design was acclaimed as one of masterpieces of the 20th century. The effect catapulted Bilbao into a worldwide-recognized visitor destination. Gehry introduced a global audience into the ingenuity, beauty and free flowing design capabilities of titanium-steel clad structures. The glowing exposure immediately became known as his signature design style. His overnight public success had necessitated over three decades to formulate and perfect.
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Building exteriors have historically been composed of stone, masonry, steel and/or wood. Architectural employment of titanium on a massive scale abruptly became singularly attributed to Gehry’s Bilbao Museum. He was not the first architect to employ the material, simply the most visible. Architects had used the material since the 1970s.




Titanium is an element that was discovered in 1790 and named after the Titans, earth giants documented in Greek mythology. Industrial production began following World War II. It was used primarily in the aerospace, chemical, and electric-power industries and for other general-purpose applications. 




The metal is lightweight, strong, flexible and critically important within inclement climates, rust-free. Its permanence and durability has become widely recognized to resist corrosive wear. Following the Guggenheim project, it would follow as a recognized component in contemporary residential design.




The effect following his triumph in Bilbao earned Gehry significant and desirable international commissions. A problem posed by his success becomes a desire to design innovatively without replicating previous work. The problem occurs when clients demand a nearly exact replica of a famous prior design.
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