


	 The New Republic   August 27,  2008   29

C
o

u
rt

es
y

 T
a

sc
h

en
 

Unusually for a contemporary architect, 
Nouvel has been greatly influenced by 
contemporary art. His appreciation for 
artistic concerns has inspired him to 
pursue his aesthetic project by manip-
ulating his users’ perception of color, 
depth of field, transparency and opac-
ity, materiality and apparent dematerial-
ization. “I try to create a space that isn’t 
legible,” he once explained, “a space that 
works as a mental extension of sight.” 
To provoke an architectural experience 
of productive reflection, he serves up 
spaces and places that “are there but 
might not be there.” 

The first executed project to 
encapsulate this aesthetic success-
fully was Nouvel’s wonderful head-

quarters for the Cartier Foundation in 
Paris, which opened in 1994. Situated 
on the Boulevard Raspail and contain-
ing a historic “Tree of Liberty” planted 
by Chateaubriand, the Cartier Founda-
tion sought a design that would include 
the venerated tree and avoid irritating 
neighbors hostile to the idea of a mod-
ern building on their historically impor-
tant street. Nouvel captured his musings 
on transparency and perceptual com-
plexity in a brilliantly vitreous solution. 
At times the building seems hardly to 
exist. His creation is a eight-story-high 
panegyric to the simple complexity of 
rectangular geometry and the respon-
siveness of glass to light. The often re-
flective, sometimes transparent façades 
change all day long, every day. They are 
gray and opaque when the sky is over-
cast; brilliant yellow and orange on clear 
days in the setting sun; a watery, trans-
parent green at night.

Like giant breakable screens, the Car- 
tier Foundation’s entrance and rear fa-
çades extend to and above both sides of 
the enclosed building, paradoxically en-
hancing its monumentality while un-
derscoring its fragility. Ceilings at the 
entrance level, containing mostly exhibi-
tion spaces, are a palatial twenty-six feet 
high. In the galleries, full-floor glass pan-
els slide open to create a free flow from 
the sidewalk in front to the garden be-
hind. Air or glass? It is not always clear. 
Inside the upper stories, Nouvel elabo-
rates upon the theme of the changeable 
experiences of transparency, translu-
cency, and reflectivity. Moving through 
this tall slip of a building, one sees its 
glass planes from multiple oblique and 
perpendicular angles, layered atop and 
shifting around one another. The Car- 
tier Foundation embodies a thoroughly 
contemporary sensibility wrapped in a 
paradox: a building at once retiring and 

justice and environmental responsibility. 
Socially, architecture and urban design 
must reformulate and contribute to sup-
porting desirable patterns of societal in-
teraction and familial structure. And 
aesthetically, architecture must move 
us, as great architecture always has, and 
make us see the world and its possibili-
ties anew, and change how we think and 
live, individually and collectively.

Nouvel’s contributions to architecture 
are primarily in the aesthetic and social 
realms. Aesthetically, for him, architec-
ture constitutes a unique form of knowl-
edge, which he aims to advance. He once 
remarked that he holds to an “aesthet-
ics of revelation, a way of taking a piece 
of the world and saying, ‘I’m appropri-
ating this, and I’m giving it back to you 

for your appreciation in a different way.’ ” 
His particular aesthetic innovation lies 
in how he plays with our apprehension 
of buildings and their immediate sur-
roundings, provoking us to reflect upon 
the shifting relationship between our 
optical experience of the world and our 
thoughts about it. 

Nouvel does this by tackling the sub-
ject of matter. This is a stark contrast to 
his many modernist predecessors, who 
used newly developed materials and 
technologies to enlarge people’s un-
derstanding of the dynamics of space. 
He has said that he is less interested in 
space than he is in “the relation between 
matter and light,” adding that what es-
pecially intrigues him is the possibility 
of creating optical experiences that con-
vey the empirical fact that light is matter. 

had tried to control daylight through 
photosensitive mechanical devices. The 
Institut du Monde Arabe is not a great 
building, but it does reveal a restless, 
searching mind.

Nouvel’s commitment to experimen-
tation has, in a handful of buildings, 
produced actual discoveries, inventions 
that create one of architecture’s many 
possible “ideal directions.” Among these 
are the Cartier Foundation headquar-
ters in Paris, the Cultural and Congress 
Center in Lucerne, and the Guthrie 
Theater in Minneapolis. In these three 
projects, as well as several others, he 
creates art from architecture, all the 
while elegantly articulating an original, 
innovative, and necessary agenda for 
architecture’s future.

To understand Nouvel’s contribution, 
we must begin with the issues that most 
critically press upon the future of archi-
tecture, our cities, and the lives we live 
in them. They fall, I think, into three cat-
egories: political, social, and aesthetic. 
The political challenges facing architec-
ture are many: the diminishing power 
of its practitioners to influence public 
opinion and, consequently, the physi-
cal configuration of our public realm; 
the need to develop new technologies—
and to marshal existing ones—to cre-
ate architecture that has direct political 
and social value: for disadvantaged peo-
ple, temporary shelters, prefabricated 
dwellings, and low-cost housing; and for 
all people, buildings, urban designs, and 
infrastructural projects that in one way 
or another advance the causes of social 

Cultural and Congress Center, Lucerne, 2000
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propounded by Robert Venturi (another 
Pritzker winner) and his partner, De-
nise Scott Brown (who was scandalously 
snubbed by the Pritzker committee). 
This practice of directly referring, or in-
directly alluding, to established architec-
tural styles is now practiced by a host of 
past winners, including Rem Koolhaas, 
Sverre Fehn, Raphael Moneo, Glenn 
Murcutt, and Alvaro Siza, as well as a 
large swath of prominent contemporary 
practitioners. 

Nouvel has developed a singular ap-
proach to contextualizing architectural 
form that sets the stage for aesthetic and 
social transformation. To develop his de-
signs, he carefully considers the role that 
the institution will play in the life of the 
city. He also studies the circumstances 
of its site—its history, its surrounding 
buildings, its topography, its place in 
the urban realm. In his best buildings, he 
synthesizes his vision of the particular 
institution’s social role with his obser-
vations about its site and then proceeds 
with his composition. The result is a 
highly iconic architecture that rarely re-
fers directly to actually existing build-
ings, past or present. Nouvel keeps his 
eye trained less on the history of archi-
tecture than on the particular cities and 
sites in which he builds. His buildings 
emphasize what he calls the “hyper-spec-
ificity” of their place. At the same time, 
he asks, “What good is an architecture 
that is out of step with contemporary 
life?” To genuflect before architectural 
precedents in today’s globalizing, me-
dia-saturated, climatologically precari-
ous, technology-driven world would be 

“absolutely ridiculous”; but simply to re-
flect today’s world without trying to bet-
ter it would be unconscionable.

The block-long lakefront Cultural and 
Congress Center in Lucerne, which was 
finished in 2000, brilliantly intertwines 
Nouvel’s aesthetic inquiry into the na-
ture of perception and his aesthetic and 
social reconceptualization of architec-
tural form in what may be his greatest 
completed project, and is without doubt 
one of the most important buildings of 
our time. This huge complex (its gross 
area is 350,000 square feet) houses two 
concert halls, a small “convention hall,” 
a museum, a restaurant, and a bar. Here 
Nouvel brilliantly amalgamates his man-
ifold lines of architectural exploration. 
The Cultural and Congress Center en-
compasses conceptual, material, spatial, 
and emotional opposites. The build-
ing is monumental and inviting; con-
ceptually driven and pragmatic; unique 
and contextual; figurative and abstract; 
opaque and transparent; light-absorbing 

his re-thinking of the problem of ar-
chitectural figuration emerges from his 
commitment to socially relevant archi-
tecture. In Lucerne and Minneapolis, 
Nouvel developed a new approach to 
the way a building should relate to its 
urban context, which might awkwardly, 
but accurately, be called transformative 
contextualism.

Questions of figuration and ab-
straction are much muddier in 
architecture than in art. A paint-

ing either depicts a figure or it does not; 
or, as in many abstract artworks since 
cubism, it suggests figurative elements 
while not actually depicting them. Yet 
the question of figuration in architecture 
is truly labyrinthine. Is a Doric column 
abstract or figurative? Is a façade com-
posed of a sliding and skewed array of 
rectangles abstract or figurative? What 
if it deliberately alludes to compositions 
by Mondrian? What if those rectangles 
are actually windows, sometimes with 
people leaning out of them? That façade 
is an abstract composition of geometric 
forms, a figurative allusion to an abstract 
painting, and it contains actual or pro-
vokes imagined thoughts of real people. 
So is it abstract or figurative?

These questions may seem as relevant 
to architecture, or to life in the contempo-
rary city, as puzzling out whether archi-
tects can dance on the heads of pins. Yet 
they have appeared prominently in the 
discourse of architecture for more than 
forty years. In reaction to the perceived 
abstraction and conceptual inaccessi-
bility of some canonical early modern-
ist buildings, architects were calling, by 
the 1960s, for a more “contextual” archi-
tecture that so-called ordinary people 
could grasp—buildings that looked like 
other buildings people had previously 
experienced and so would presumably 
feel comfortable being in and looking at. 
Historicism and contextualism, which 
come in many stripes, became the vogue, 
often under the name postmodernism, 
with its diverse practitioners arguing that 
architects should employ allusions (if not 
direct references) to the forms of familiar 
buildings, because doing so would give 
them a better chance of actually reach-
ing their publics.

Nouvel’s buildings in Lucerne and 
Minneapolis start within the parame-
ters of this debate. Unlike some prom-
inent Pritzker winners—Frank Gehry, 
Zaha Hadid, Thom Mayne, Richard 
Rogers—Nouvel insists upon the impor-
tance of contextualism in architecture. 
But he rejects the mimicry of existing 
visual tropes, a practice most famously 

monumental, it is constantly remade by 
its immediate built and environmental 
context, by the time of day or night, the 
weather, the season, the shifting move-
ments of its users and passersby.

This description of the Cartier Founda-
tion may confer the impression that Nou-
vel is in the business of de-familiarization, 
in the old Russian formalist sense of the 
term. Such a notion might give pause: 
it is fine if a painting shocks people into 
seeing the world afresh, but people live 
in and use buildings. Should they re-
ally be unsettled by them? Some prom-
inent contemporary architects, such as 
Peter Eisenman and Daniel Libeskind, 
would probably say yes; but Nouvel 
disagrees. His buildings are emphati-
cally not (to use Eisenman’s ridiculous 
term) “autonomous.” His work on per-
ceptual experience inspires people to re- 
conceptualize their relationship to the 
built object and the surrounding city. 
His buildings have concrete uses and 
familiar purposes; they make places 
for people to individually and collectively 
live their lives. 

In the Cartier Foundation, and even 
more in two great buildings that fol-
lowed it, the Cultural and Congress 
Center in Lucerne and the Guthrie The-
ater in Minneapolis, Nouvel manages to 
make spaces that “are there but might 
not be there” without flying into self-
indulgent fantasy, because his inquiry 
into the relationship of perception to 
cognition is coupled with an inquiry 
into the architectural use of figuration 
and allusion. If Nouvel’s aesthetic mus-
ings on the nature of perception are in-
tended to provoke private revelation, 

Falling
Long before daybreak
none of the birds yet awake
rain comes down with the sound
of a huge wind rushing
through the valley trees
it comes down around us
all at the same time
and beyond it there is nothing
it falls without hearing itself
without knowing
there is anyone here
without seeing where it is
or where it is going
like a moment of great
happiness of our own
that we cannot remember
coasting with the lights off

W. S.  Merwin
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liant, deep blue silo of a building perched 
high on a crest above the roaring St. 
Anthony Falls of the Mississippi River in 
an old industrial section of downtown 
Minneapolis. 

In Paris and Lucerne, Nouvel achieved 
figuration by manipulating, reflecting, 
and framing his buildings’ urban con-
texts. But both the Cartier Foundation 
and the Cultural and Congress Center 
are located in cities and on sites satu-
rated with hundreds of years of history. 
Minneapolis is different. Compared to 
Paris or Lucerne, the city’s architec-
tural heritage is paltry. And the imme-
diate urban context of the new Guthrie 
Theater is sorrier still. It is set on a for-
mer parking lot at what remains the 
outer edge of downtown; the neigh-
borhood is filled mainly with aban-
doned industrial buildings and empty 
lots. This project demanded that Nouvel 
find a way to emphasize the histori-
cal identities of both Minneapolis and 
the Guthrie Theater, and so he adopted 
a more directly figurative approach. 
Compositionally and spatially, he took 
his cues from the institutional iden-
tity of the theater and from the site: 
the river, a nearby historic bridge, and 
a preserved flour mill next door that is 
a historic monument. 

Screen-printed onto midnight-blue-
enameled panels near the Guthrie’s 
city-side entrance are huge ghostly im-
ages of faces, stills drawn from scenes of 
past performances. The building’s large 
curved exterior volume, which houses 
one of the theaters, alludes to the adja-
cent grain silo and to Minneapolis’s past 
as the “flour milling capital of the world.” 
On the opposite side of the building, a 
cantilevered amber glass lobby four sto-
ries above ground level extends nearly 
200 feet over a road toward the Mis-
sissippi River to offer variously framed 
and generally spectacular views of the 
river, the adjacent city of St. Paul, and 
the historic mill next door. Inside, as 
one moves through the various spaces, 
Nouvel reveals the theater as itself a sort 
of industrial machine for the production 
of illusions, of fabulations of personal 
identity. One catches mediated glimpses 
of the set building room and other pro-
duction areas—some of any theater’s 
many backstages. 

The Guthrie is more figurative, in 
the traditional sense of the term, than 
the Cartier Foundation or the Lucerne 
buildings, but Nouvel manages to use 
this figuration to transform this insti-
tution in its urban place by creating 
a richer, more conceptually dense con-
text. This is contextualism without a 

façade of tinted, highly reflective glass, 
perpendicular to which are set a series 
of shallow vertical glass planes. This glass 
wall mirrors the city, but with a twist: 
visually, the added glass panels thicken 
the façade plane and increase the com-
plexity of its reflected imagery; conceptu-
ally, they further emphasize to the viewer 
the shifting and fleeting nature of archi-
tectural perception. Standing in front 
of this wall, one despairs of identifying 
exactly what reflected parts of the city 
or the lake she beholds.

Further extending the inquiry that he 
began in the Cartier Foundation, Nou-
vel pushes his exploration into the nature 
of architectural perception beyond ques-
tions of transparency and reflection. Pas-
sages in lacy steel mesh and opaque, deep, 
reflective colors generate other percep-
tual and conceptual musings. Long thin 
corridors hang in blood-red boxes off 
one façade, playing off reflective glass 
and bright-blue enameled boxes housing 
rooms. These variations of texture and 
color also complicate the viewer’s un-
derstanding of depth of field, while the 
differently articulated façade elements 
provoke him to imagine moving though 
spaces he cannot, from the outside, see 
or understand. 

Inside, one moves through places that 
are dramatically dark and compressed 
(as in the deep red hallways leading to 
the concert hall), places that are dra-
matically light and open (as in the glass, 
steel mesh, skylit museum), and places 
that are dramatically both. Standing, 
during intermissions, in the concert 
hall’s dark low-ceilinged foyer, you get 
the impression that the experience of 
this building in its site has been distilled 
to its pungent essence: the room is, on 
one side, compressed by an exterior por-
tion of the bulbous, red-wood-veneered 
concert hall, and on the other side it is 
released into framed views over the lake 
and the city of Lucerne beyond.

Such moments in the Lucerne 
building testify to Nouvel’s long-
standing fascination with theater. 

This is no surprise from an architect 
preoccupied with how perceptions shift 
and transform situationally; and this fas-
cination with perception prompted still 

more innovation in his en-
thralling Guthrie Theater, 
completed in 2006. In the 
Guthrie, Nouvel amalgam-
ates his inquiries into the 
relationship between per-
ception and architectural 
cognition, theatricality, and 
urban context into a bril-

and light-reflecting; compressed and 
expansive; brooding and celebratory.

Functionally and urbanistically, the 
Lucerne building encapsulates Nou- 
vel’s transformative contextualism. Faced 
with the prospect of crashing so many 
square feet into this small, historic, Swiss- 
precious city, Nouvel broke the program 
into three adjacent, linked, and differently 
sized components, each housing a pub- 
lic amenity: a large concert-hall-cum- 
restaurant, a small concert-hall-cum-bar 
and public gathering place, and a museum- 
cum-“convention hall.” These compo-
nents are housed in distinct rectangular 
prisms, separated at ground level by water 
channels that feed into reflecting pools in 
a front plaza, and above ground level by 
exterior pedestrian bridges. Ever mindful 
of how his buildings relate to their urban 
sites, Nouvel placed the three prisms 
according to their likely frequency of 
use: the large concert hall to the east is 
farthest from the center of the city; the 
museum and conference center to the 
west is closest to the city center and next 
to an entrance to the subway.

On the lakefront side, Nouvel uni-
fied this disaggregated composition, re-
sponding to the scale of the monumental, 
mirrored expanse of Lake Lucerne. He 
capped the building with an astonish-
ing tapered slash of a roof that cantile-
vers seventy-five feet above the outdoor 
plaza and in some places stretches 150 
feet out from the body of the building. 
From hundreds of meters away, in the 
city of Lucerne and outside it, what one 
sees of the Cultural and Congress Cen-
ter is that tapered horizon line of a roof: 
depending upon where you stand, it 
can even appear to project over and en- 
compass an adjacent historic building 
or two. Lined on its underside in matte 
gray aluminum, this roof works func-
tionally and compositionally: in its hov-
ering scope it has become the icon of 
the city; it helps to spatially define and 
functionally cover part of the outdoor 
plaza; and it ratifies the architecture’s vi-
sual themes of mirroring, transparency, 
and opacity by reflecting the aqueous 
movements of the lake and the plaza’s 
shallow pools.

Beneath the unifying element of the 
roof, Nouvel creates a funky contrapuntal 
rhythm, visually distinguish-
ing the three prisms from 
one another but relating 
them materially and com-
positionally. Parts pick up 
on and extend the concep-
tual project of the Cartier 
Foundation, as in the main 
concert hall’s ground-level 
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At the end of June, the Su-
preme Court, in a case called 
District of Columbia v. Hel-
ler, invalidated the District’s 
ban on the private owner-

ship of pistols. It did so in the name of 
the Second Amendment to the Consti-
tution. The decision was the most note-
worthy of the Court’s recent term. It is 
questionable in both method and re-
sult, and it is evidence that the Supreme 
Court, in deciding constitutional cases, 
exercises a freewheeling discretion 
strongly flavored with ideology.

The majority opinion, by Justice An-
tonin Scalia, concluded that the original, 
and therefore the authoritative, meaning 
of the Second Amendment is that Amer-
icans are entitled to possess pistols (and 
perhaps other weapons) for the defense 
of their homes. Scalia’s entire analysis 
rests on this interpretive method, which 
denies the legitimacy of flexible inter-
pretation designed to adapt the Con-
stitution (so far as the text permits) to 
current conditions. The irony is that the 

“originalist” method would have yielded 
the opposite result.

Nouvel has completed one iconic sky-
scraper, the Torre Agbar in Barcelona, 
and is now turning his full attention 
to the problem of the tall building. He 
has two commissions in New York City, 
a condominium tower at 100 Eleventh 
Avenue and a tower next to the Museum 
of Modern Art in midtown. He has also 
begun work on his competition-winning 
scheme for a mixed-use tower at La 
Défense. An architect’s design for a proj-
ect is a declaration of intent, and it may 
vary wildly from what comes out of the 
ground. The designs for these projects, 
which are in different stages of develop-
ment, look promising. Still, what Nouvel 
will accomplish in these new towers is an 
open question. The Torre Agbar and the 
design for 100 Eleventh Avenue, which 
is currently under construction, suggest 
that he will continue to explore the most 
advanced technologies in pursuit of his 
architectural ideals, and that he will in-
creasingly consider the impact of such 
large buildings on the environment. It 
is time for Nouvel, like the great Amer-
ican architect Louis Sullivan before him, 
to reconsider the tall building. d

discipline, and call into service “the Mi-
litia” (a term that embraces the state mili-
tias, because the same provision reserves 
the right to train and officer “the Mili-
tia” to the respective states) would en-
able Congress to disarm them. That fear 
surfaced in the debates over the ratifica-
tion of the original Constitution and was, 
as Justice John Paul Stevens’s dissenting 
opinion explains, the motivation for the 
Second Amendment.

The text of the amendment, whether 
viewed alone or in light of the concerns 
that actuated its adoption, creates no 
right to the private possession of guns 
for hunting or other sport, or for the de-
fense of person or property. It is doubt-
ful that the amendment could even be 
thought to require that members of state 
militias be allowed to keep weapons in 
their homes, since that would reduce 
the militias’ effectiveness. Suppose part 
of a state’s militia was engaged in combat 
and needed additional weaponry. Would 
the militia’s commander have to collect 
the weapons from the homes of militia-
men who had not been mobilized, as op-
posed to obtaining them from a storage 
facility? Since the purpose of the Second 
Amendment, judging from its language 
and background, was to assure the effec-
tiveness of state militias, an interpreta-
tion that undermined their effectiveness 
by preventing states from making effi-
cient arrangements for the storage and 
distribution of military weapons would 
not make sense. 

The Court evaded the issue in Heller 
by cutting loose the Second Amendment 
from any concern with state militias 
(the “National Guard,” as they are now 
called). The majority opinion acknowl-
edges that allowing people to keep guns 
in their homes cannot help the militias, 
because modern military weapons are 
not appropriate for home defense (most 
of them are too dangerous), and anyway 
the opinion says that the only weapons 
the Second Amendment entitles people 
to possess are ones that are not “highly 
unusual in society at large.” Modern 
military weapons are highly unusual in 
society at large. By creating a privilege 
to own guns of no interest to a militia, 
the Court decoupled the amendment’s 
two clauses.

It justified this decoupling by argu-
ing that the word “people” in the expres-
sion “the right of the people to keep and 
bear Arms” (the amendment’s second 
clause) must encompass more than just 

The Second Amendment, part of the 
Bill of Rights added to the original Con-
stitution in 1791, states: “A well reg-
ulated Militia being necessary to the 
security of a free State, the right of the 
people to keep and bear Arms, shall not 
be infringed.” In other words: since a 
militia, provided that it is well regulated, 
is a very good thing for a free state to 
have, the federal government must not 
be allowed to castrate it by forbidding 
the people of the United States to pos-
sess weapons. For then the militia would 
have no weapons, and an unarmed mili-
tia is an oxymoron.

Politically conscious Americans in the 
late eighteenth century feared standing 
armies, having fought the British army 
in the Revolution, and feared central-
ized government (as in Britain); and on 
both counts they wanted to make sure 
that the states would be allowed to have 
armed militias. The federal government 
could regulate them but not disarm them. 
The fear was that in the absence of such 
a provision in the Bill of Rights, the pro-
vision in Article I of the Constitution 
authorizing Congress to organize, arm, 

hint of nostalgia. Indeed, the Guthrie 
is utterly contemporary—at moments, 
even achingly cool.

The buildings in Paris, Lucerne, and 
Minneapolis confound our perceptions 
and provoke us to question how we pro-
cess sensory experience, thereby expand-
ing our vision of how personal experience 
is constructed. In offering a transforma-
tive contextualism, at once figurative and 
abstract, bound to the existing environ-
ment and forward-looking, these proj-
ects also constitute a cultural and social 
proposal to deal with another one of the 
contemporary world’s most pressing con-
cerns, namely globalization, by creating 
civic icons that distill a sense of locality 
and place. They move architecture be-
yond its deadening polarization of “con-
text” and figuration on the one hand and 

“autonomy” and abstraction on the other. 
Thus these buildings address architec- 
ture to some of the most widely discussed 
questions in contemporary culture. 
Cerberus-like, Nouvel looks to the past, 
omnivorously consumes the present, and 
keeps watch on a future that he knows he 
is responsible for, and can partly shape.

Richard A. Posner
In Defense of LooseNESS
The Supreme Court and gun control.
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