
A Twist of Genius

ness about him, but it’s an assertive 
humbleness. A sense, perhaps, that his 
buildings speak so loudly that he needn’t shout 
his greatness from the rooftops.

What, then, makes a great building, in Gehry’s 
eyes? “I think what should drive us is humanism, 
so whatever that is, at whatever level you con-
nect to it – that means tactility, visual, character, 
form, spatial experience and all that.”

It’s another perhaps unexpected answer from 
an architect whose buildings are often so outland-
ish and envelope-pushing that they seem to have 
come from some alien realm. Then again, his crea-
tive process is not something even Gehry can fully 
explain. “If I know what I’m going to do, I don’t 
do it,” he states plainly. “I trust intuition a lot. And 
that’s spontaneity, that’s what’s important.”
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So is there any building here that does impress 
him? “I think that when Norman Foster did that 
[hsbc] office building it seemed exciting,” he 
says. “It seemed more exciting from the distance. 
When I got here years later, I just sort of… it’s a 
little bit too cool for me. The lights, the warmth 
that I thought it had… But it’s still a pretty exem-
plary building; it’s an important piece of work.”

We’re sitting in the expansive living room 
of one of the 12 6,000sqft-plus apartments that 
comprise Opus, a project undertaken for Hong 
Kong developer Swire Properties. A wide and 
comfortable sofa is one of the few furnishings to 
adorn the virgin space, and Italian opera music 
plays from a cd player somewhere in the far cor-
ner. Gehry’s voice is soft, his cadence slow, like he 
has all the time in the world. There’s a humble-

F
rank gehry is gazing out over the city below from 
the expansive windows of Opus Hong Kong, his recently com-
pleted residential building on The Peak that marks his first major 
project in Asia. Is the Pritzker Prize-winning architect impressed 
by our famous skyline? Not so much it transpires. “They made 

us a view, that’s the plus. They made us something to look at. It’s quite nice, 
with the lights on. Even though each [building] has its level of banality, it’s 
uniquely their own.” It’s a surprisingly honest assessment from a man who’s 
supposed to be here to talk up his latest much-hyped creation, a 12-storey 
tower on a coveted plot of land at 53 Stubbs Road. But then, at 83 years old 
and often cited as the most important architect of his generation, Gehry has 
earned the right to be, well, frank.
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It would be a stretch to place Opus Hong Kong 
beside his most iconic works, but the building is 
still identifiably a Frank Gehry. Glass-enclosed 
columns twist upwards around the outside of the 
12-storey structure, resembling reeds, or perhaps 
bamboo, swaying in the wind; square windows 
tilt out from walls at a jaunty angle; and huge 
blocks of Spanish limestone (the same material 
used in the Guggenheim Bilbao) are arranged in 
haphazard fashion around the base.

The exterior, however, is only half the story 
at Opus. The apartments are arranged one per 
floor, save for a pair of duplexes with private 
pools comprising the first two floors, and each 
is blessed with a view that is remarkable even 
by Hong Kong standards, thanks to floor-to-
ceiling windows offering sweeping views of the 
metropolis. Wraparound balconies designed to 
look like a ship’s deck, meanwhile, allow tenants 

important buildings of the late 20th century. 
As well as buildings, Gehry has also designed 
furniture, watches for Fossil and, for Tiffany & Co, 
jewellery. Arguably the person for who the term 
‘starchitect’ was coined (a neologism, incidentally, 
that Gehry loathes), he has gone on to garner a 
clutch of major honours, including the aia gold 
medal in 1999 and an induction into the California 
Hall of Fame in 2006. 

So what brings him to Hong Kong? “I was 
excited to do this because this is a unique spot,” 
says Gehry of the enviable plot that had been 
in the Swire family for more than 60 years. The 
architect maintains that he doesn’t go looking for 
work, but rather responds to clients who approach 
him with proposals that arouse his interest. “The 
good thing about that is when they call you they 
really want to do something,” he says. “If you’re 
selling yourself, then it’s a different relationship.”

to play king of the world whenever they choose. 
Predictably, Opus is almost certain to become 
the priciest real-estate the city has ever seen. 
The apartments are intended for rental only, but 
Swire Properties ceo Martin Cubbon concedes 
the company could be persuaded to sell a couple 
of units if someone makes a big enough offer.

Feng shui was a factor in the design, but Gehry 
admits he is not an expert on the subject, and was 
guided through the process. Sustainability too, fac-
tored in, although Gehry says that he looks at this 
differently from most architects. “It makes sense 
to be more engaged with nature and not waste 
resources,” he says, “but there’s a bigger issue that’s 
not focused on, and that’s waste. Managing waste 
in the construction industry is a big failure right 
now. Thirty per cent of a building’s acknowledged 
cost is waste. If it costs US$100milion to build, 
US$30 million of that is waste.” 

Born Ephraim Owen Goldberg in Toronto 
in 1929, Gehry moved to Los Angeles in 1947 
and graduated from the University of Southern 
California’s School of Architecture in 1954. A stint 
in the US Army and a partially completed course 
in city planning at Harvard Graduate School of 
Design were bookended by spells at well-regarded 
Los Angeles firm Victor Gruen Associates, before 
he spent a year in Paris working for French 
architect André Remondet and studying the work 
of Le Corbusier. In 1962, Gehry returned to LA 
to establish his own firm, Gehry Associates. His 
reputation blossomed over the next two dec-
ades, and in 1989 he was awarded architecture’s 
most prominent honour, the Pritzker Prize. His 
Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, completed in 1997, 
shot him to fame beyond architecture and design 
circles, and is widely acknowledged – by critics, 
peers and the general public – as one of the most 
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Gehry’s  
Greatest hits

the nationale-nederlanden 
building (1995), prague 
Co-designed with Croatian-Czech 
architect Vlado Milunic and originally 
called Fred and Ginger (after Fred 
Astaire and Ginger Rogers) this banking 
headquarters in the Czech capital is 
better know as the Dancing House for 
its resemblance to a waltzing duo. 

the guggenheim museum  
bilbao (1997), bilbao
Gehry’s most famous building has been 
showered with praise since its opening, 
revitalising an economically depressed 
area of the Basque city in northern 
Spain and turning it into one of the 
country’s biggest tourist attractions. 

emp museum (2000), seattle
Said to be based on a smashed 
Stratocaster guitar, this shimmering 
institution dedicated to music and sci-
ence-fiction wasn’t to everyone’s 
tastes: Forbes magazine named it one 
of the 10 ugliest buildings in the world 
just two years after its opening.

walt disney concert hall 
(2003), los angeles 
This LA landmark is hard to miss with 
its undulating metallic exterior. The 
2,265-seat arena was widely praised for 
its design and acoustics – but not for 
its cost, with some reports claiming it 
was up to US$174 million over its origi-
nal budget.

ray and maria stata center 
(2004) at mit, massachusetts 
The seemingly imploding collection of 
buildings looks more like a German 
Expressionist daydream than an aca-
demic complex and has been praised 
(for its envelope-pushing design)  
and derided (for its apparent impracti-
cality) in equal measures.

new york by gehry at  
8 spruce street (2011),  
new york city
At 265 metres high, this rippling 76-sto-
rey skyscraper is among the tallest res-
idential buildings in the world. Like 
those of it its Hong Kong counterpart, 
Opus, the 898 apartments in the 
Manhattan tower are available for 
rental only.
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Most of this waste is caused by changes to the 
design, and this is something Gehry Technologies, 
the architect’s software company, has attempted 
to address; Gehry tells me they have managed to 
reduce the typical wastage cost by as much as 12 
per cent on some projects. But, he says, the prob-
lem is often the layers of management that inevi-
tably surround major projects. “I think the organi-
sation of the construction should happen by the 
architects because we know what we’re doing, we 
know why we’re doing it, and we can get to the 
point. When it’s translated by others, they don’t 
know why, and they think they’re helping by cut-
ting things out or changing things or straighten-
ing the walls. If value engineered [Opus] it would 
all be straight, glass wouldn’t be on the columns 
and these would be straight walls.” It would have 
been cheaper, Gehry concedes, but not by much. 
But, he points out, “The value added here is an 
economic plus, so this building will have longev-
ity by its uniqueness, and that’s important.”

So, I enquire, is there a Gehry language that he 
works from when he begins each project? “No,” he 
replies emphatically. “No, the language evolves in 
relation to the site, the client, the criteria, the pro-
gramme. It’s recognisable, I’ve been told, but it’s 
only recognisable because they’re all different.”

That said, there must be some recurring prin-
ciples that inform his work, I suggest. Humour 
perhaps? “I think taking oneself seriously is a 
problem,” says Gehry. “As soon as you get into 
an intellectual mandate of some kind, you lose 
the humour, you lose the humanity of it. I think 
humour in the sense of not taking yourself seri-
ously makes it a lighter approach, a lighter touch, 
a lighter feeling – in that sense it’s humour. It’s 
not humour ha-ha, but it’s humour humanistic.”

What about motion?
“Motion’s important to me,” he agrees. “When 

I started, I was looking for a way to engage people 
in the building without resorting to 19th-century 
decoration. I was looking for a way to get feeling 
into the building. It was there before my eyes: 
cars, planes, trains… everything’s moving. And it 
was important from the beginning of time, since 
the Greeks. They were trying to express motion in 
their sculpture, and in India, dancing figures. So 
that was the clue to me that it could be done.”

And emotion?

“If I know what I’m 
  going to do, I don’t  
   do it. I trust      
 intuition a lot”

the ripple 
effect 
The 76-storey 
New York by 
Gehry at 8 
Spruce Street, 
Manhattan

“I think that’s important, yes. It’s like the 
Disney Hall: there’s an emotional connection 
between the audience and the performance, and 
the architecture enables it, adds value to it.”

This idea of linking to the past is another 
aspect that is fundamental to Gehry’s architec-
tural dna. A keen student of classical architec-
ture, not to mention art and sculpture, Gehry sees 
in such work a sense of something we have lost 
touch with in the modern age.

Says Gehry, “I love it because it connects you 
to the world. Politics and religion, they’re all 
filled with deceit and stuff that’s questionable. 
This is pure. And maybe it grew out of deceit, 
and maybe it grew out of the wrong reasons, but 
when people’s hands make things, it’s pure in a 
sense. Certainly in the Middle Ages when they 
were doing stuff, there was the human touch. So 
that’s what’s interesting about the guy that won 
the Pritzker Prize in China [Wang Shu]. He’s talk-
ing about those things in his work, and I find that 
very encouraging.”

Such insights may not quite account for Gehry’s 
fantastical works, with their irregular sculptural 
forms and billowing contours, but they at least 
shine some light on his internal creative process. 
But, I ask, given the extent to which Gehry’s build-
ings stem from his own unique vision of architec-
ture, what will become of his office, now known as 
Gehry Partners, when he stops working? Will the 
world continue to see new ‘Frank Gehry’ buildings 
erected after he hangs up his drafting pencil?

“You’ve just hit the number one monster ques-
tion of my life,” says Gehry with a bittersweet 
smile. “I don’t know what to do. We talk about 

it a lot. And we’re getting close to that point. I’m 
83, so I don’t know. I don’t know that it’s possible 
to continue a personal aesthetic. It could. I’ve 
trained half a dozen people in the office that could 
go on to do quality stuff – but it won’t be mine.”

This idea of legacy surely looms large for great 
architects, their achievements more visible and 
long-lasting than most. Does Gehry envision his 
works surviving the centuries like the classical 
buildings he admires so much?

“I had four buildings of mine torn down last 
year,” he shrugs. Even the great Frank Gehry, it 
seems, can’t escape the march of time.  

 
For enquiries on Opus, visit www.opushongkong.com
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