
INTERVIEW:

ZAHA 
HADID

Zaha Hadid is probably the most famous female architect in the world, able to shape not only individual buil-

dings, but entire urban landscapes, spaces and places. Her recent projects are impressive witnesses of the 

magnificence of one of the greatest architectural talents of our time...

As part of the “Design Miami / Basel”, in Basel this summer, 

a major project entitled “Zaha Hadid and Suprematism” was 

presented, which shows her continual artistic development 

under the influence of the Russian avant-garde. Hadid has 

transformed “Galerie Gmurzynska” into a black and white, 

fluid, dynamic space and in the unusual way presented the 

Russian constructivist works and their impact on its overall 

creative output. The exhibition includes work of legendary 

Russian artists: Ilya Chashnik, El Lissitzky, Kasimir Malevi-

ch, Alexander Rodchenko and Nikolai Suetin. An interesting 

setting of the exhibition, created by modern and classic - a 

cult constructivist terms, stress the incredible contempo-

rary contributions Zaha Hadid has consistently made to the 

culture of our time, as well as the enduring influence and 

importance of the Russian Avant Garde. It was an honour 

to talk with Zaha Hadid on her last exhibition, inspiration, 

roots and future plans.

WHEREFROM YOUR FASCINATION 

WITH THE RUSSIAN AVANT-GARDE COMES?

I was and still am fascinated. When I was a student in ‘70, 

people have really had a prejudice. At that time, it seemed 

that the rise of modern art was over. However, the influence 

of Russian constructivist was more than positive. When 

I visited Russia, I became a witness of all major projects 

and felt the extraordinary energy. I was thrilled with the pro-



gram, not just its architectural, constructive aspects. I did 

not know whether the society could survive on such ideas, 

but I believed that it was possible to apply these same ideas 

in architecture. My ambition was to create a fluid space that 

accompanied the process. It was not only related to break-

ing the rules, it was about running away from copying the 

principles of previous projects. 

HOW MUCH IS YOUR PERSONALITY

REFLECTED IN THE ROUNDED, FLUID SHAPES?

Let’s not talk about my personality! (Laughter.) Yes, I want-

ed to get closer to what nature creates, living organisms, 

their functions and forms, morphology of the landscape. 

Sharp geometric shapes are somewhere in the grounds, 

but they are transformed into something else. With the help 

of an incredibly advanced computer technology, anything 

is possible. It went so far that your computer suggests the 

most ideal form and solution. It is really fantastic.

WHERE WAS THE IDEA OF THIS MOVEMENT CONCEIVED?

It dates from the early years of the 20th century, when 

certain artistic movements became focused on geometric 

abstraction, and Arabic calligraphy. I am sure that the Rus-

sians saw these scripts, especially Malevich. His work led 

me to discover an abstraction as a principle of research 

and finding space. Otherwise, the first person to discover 
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this relationship actually was Rem Koolhaas. He noted that 

the Arabic and Persian architecture students, like me, were 

especially talented to come up with interesting curved, flu-

id spaces. He made the connection between calligraphy, 

which is part of my architectural prints today, and space. 

The connection is in deconstruction and fragmentation.

WHERE YOUR PASSION FOR ARCHITECTURE DERIVED FROM? 

I think it’s amazing to be able to create space. It really is that 

close to what nature created. I was the youngest of three 

children and the only girl. I felt architecture was my calling, 

after an architect visited our house. I was 11, and the archi-

tect brought a model of the future home of my aunt. Then I 

told my family that l would be an architect. Architecture has 

always been in my blood, from the moment I first visited 

Sumer in southern Iraq. It is the birthplace of architecture in 

the form of the first ever built cities. My father was a friend 

of Wilfred Thesiger, an English explorer. I learned a lot about 

the marshes in southern Iraq from his books and photos, 

before I went there and was astonished. Picture the idyllic 

landscape has never left me.

THE LANDSCAPE INSPIRES YOU?

Yes, the landscape inspires me. Trying to discover - in-

vent - assume a form of architecture and urban planning. 

It is a landscape, but in a modern way. I started with cre-

ating buildings that would shine on their own, but now I 

want to connect them and form a new kind of landscape, 

which will be living with the modern cities and the people 

in them.
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YOUR FIRST SOLO PROJECT IN 1980, “VITRA” - FIRE STA-

TION, IN WEIL AM RHEIN IN GERMANY, WAS CARRIED OUT 

ONLY TEN YEARS LATER. HOW DID YOUR START IN THE 

ARCHITECTURAL PROFESSION LOOKED LIKE?

In the beginning it was really hard. Work ended at six in 

the morning, and after two or three hours we would come 

back to work, but it was a period that brought us the ex-

cellent teamwork. You know, we could come together and 

work on a dozen projects very effectively, we had so much 

practice, like musicians. Now it is very difficult to do so, to 

be all in one place, as 10-20 people work on one project. In 

the last three years we had no problems, all 350 employees 

remained at work – we have resisted the crisis.

WHAT IS YOUR APPROACH TO WORK,

MAKING YOU DIFFERENT FROM THE OTHERS?

Architecture requires one hundred percent commitment. If 

that does not kill you, then you’re not good. I think you really 

have to be there non-stop. You cannot afford downtime. 

When a woman takes a break - to give birth, it is difficult 

to reconnect on a general level. When women succeeds, 

even professional press - journalists, spend too much time 

on the stories on how we dress, the shoes we wear, who 

we are dating. It is very sad for women, especially when it 

is written by female journalists, which would have to think 

differently.



ARE YOU CRITICAL OF YOURSELF AND YOUR WORK?

I can be my own worst enemy. As a woman, I expect 

everything to be nice and good, and myself to be like that. 

This is a very English attitude. I do not create beautiful 

buildings - I do not like them. I like architecture to have 

some raw, vital, earthy quality. You do not have to make 

a perfectly smooth, polished and painted concrete. If you 

take into account changes made by a game of light and 

shadow in a building that has not yet been completed, 

you can omit the colour and feel the very structure of con-

crete in daylight, it is wonderful. Couple of winters ago, 

I flew from New York to Chicago. Urban landscape that 

appeared - covered with snow at sunset was colourless 

- a clear contrast of black and white, while the rivers and 

lakes were blood red. Unbelievable. You would not call it 

beautiful scenery, but that quality of light and life it had, I 

would like to incorporate into our buildings.

YOUR WORK IS RECORDED IN ALL BOOKS OF THE HISTORY 

OF ARCHITECTURE. HOW DOES IT FEEL TO BE A SUCCESS-

FUL WOMAN IN ARCHITECTURE?

There were some very famous female architects. But they 

have always been a part of a “husband and wife” team, 

like Bob Venturi and Denise Scott Brown. There were very 

intelligent female architects, working in local institutions 

for architecture and government offices around the world. 

But for a woman, it is still very, very difficult to walk alone 

through the world of architecture. It is still a male world.
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YOUR RIGHT-HAND DESIGN PARTNER IS

PATRIK SCHUMACHER. HOW DO YOU COLLABORATE?

We argue all the time! Schumacher leads me through the 

new, future projects and we do not allow each other to 

reach a compromise or to comply, just because we are over-

whelmed with work. We constantly improve and mature, we 

learn how to use energy and new structural systems, so that 

we can offer facilities that are different - exciting and socially 

responsible. The team with whom I work is extremely impor-

tant to me. Especially the engineers who make decisions 

about, from, for example, details of a table, to structurally 

complex building solutions. It happens to me that I return to 

the old projects, for example from five years ago because 

there was computer technology that would support their im-

plementation. I recently redesigned a table for “Vitra” which 

is exhibited here. It was important to solve the problem of 

stability, because of the atypical form – will it rely on two or 

three legs. One of my engineers and I are great friends, al-

though we have gone through many discussions. 

HOW DO YOU MANAGE TO CREATE IN DIFFERENT SPHERES 

OF ART: DESIGN, ARCHITECTURE, FASHION, SCULPTURE?  

For an educated architect, everything is connected. Design-

ing handbags, furniture and various other utilities has its chal-

lenges and it is great fun to work on them. It is a pleasure to 

sometimes design for mass, low-cost production. I want to 

be able to touch everyone, not just the educated, cultural 

elite. One of the things that inspire confidence is that my 

team can bring the excitement and challenge into the lives 

of people. We want people to experience the unexpected.



YOUR PAINTINGS INSPIRED BY RUSSIAN

CONSTRUCTIVISM SIMPLY HYPNOTIZE.

DO YOU STILL PAINT?

No. Paintings, for me, have always been a way to explore 

the architecture. I am not a good painter, but I am very good 

artist, accurate. I also want that from my employees. My 

employees are suffering!

IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE YOU WANT TO ACHIEVE AFTER 

ALL THE SUCCESS AND WHAT IS YOUR MESSAGE TO 

YOUNG ARCHITECTS?

In life, you really have to appreciate what you have. You 

have to adjust your thinking and acting to circumstances, 

and think ahead. I always want more and more experimen-

tation and experiments. It is my passion and what I’m good 

at. I believe that we all can get the best out of ourselves.

Ana D’ APUZZO �
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