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TRIBUTE TO PROFESSOR VITOR MATIAS FERREIRA

deprived neighbourhoods that were common to those areas of Lisbon.

The relationship between the city and the Tagus River was another theme widely 
debated by the observatory, with the assumption that the new investments would 
bring the metropolitan area closer to its estuary, thus reversing the processes of 
urban expansion towards the hinterland, a result of both the positivism of the late 
19th century and the “estado-novismo” that marked the 20th. The Great Projects 
associated with Expo’98 would be an opportunity to reflect on a vast geographical 
area, breathing new life into an urban development process that would restore to its 
rightful place the importance of housing, infrastructures, and public space as solid 
arguments for improving the social conditions of the metropolis’ inhabitants.

Two decades after the launch of the Great Projects that marked the end of the 
twentieth century, it is important to return to the questions raised by Matias 
Ferreira, not only because of the inspiration that his work and methods brought 
to research within the scope of Cities and Territories, but mainly because of the 
broad vision of urban themes, based on the conviction of a multidisciplinary and, 
whenever possible, an interdisciplinary scientific culture, which is at the core of 
Iscte’s identity and, particularly, that of DINÂMIA’CET – Iscte”.

Lastly, on behalf of the organizing committee of the Grand Projects conference we 
express our gratitude to professor Vitor Matias Ferreira.
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Frank Urbanism: 
Gehry Takes up Cities
KEYNOTE SPEAKERS:
Jean-Louis Cohen, New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts 
and Collège de France
CHAIR AND FINAL REPORT:
Marta Sequeira, CIAUD, Research Centre for Architecture, 
Urbanism and Design, Lisbon School of Architecture, 
Universidade de Lisboa and DINÂMIA’CET-IUL 

It is commonly assumed that Frank Gehry’s architecture is objectual and does not 
establish a close relationship with the site. This conviction is nourished as much 
by its innovative and disruptive nature, as by the way it has been presented in the 
specialised press. However, it is certain that Gehry himself regrets: “When people 
photograph my works, they usually crop the context”2. Through unprecedented 
research, based on in-depth archival analysis but also interaction with the author 
himself, Jean-Louis Cohen reveals just the opposite.

As Cohen demonstrates, Gehry is an urban being. He spent his childhood and 
adolescence in Toronto and later in Los Angeles, while other cities, such as Chicago 
and New York, played an important role in the development of his thinking on 
large metropolises. Although the months spent in the urbanism programme at 
Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design in the 1950s were important for 
his training as an urban planner - not so much for the programme itself, but mainly 
for the discoveries made at that time – it was his collaboration with Victor Gruen 
between 1954 and 1960 that played a determining role in his understanding of 
this discipline. The discovery of works such as Encyclopedie de l’Urbanisme3 by 
Robert Auzelle and Ivan Jankovic, or City Planning According to Artistic Principles4 
by Camilo Sitte – to give just two examples – also contributed greatly to his 
understanding of urbanism. The urbanistic culture he accumulated over the years 
eventually had a strong impact on his work.

The truth is that despite the negligeable number of planning assignments 
throughout his career, Gehry’s investment in defining urban strategies for his 
architectural projects is remarkable. The most important buildings designed by this 
author in the 1990s are, moreover, not just “urban pieces”, fundamental to the

2	 GEHRY, Frank, “Conversation with Kurt W. Forster”, in Frank Gehry, Kurt W. Forster: Art and Architecture in 
Discussion. Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz, 1999, p. 88.

3	  Robert Auzelle and Ivan Jankovic, Encyclopedie de I’Urbanisme. Paris: Vincent & Freal, 1952-68.

4	  Camillo Sitte, City Planning According to Artistic Principles. New York: Random House, 1965. The first 
American translation was published in 1945, fifty-six years after the original German edition. 

intensely agglomerated and dense urbanisation (spatial clustering of population, 
employment, means of production, infrastructure and investment) are profoundly 
related to extended urbanisation; “the suburbs” is an increasingly inaccurate and 
contradictory category; the limits or the “outskirts” of the urban are pseudo-
concepts urgently in need of re-thinking.

Finally, the Grand Projects that are recognisable within the context of neoliberal 
urban politics in Europe - the so-called urban renewal operations - have become in 
the Global South, one of the faces of planetary urbanisation as an expression of the 
globalisation of disorganised capitalism: creating exceptional conditions to anchor 
the logistics of capital and the commodification of urban production, and at the 
same time, to continue to take advantage of the social and environmental dumping 
that is endemic in so-called developing countries.

Prof. Christian Schmid is a geographer und urban researcher. 
He is Professor of Sociology at the Department of Architecture, 
ETH (Swiss Federal Institute of Technology) Zürich. In 2003, he 
received his Ph.D. from the Friedrich Schiller University in Jena: 
“City, space and society – Henri Lefebvre and the theory of the 
production of space” (2005).

Since 2008, Prof. Christian Schmid has worked together with 
Neil Brenner (Harvard, Urban Lab.) on the development of a 
new theory of planetary urbanization that aims to understand 
the “urban”/urbanicity as an increasingly worldwide condition in 
which social, economic, and political relationships are enmeshed. 
The advent of planetary urbanisation means that even spaces 
that lie well beyond the traditional urban regions have become 
integral parts of the worldwide urban fabric. In this sense, 
we highlight one important book on this topic that he has 
written – Implosions/Explosions, Towards a Study of Planetary 
Urbanization, 2013.

Between 2011 and 2019, Prof. Schmid was the leader of the 
research module Urban Sociology: Planetary Urbanization 
in Comparative Perspective, Future Cities Laboratory (FCL), 
Singapore ETH Centre for Global Environmental Sustainability 
(SEC)., having published several papers and a book in 
preparation. He is a founding member of the International 
Network for Urban Research and Action (INURA). Together 
with architects Roger Diener, Jacques Herzog, Marcel Meili and 
Pierre de Meuron, Prof. Schmid was the scientific director of the 
project Switzerland: An Urban Portrait at the ETH Studio Basel, a 
pioneering analysis of extended urbanisation in Europe. A book 
with the same title was published in 2006.
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 revitalisation of cities - as they are often understood - but forms that interact with 
the most complex of urban processes.

Throughout the lecture, and with a captive audience, Jean-Louis Cohen clearly 
demonstrated that although Gehry’s projects are photogenic, they never begin as 
an image. And that even if Gehry’s relationship with the urban context does not 
correspond to a subordination to pre-existing scales and textures, the fact is that 
his experimental attitude and the vital pulse of his buildings in the urban context 
are not fortuitous, but reveal a strong urban sensibility and culture, nurtured 
throughout his already extensive career.

Extricating himself from a tangle of preconceived notions about the work of one 
of the most relevant architects of the turn of this century, Jean-Louis Cohen finally 
proves to us how the urban dimension has been a constant in Gehry’s creative 
process since the 1970s, and that his works from then on not only do not give rise 
to a schism with their surroundings but can only be fully understood precisely from 
the context in which they emerge.
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