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From 23.02.-11.08.2013 the Vitra Design Museum in Weil am Rhein, Germany will exhibit 
“Louis Kahn. The Power of Architecture”. It has already been shown at the NAI Rotterdam and 
is accompanied by a substantial publication of Louis Kahn´s entire oeuvre. The exhibition runs 
in conjunction with a series of smaller events including an exhibit of large format photographs of 
modernist buildings (Kahn’s and others) by the German artist Thomas Flurschütz.  

“Louis Kahn. The Power of Architecture” does not necessarily present new findings of his 
architecture, nor does it reveal any personal detail of his complex character. The curators, 
Jochen Eisenbrand from Vitra-Design-Museum and the renowned Swiss architecture historian 
Stanislaus von Moos, have produced, in simple terms, a retrospective. It is thoroughly 
researched, elaborately documented and first and foremost, conveys the sublime beauty 
inherent in Kahn´s architecture.  

On display is a rich collection of original material; drawings, models, photographs, films and 
books by and about Kahn, as well as a large number of architectural plans and technical 
drawings of his built work. The richly illustrated 350 page publication reflects the structure and 
content of the exhibition and, in addition, includes an illustrated project list and essays by the 
most celebrated experts in the field; Kenneth Frampton, William J.R. Curtis, Susan G. Solomon. 
It also offers a series of interviews with practicing architects and contemporaries of Kahn 
including Denise Scott Brown, Renzo Piano and Peter Zumthor. 

The show itself focuses on six key aspects of Kahn’s work: housing, city, science, eternal 
present, grounding and group form. In the very core of the exhibition there is a circular room, 
showing sketches and watercolours of Kahn´s travels, suggesting that this is where the true 
secret of his extraordinary architecture reveals itself. It leaves little doubt that travelling, and the 
exposure to various different cultures, had a strong impact on Kahn as a person, and on his 
concept and creation of architecture. The selected drawings document his interest in classic 
antiquity, medieval European cities and what he found in India and Bangladesh.  

The section dedicated to the city mainly presents Kahn´s urban concepts and research. Of 
special interest is his plan for the redesign of the inner city of Philadelphia as a car free zone to 
be served by a viaduct network of motorized roads and monumental parking towers. Other 
section include Housing, the eternal present and grounding. The eternal present deals with this 
fascination for archaic form and typology, whilst grounding reveals Kahn´s attitude towards the 
resources of our built environment: earth, water, wind and light. Here, the visitor is presented 
with Kahn’s considerations on a building’s place in the landscape as well as his studies for 
bringing light into the exhibition spaces at the Kimbell Art Museum in Forth Worth, Texas. The 
group form section of the exhibition deals with the structural foundation of Kahn´s architecture 
and visitors are introduced to his ‘logic of assembly’, most famously manifest in his concept of 
served and servant spaces. 

Under the title of science, the curator’s present Kahn´s interest in nature and science; especially 
the concepts of ‘organic structuralism’ which impacted strongly on his work in the post-war 
period – most notably in the geometry of the honeycomb ceiling structure at the Yale Art 
Gallery. One of the exhibition´s highlights is to be found in this section; the 3 m high model of an 
office tower for the city centre of Philadelphia; a spiral shaped 180 m high structure reminding 
us of the Atomium structure built for the 1958 Brussels Expo or the DNA model developed by 
Watson and Crick. The project was conceived cooperatively by Louis Kahn and Anne Tyng, his 
secret lover and practice collaborator who rightly receives credit in this exhibition.  
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Although the exhibition is extensive, represents a thoroughly researched exposition of his works 
and its influences, and despite leaving us in no doubt of the inherent beauty of Kahn’s forms, it 
leaves many questions unanswered and, indeed, unasked. The show positions Kahn alongside 
the figures of Frank Lloyd Wright, Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier. However, if Kahn is as 
important as the exhibition’s promotional material would have us believe, why did he not get that 
recognition during his lifetime? More importantly perhaps, why did it not get that recognition 
after his death? What is it about his architecture that fascinates us today? Why is it still 
relevant?  How is it that when one of his unrealized designs, a memorial on Roosevelt Island, 
New York, finally gets built today, 40 years after the conception of the work, do critics not 
engage with the anomaly – or the project itself? 

In a time when the public is growing ever more tired of Zaha Hadid´s dramatic fragments, Rem 
Koolhaas´ hyper hysterical structures and Greg Lynn´s blob products, there seems to be space 
for Kahn. We seem to be attracted to dwelling in spaces such as his; spaces that permit the 
contemplation of the past. Is this pure nostalgia?... the longing for spirituality?... the effects of 
the world wide yoga community? Or does it simply represent the re-discovery of an emphatic 
belief in the potential of architecture as a powerful instrument capable of shaping the society as 
a whole? These questions, of contemporary relevance, all emerge from a reading of Kahn’s 
work but, unfortunately, are not drawn out by this exhibition.  

Perhaps the curators never intended this. Maybe it is something more…. an invitation to rethink 
the potential of the discipline of architecture…. to reconsider its potential contribution to the 
organization and shaping of our society today? Alternatively, maybe is what it claims, simply the 
first major retrospective on Kahn´s work after the retrospective of 1991 in Los Angeles. Given 
that 22 years separate these expositions, it may well be necessary to simply reconsider the 
material – reconsider Kahn. 

 

 


