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Baghdad Case Study
Terence Gower

Josep Lluis Sert, US Embassy, Baghdad, 1957

Nowhere is political ideology more wrapped up with
architecture than in embassy design. Before the
1950s, architects designed government buildings—
including embassies—in the classical style. The idea
was that classical motifs would evoke ancient Greece,
considered the cradle of democracy. Thus classical ar-
chitecture was used to signify that the United States
was a democratic nation.

Things changed after World War Il. When the US
emerged as a superpower in the late 1940s, the US
State Department’s recently created Office of For-
eign Building Operations (FBO) started building em-
bassies around the world with the directive to create
buildings that conveyed “(...) the notion that the US
is an open, dynamic and cooperative modern coun-
try.” Elegant glass-fronted embassies and consulates
were erected in downtown Copenhagen, Havanag,
Stockholm, Rio de Janeiro, Lima, New Delhi, and
many German cities.

The FBO's postwar embassy-building campaign
was largely financed by debt bartering: host coun-
tries repaid their wartime debts to the US with real
estate, construction materials and labor. This kind of

creative financing made the FBO relatively indepen-
dent of Congress, which opened up the possibility to
break with the tradition of conservative diplomatic
architecture and build something genuinely new.
This system was the brainchild of Frederick Larkin,
the first director of the FBO (from 1946 to 1952).
Larkin and his immediate successors brought in
advisors on the cutting edge of the profession, for
instance practicing architects like Pietro Belluschi,
Eero Saarinen, and William Wurster.

In this postwar “Golden Age” of the embassy pro-
gram, which ran roughly from the late 1940s to the
early 1960s, many leading modern architects were
offered embassy commissions. Some, like Ralph Rap-
son (Stockholm, Copenhagen) were just starting out
in their careers, while other firms, like Edward Dur-
rell Stone (New Delhi) or Harrison Abramovich (Ha-
vana) were well-established. Other architects were
relatively recent immigrants, like Marcel Breuer (The
Hague), Walther Gropius (Athens) and Josep Lluis
Sert (Baghdad). The FBO sent each architect a set of
design directives that called for openness, transpar-
ency and specifically discouraged a “fortress-like”
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feel. A US embassy design directive from the early
1950s clearly envisions this kind of cultural exchange
in the service of quality design (and vice-versa):
“These facilities should create good will because of
their excellent architectural design and their appro-
priateness to the site and eountry.”

Embassy buildings in this period were designed
to welcome visitors with libraries and eultural pro-
grams in a demanstration of the free flow of infer-
mation, The FBO used modern architecture and new
construction technology to tell the story of the US
as @ progressive country. Large panes of glass were
recommended over ond over as symbols of openness
and transparency. In this way the abstract vocabu-
lary of modern architecture became o communico-
tor of abstract ideas, sometimes inserted into the
architect's design program and sometimes attrib-
uted after construction.

The irony behind these well-intentioned gestures
of openness and dialogue was the existence of covert
operations in embassies during the Cold War. Embas-
sies are like mini-governments, with multiple depart-
ments each pursuing their own agenda. For instance
an attaché may be serving tea at the embassy’s US
Infarmation Center, while in the basement a CIA cell
Is plotting the averthrow of the host government. As
these operations come to light, embassies become
the targets of retaliation. The glass-fronted embas-
sies from the 1950s were saon clod in screens and
blast walls, and embassy design directives shifted
toward the fortress-like compounds one now sees in
capitol cities around the world.

Terence Gower, Study for Screen, 2012
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The story of the US diplomatic presence in Irag from
the 1950s to the present shows how embassy designs
express distinct political eros. Irag in the 19505 was o
strategic site for the US for a number of reasons. The
country's vast oll reserves were in the process of aog-
gressive exploration and the country’s proximity to
the Soviet Union was another reason to establish a
strong US presence there.,

Josep Lluis Sert, o Cotalon, was a leader in the pre-
war European modern movement in architecture and
urbanism, but at the outbreak of Warld War |l he went
into axile in the United States. Though he held the
position of Dean of the Department of Architecture
at Harvard, his practice in Cambridge was only a few
years old when he was hired by the FBO in 1955, It
showed o certain daring on their part to hire such a
recent immigrant to design a US embassy bullding.
This progressive postwar period of embaossy design
was shaped by the FBO's pelicy of paying commis-
sioned architects to toke o several-week research trip
to the site before starting the design. It was o step
towards dialogue with the host site and a move oway
from universalist design solutions.

Sert’'s US embassy complex in Baghdad has some
of the exuberant plastic expression typical of the
best work of the period. Le Corbusier led the way
with his evolution from prewar functionalism to his
highly sculptural pastwar work such as the Nétre
Darme du Haut chapel at Renchamps, The Boghdod
embassy is mode up of a main embassy office build-
ing, staff-housing and ambassador’s residence lining
a narrew canal that traverses the large property. The
boldest form in Sert’s scheme is the ambaossador's
residence, crowned with a spectacular unduloting
concrete canopy. This roof is described in texts writ-
ten about the embassy buildings as “lslamic” in its
design. But when seen from ground level, the floating
canopy bears no relatien to the forms of traditional
Islamic architecture. The crinkled roofiine brings to
mind the pleated tent-like roof forms of 1950s leisure
structures—the light, whimsical “festival modern”
developed at the 1951 Festival of Britain.

But seen from above, the roof canopy is com-
posed of small pyramidal domes reminiscent of
the traditional spanning systems of bazaars and
caravanserai. If the roof is cbserved from directly
overhead, its composition evokes the geometric
patterning of wood inlay, ceramic tiles, and archi-
tectural screens. Geometric patterns are the pri-
mary compositional elements of an |slamic art that
eschews pictorial representation. In this way Sert's
roof design is full of meaning: it is a sophisticated
abstract form that neatly represents the aspirations
of the FBO in this peried. This building renders hom-
age to the host culture, while displaying in its con-
struction the technical obilities of the US (Sert’s un-
dulating roof was cast in concrete, unusual for Iraq
where brick was the standard). Sert’s stated goal in
designing the Baghdod embassy complex was thot
it should represent “(...) faith in a better future.”
Sert's design represents a contemporary ideal of
engagement, respect and dialogue at the FBO, one
small progressive organ of the state department. An
FBO design directive from the early 1950s cleorly en-
visions this kind of cultural exchange in the service
of quality design (and vice-versa): “These facilities
should create good will because of their excellent
architectural design and their approprioteness to
the site and country.”
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Sert's US embassy complex was given up by the US
when diplomatic relations between the two countries
were downgraded in 1967, The encounters between
the two countries over the past two decades have of
course been well documentead, A glance back at early
FBO projects like the Baghdad embassy highlights the
idealegical drift of late-twentieth century America.
The decade-long preparation for the 2003 ottack,
invasion, and occupation of Iraq seems degenerate
next to this earlier ideal of diplernatic and cultural
overture. The optimistic postwar rhetoric of “faith in a
better future” was superseded by its rhetorical oppo-
site in the US occupation’s bungled attempt to found
o nea-conservative utopio. The 2007 US embassy com-
plex—described in the press os a “super-bunker”—is
the product of this most recent ideclogical project. In
the meantime Sert’s complex sits empty on the edge
of the Green Zone, awaiting a tenant.

US Embassy, Baghdad, 1957

The FBO was very active in Germany in the postwar
years. They built embassies, consulates, and cultural
centers in Frankfurt, Munich, Stuttgert, Dlsseldorf,
and Bremen. Gordon Bunshaft, working for Skidmore
Owings and Marrill, received the commissions for
most of these Germany-bosed projects. Fresh from
the success of his Lever House design in Mew York, he
created a series of functionalist complexes true to the
prewar principals of design ploneers like Walter Gro-
pius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, both rectors of
the Bouhaus in the 1920s and 30s.

Berlin was treated as a special case by the US
State Department. It appainted the economist and
diplomat Eleanor Lansing Dulles to run its Berlin Desk

50

with a focus on postwar reconstruction. The city

was so devostated by World War Il thot its postwar
planners were mostly in favor of starting over from
scrateh with improved transportation and infrastruc-
ture, This meant abandoning the eriginal street grid
in favor of @ medern urbanism of isolated towers and
slabs surrounded by greenery and integrated super-
blocks. The Hansaviertel is one of the few inner city
exomples of this model, whereos elsewhere in the city
while an updated Berlin plan was being deboted, pri-
vate landlords had started their own reconstruction
along the existing street grid. This resulted in the res-
toration of most of the prewar infrastructure. Dulles
supported bullding projects designed to repair Ber-
lin's social infrastructure and stimulate the building
trodes. Projects such as Bikinihous, the Freie Univer-
sitat, and the Benjamin Franklin Clinic were followed
by a plan to build o conference center on the edge of
the Tiergarten, the building that now houses the Haus
der Kulturen der Welt.

Postwar Berlin wos o special case for anather
reason. The State Department saw it as a potential
vitrine for Western values, strategically locaoted at the
border with America’s Cald War enemies. The Kon-
gresshalle, declared a gift of the American people to
Berlin, was conceived as an instrument of Cold War
propaganda, Hugh Stubbins, the building’s architect
called it “{...) an expression of absolute freedom—

a powerful beacon shining its rays eastward.” The
Kongresshalle was in fact clearly visible from Berlin's
Communist Eastern sector and was considered a dis-
play of the odvanced building technelegies of Western
Capitalism. In 1980 the bullding's roof—lang eriticized
as structurally unsound—collopsed, exposing the “just
for show" character of the building. Its programmatic
priorities were finally revealed for what they were:
symbolic display over function.

Yet despite its declogically-charged conception,
the building did (and continues to) find a function.
This waos best expressed by Otto Suhr, the Berlin
mayor at the time, who saw in the Kongresshalle
“{..:) an opportunity to meet and get to know
pecple from the other side of the divide,” Suhr's was
an understanding of the significance of the Kon-
gresshalle devaoid of political pesturing, in which the
building was seen to offer a real site for diclogue,
especially between West and East. The building,
according to this reading, served a progressive prac-
tical function. It offered the necessary apparatus to
facilitate diologue and communication. Its meeting
halls were easily accessible to West and East (before
the Berlin Wall was built); it offered translators; it
provided informal meeting areas such as cofés and
bars (such as Café Global, the setting of my instal-
lation at HKW); and it ineluded the infrastructure
for a radio station to communicate with a larger
public. In fact it was this practical program—rather
thon the ideological one—that evolved naturally into
the project for the HEKW, an institution devoted to
international cultural exchange.

8/15


http://www.terencegower.com/between-walls-and-windows-architektur-und-ideologie/4-hkw/

http://www.terencegower.com

9/15



http://www.terencegower.com

10/15


http://www.terencegower.com/between-walls-and-windows-architektur-und-ideologie/5-hkw/

http://www.terencegower.com

11/15



http://www.terencegower.com

268

Baghdad Case Study
Terence Gower

12 /15


http://www.terencegower.com/between-walls-and-windows-architektur-und-ideologie/6-hkw/

http://www.terencegower.com

13/15



http://www.terencegower.com

267

14 /15


http://www.terencegower.com/between-walls-and-windows-architektur-und-ideologie/7-hkw/

http://www.terencegower.com

15/15


http://www.tcpdf.org

