A Critical Essay about a piece of architecture after 1945
To what extent is Gehry’s Nationale-Nederlanden design contrasting to the surrounding context ?
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The apparent contrast between the Nationale-Nederlanden and the nearby surroundings has been the source of an ongoing debate since its construction in 1996. In 1945 as a result of warfare a Neo-Renaissance house, situated on the corner of Jirasek Square and Raisin Quay along the Vltava River in Prague, was inadvertently decimated. The subsequently vacant site became one of only three sites in the historic district of Prague to receive approval for construction, a site currently occupied by the Nationale-Nederlanden office building. Consequently, the office building resides within a complex array of historic building fabric, in a neighbourhood consisting of renaissance, baroque, gothic, and art nouveau architectural stylings, all of which bare limited resemblance to Gehry's design (Vojcak 2017, P.2). It is this lack of resemblance through the form and structure as well as Gehry’s reputation for having an apathetic approach to contextuality, that initiates the question, is Gehry’s Nationale-Nederlanden ignorant to the surrounding context?
 Upon first glance, the aesthetic of the Nationale-Nederlanden can be perceived as “contrasting [in its] approach towards the street line of the other buildings” (Riza et al., 2012, P.296) in the surrounding area, as the large, warped aesthetic challenges the elegant ornamentation and rigid verticality of the nearby historical architecture. This perception of Gehry’s building is one that presumably originates from the “dynamic character and the overwhelming scale of the building” (Forrester et al., 2004. P.121) which towers over the surrounding structures in a bold fashion. Furthermore, with its monolithic columns and assertive concrete façade, it could be argued that Gehry’s design is vaguely reminiscent of the brutalist architectural style, a style known to dominate the surrounding landscape.
However, alternative interpretations suggest that, consequential to further analysis, certain characteristics from buildings within the immediate vicinity can be seen echoed in the appearance of the Nationale-Nederlanden office building. This interpretation is supported by Riza (2012, P.296) who implores that “considering the use of material and proportions of the windows, the building is integrated in a contextual manner.” It could be argued that this statement carries varying degrees of credibility, as the mullions and muntins used within the windows, potentially mirror the delicate and slender glass panel aesthetic featured in the adjacent historical buildings. Therefore, it is implied that the Nationale-Nederlanden is a modern interpretation on the historic fabric of the surrounding context, and that “the building is successfully integrated [and] tailor-made for this site.” (Riza et al., 2012, P.296) Alternatively, this interpretation is juxtaposed by the fact the during the latter stages of design, the building was in breach of “significant variances in zoning ordinances” (Forrester et al., 2004. P.121) and consequently was required “to be set back to the edge of the sidewalk.” (Forrester et al., 2004. P.121) Furthermore, the correction of the “significant variances in zoning ordinances,” was for the majority, only allowed to pass due to the bias and authority “of President Vaclav Havel-who inspired the original … proposal” (Forrester et al., 2004. P.121) for the site’s construction. Therefore, this creates the impression that the building is not “tailor-made for this site” as previously suggested by Riza as the need for the correction of a mistake as blatant as the disregard for the zoning ordinances, implies that a certain degree of ignorance was instilled within the design, with regards to the surrounding context. 
Despite the high regard for the Nationale-Nederlanden throughout architects and the general public, the building is more often recognised through its colloquial appellations as either ‘The Dancing House’ or ‘The Fred and Ginger Building’. Characterised by Gehry as ‘Fred and Ginger’ as a homage to Fred Astaire and Ginger Rodgers. The Nationale-Nederlanden is personified through the anthropomorphic shape and the use of “contrasting…forms to exaggerate the different functions and characters.” This interpretation from Vojcak (2017. P.5) suggests that personification is exaggerated through contrasting forms, however given the incongruity between Gehry's building and the historic architecture within its immediate vicinity, it can be argued that the contrasting forms are not only limited to the shapes within the design but rather the contrasting holistic shape of the design with regards to the existing architectural fabric, further enhancing the argument that the Nationale-Nederlanden is contrasting to the surrounding context.
[image: ][image: ]Furthermore, in contrast to the common misconception the Nationale-Nederlanden, was not designed to resemble the iconic dancing duo, as the building was retroactively titled ‘Fred and Ginger.’ Instead, the design was influenced by the sculptural artwork of Claes Oldenburg, known as the ‘London Knees.’ Gehry admits “that he obviously was influenced by the ‘Knees’”, (Nas and Brakus, 2004, P. 261) however claims that he did not directly echo Oldenburg’s design. The parallels between the Oldenburg’s sculpture and Gehry’s building could be construed as a ramification of their collaboration on the Chiat building, from 1985-91. (Stungo and Books, 2000, P.18) The idea that Nationale-Nederlanden was influenced by Oldenburg implies that Gehry used external sources of inspiration within the design rather than embracing the architectural and historical context of the site, which arguably reveals a source to the incompatible nature of the Nationale-Nederlanden its surrounding context. However, a contradictory theory is that the Nationale-Nederlanden was not solely influenced by Oldenburg’s sculpture as the building’s design was intended to reflect the velvet revolution due to the fact that it is “composed of two parts, static and dynamic, just like a society.” ‌ (dancing house hotel, 2022) Therefore, this creates the impression that Gehry’s design does respond to context, although responds to the historical context as opposed to the physical context of the site.Figure 3 (Oldenburg, 1966)
Figure 2 (Breeze, 2017)

In addition, an alternate interpretation of the building can be created through the visual aesthetic as despite the contrasting nature of the glass and concrete, the shape in which they are formed allows the towers to “appear…fused together rather than as two distinctly separate 2 entities.” (Vojcak. 2017. P.1) The concept of making forms and elements “appear…fused together” is not uncommon for the work of Gehry as an observation from the Walker Arts Center (1986, quoted in Vojcak, 2017, P.2) alludes to the fact that “the idea of collision has figured prominently in his work since the early 1970s,” which can be seen through the deconstructivist style of the Gehry Residence. Similarly, to the Nationale-Nederlanden the Gehry Residence was also met with debate towards the contextual compatibility of surrounding landscape as within a period of five years “70 percent of Gehry’s neighbours had moved away,” (Stungo and Books, 2000, P.15) strengthening the notion that Gehry does create a contrast to the surrounding context of his designs, including the Nationale-Nederlanden.
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An alternate interpretation as to why Gehry’s design appears to contrast the surrounding context is as a result of the client, a Dutch insurance firm known as Nationale-Nederlanden. Vlado Milunic, a Croatian designer who was the initial project architect, was approached by the insurance firm and was asked to “to collaborate with a world renowned architect” (Bleeckere and Gerards, 2017. P.42) such as Gehry, who was given “an almost unlimited budget” (Bleeckere and Gerards, 2017. P.48) and the request “that the site could become a cultural icon.” (Bleeckere and Gerards, 2017. P.48) Gehry’s flourishing reputation and deconstructivist style coupled with the freedom of design and budget is one interpretation as to why the design is contrasting to the surrounding context as Gehry’s western influence as well as his developing modern style was incorporated into the dissimilar historic district of central Prague. furthermore, a similar interpretation argued by Dal Co (2003, P.508) is that Gehry’s influence extended to the advanced technology utilized in the design, which allowed him to create, “refine and elaborate [the]… irrational, and nonrepetitive geometries” used within the Nationale-Nederlanden. Consequently, this creates the impression that Gehry was not constrained by the same structural and physical limitations faced by the buildings located within the neighbouring area, which were bound by the technological constraints and architectural ideology at the time of construction. Consequently, this interpretation further strengthens the reason as to why Gehry’s design is contrasting to the surrounding context as a combination of his modern style and modern technology contrast the historic design and traditional development of the surrounding context.

Despite the unique aesthetic of the Nationale-Nederlanden, the building exhibits a simplicity with regards to the materials that form the exterior. In true Gehry style the building appears “to rely upon the natural colors of the materials that were used,” as suggested by Vojcak. (2017, P.5) This technique is a common feature in Gehry’s work, a technique that stems from his entrenched interest of the characteristics of materials, which originated from time spent in his grandfather’s store as a child. Gehry’s use of a natural finish for the aesthetic is arguably the source of an alternate interpretation that suggests that the Nationale-Nederlanden is not contrasting to the surrounding context, as the additional buildings located on Jirasek Square also contain a natural façade finish and therefore creates a sese of unison between the architecture within the surrounding vicinity.
In addition to the honest nature of the materials used the Nationale-Nederlanden the building also conveys a sense of structural authenticity with regards to the glass façade of the exterior. The use of this façade protects the internal structure whilst simultaneously exposing it to the view of the public, allowing people to gaze upon the concrete framework of the Nationale-Nederlanden. The glass tower featured within the building “consists of two layers of [a] steel-supported glass curtain wall” (Vollers, 2001, P.66), an architectural feature that materialised during the 1950s and 1960s. One interpretation that stems from the structure of the design, expressed by Elkadi,  (2016, P.12) is that Gehry’s use of the curtain wall enhances the ability of the Nationale-Nederlanden to embody a “different image from that of pre-war architecture.” This interpretation is potentially credible as the curtain wall is conveyed as a key element of the structural ability of the building to distinguish itself from the surrounding context in which it resides, and therefore strengthens the statement that Gehry’s design is contrasting to the surrounding context.
In addition to this, it could be argued that Gehry uses his architectural initiative to adapt and enhance the structure of the curtain wall to make it unique to his style. This interpretation as supported by Friedman and Ragheb (2001, cited by Vojcak, P.4) is based on the fact Gehry manipulates the structural elements through adapting both the vertical and horizontal steel T-members of the glass facade in a successful attempt to continue the “rhythmic effect” created by the adjacent concrete aesthetic. However, a contrasting understanding implies that the use and position of the curtain wall is arguably, an additional method used by Gehry, in designing a building that will be accepted into the surrounding context as residents of neighbouring buildings expressed an interest in being able to “maintain their view of…. the historic buildings across the river,” (Vollers, 2001, P.66), a constraint overcome and achieved by the specific contortions and form of the building, which enhances the notion that Gehry’s design is successfully integrated into the surrounding context.
The predominant concrete façade of the Nationale-Nederlanden, as stated by Friedman and Ragheb (2001, cited by Vojcak, P.4) consists of ninety-nine “unique precast panels made possible with computer aided manufacturing.” The concrete element of the exterior is broken up by the gentle organic layering of the panels to create a “rhythmic effect.” The use of this effect reduces the high proportion of concrete from presumably overwhelming and unforgiving and transforms it into a playful and enticing façade that contradicts intricate formality of the surrounding historical architecture. Furthermore, the dominance of the concrete façade is diluted by the frequent and organic placement of the windows as an alternative interpretation from Vojcak (2017, P.4) suggests that “staggered windows across both of the two towers provides an aesthetic wave pattern.” The unique wave pattern aesthetic, which is arguably a response to the close proximity of the building to the Vltava River, further creates a sense on cohesion between Nationale-Nederlanden and the adjacent environment and consequently challenges the proposal that the building is contrasting to the surrounding context.
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In addition to concrete and glass aesthetic, it could be argued that the Nationale-Nederlanden also uses steel in an attempt to fit into the surrounding landscape. Located upon the roof of the concrete tower lies a stainless-steel dome that is questionably Gehry's attempt to associate his design with the “baroque and art nouveau layers of the city”. Vojcak’s (2017, P.7) belief that the dome creates “an affinity” with the historic fabric of the wider context of the site derives from the parallels it creates with similar domes that are located on the Wilson station as well as the Municipal Station located in Prague. It is this level of detail and observation that helps to combat questions surrounding Gehry’s capabilities in designing contextually as it implies that the Nationale-Nederlanden “clearly draws from the architectural layers of the city”. (Kurosu, 2009, P.998)
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In contrast to this, the similar fashion in the design and shape of the exterior and internal layout of the Nationale-Nederlanden can also be considered contrasting to the surrounding context. The organic natural shape of the building’s exterior is integrated into the layout of Gehry’s design as curved walls and irregular shaped rooms create a holistic approach to the buildings overall aesthetic. However, it could be argued that, similarly to the nature in which the building’s exterior contrasted the external aesthetic of the surrounding context, that the interior follows the same contradiction as the traditional symmetrical styling of the baroque architecture that is found with the nearby vicinity. However, a parallel can be drawn between Gehry’s design and the surrounding context. Despite the curvature of the interior rooms the Nationale-Nederlanden has an aesthetical emphasis on the exterior of the building in comparison the internal design. The idea that the external aesthetic of a building should be emphasised is arguably seen through the intricate detailing of the ornamentation that resides of the façade of the surrounding architectural fabric. Therefore, this implies that despite the alternate method in which it is achieved, both the Nationale-Nederlanden and the surrounding context consist of an aesthetically emphasised exterior, in comparison to the interior, that arguably creates a cohesion between Gehry’s design and the existing architecture.

To conclude, since the construction of the Nationale-Nederlanden in 1996, in the historic district Prague, there has been substantial controversy over whether the design effectively responds to the heritage of the site on which it resides. For the most part the Nationale-Nederlanden has a contrast, which implies that it is ignorant to the surrounding context, a contrast that can be seen in the digital technology utilised in the design, as well as the modern structural techniques, that sets it apart from the historic fabric of the landscape, and the overall deconstructivist style. However, it cannot be said that the design unwaveringly ignorant as details such as the proportion of the windows, the curved wave aesthetic and the stainless-steel dome, all exhibit an intention to make the Nationale-Nederlanden site specific. Therefore, it is only to a certain extent that the Nationale-Nederlanden is contrasting to the surrounding context, a result that arguably led to the bold and assertive yet partially integrated façade of the building, which allowed it to become the world-famous architectural icon that stands today.
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