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She was an Architect — Introduction


Architecture is also called the art of building. Unlike other art forms, what this art can produce seems quite clear: an architect designs buildings. These can be residential homes, factories, or office buildings. These buildings determine the appearance of the built environment, how it is perceived, how people can move around in it, and the kind of life possible within it. But what if we were to change the idea of what we perceive as architecture, and above all as successful architecture?

The urgent need for this is now well known and can be explained by one number: forty. Forty percent of global co2 emissions are caused by the construction and maintenance of buildings. This figure means that, perhaps more urgently than ever before, we need to address how we should understand the profession of architecture and how it can be done well. Are you a successful architect if you have designed or built a lot of buildings? Or are you truly significant if you have restored and preserved a great deal? Ultimately, is it perhaps not necessary to have had built in the physical world to achieve this kind of recognition? Is the world of ideas and theory sufficient?

How success is measured in a particular profession determines how it is practiced. In architecture, the focus is still on spectacle: the tallest tower, the largest shopping mall, the shortest construction time, the most sensational design. However, given the challenges society faces in all areas, should the parameters of success not be radically redefined so that the profession of architecture can change? If we do that and broaden the definition of the “successful architect,” then a surprising number of women architects who are otherwise rarely talked about come into focus.

Until 1909, women in Germany were not permitted to attend technical universities, and the United States was only slightly ahead in this regard. But even after that, when women began to enter architecture programs and graduate with degrees, there were hardly any names of great women architects who would immediately come to mind. And if they did, they were always labeled “exceptions,” rather than equal participants in the general discourse.

The image of the architect supervising construction workers, negotiating with builders, and handling large sums of money was incompatible with the image of femininity at the time. This image of women and the associated restrictions on their ability to practice their profession shaped the architecture that women were able to create. As a result, they often worked with their husbands or other family members or turned to product design, publishing, restoration, or teaching. These are all areas of architecture that still receive far too little recognition and attention from the general public.

Thus, changing the perspective through which architecture and its history are viewed can bring to the forefront personalities who were previously perceived as marginal, if at all. Looking at the work of these women architects, you can gain a broader view of what architecture can be, beyond the construction of buildings, and perhaps what it will need to be again in the future.

This new series, She Was an Architect, aims to shine a spotlight on achievements that have not yet received the recognition they deserve but have a great deal to tell us today and are worth knowing about. What can we learn from women architects who worked under difficult conditions? How can these limitations be recognized, perhaps not as obstacles, but as advantages and even as groundbreaking for the future? Which forms of architecture have been overlooked until now?

Great architects have always had enormous resources at their disposal, including money, time, and building materials. They could often realize their designs exactly as they had imagined them. This has resulted in magnificent buildings. But what emerges when compromises have to be made, when half of the creative energy that could be put into the design has to be used just to get the work done, is no less interesting. On the contrary. The fact that the number of women graduating with a degree in architecture today is not reflected in the management ranks of large architectural offices says a lot about the progress of equality, not only in the field of architecture, but in society. The discrepancy between female graduates and those who actually go on to practice as architects shows that it is all the more urgent to realize that there have always been women architects who have pursued their profession in a variety of ways. To make this work visible, the definition of what architecture encompasses must undergo a complete overhaul.


For these reasons, it is worthwhile to look at the work of women architects of the past. Because they designed and built despite restrictions and because their practice must be considered groundbreaking in terms of the new requirements of architecture, especially when it comes to climate-neutral construction. They have made their mark on history in a clever and skillful way, even without ostentatious, monumental buildings. On a history that, especially when it comes to architecture, all too often only considers those who have produced the largest buildings and the most spectacular designs. However, this history easily forgets the quieter ones and those who have contributed to the built environment in other ways. This should change. It must change.

One of them is the architect Astra Zarina.
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