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RAIMUND ABRAHAM, 1933 - 2010

Architect designed iconic NY. building

CHRISTOPHER
HAWTHORNE

aimund  Abra-

ham, an Austri-

an-born architect

known for his

powerfully enig-
matic drawings and fierce
idealism, and whose narrow,
blade-like 2002 Austrian
Cultural Forum building in
New York is among the most
forceful pieces of architec-
ture built in the last decade,
was Killed early Thursday
when the car he was driving
collided in downtown Los
Angeles with a Metropolitan
Transportation Authority
bus. He was 76.

The accident, at 5th and
Main streets, came just
hours after Abraham deliv-
ered a lecture Wednesday
evening at the Southern Cal-
ifornia Institute of Architec-
ture, where he had taught
periodically since 2003.

With only a handful of

completed projects to his

credit, Abraham, based for
most of his career in New
York, was well known in the
profession as a theorist and,
perhaps most of all, a teach-
er who struck his students
by turns as deeply passion-
ate, gruff and quixotic.

After moving from Aus-
tria to the U.S, in 1964, he
took a job at the Rhode Is-
land School of Design and,
beginning in 1971, taught for
more than three decades in
New York, primarily at the
Cooper Union in Manhat-
tan.

During a Friday after-
noon gathering at SCI-Arc’s
Arts District campus, Abra-
ham was remembered chief-
ly for his refusal to bend his
designs to meet client de-
mands, architectural fash-
ion or popular taste. “Rai-
mund was pure,” architect

and former SCI-Arc Direc-

Austrian-born Raimund Abraham stands by “Stargaz
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er,” an installation for the SCI-Are Gallery, in 2003. His Austrian Cultural Forum
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building in New York, right, with its almost menacing front facade, captured the fragile mood of the city after the 2001 terrorist attacks.

tor Michael Rotondi said at
the event.

In the last few years,
Abraham had been splitting
his time among New York,
Los Angeles and Mazunte, a
small beach town in the
Mexican state of Oaxaca
where he lived in a house he
designed for himself. His
other recent projects in-
clude the JingYa Ocean En-
tertainment Center in Bei-
jing and a small, circular
concrete music hall in Hom-
broich, Germany, that is
under construction.

Reached by phone Fri-
day in Vienna, Una Abra-
ham, the architect’s daugh-
ter and only surviving rela-
tive, said work on the music
hall would continue. “We're
going to make sure it gets
finished,” she said.

Raimund Johann Abra-
ham was born July 23, 1933,
in the Austrian mountain
town of Lienz, and grewupin
a house overlooking the Do-
lomites.

The experience of living
through World WarII as a
child left an indelible mark
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onhim.

“I had horrifying experi-
ences that shaped my aes-
thetics,” he once told an in-
terviewer. “I saw buildings
disappear that were sup-
posed to be permanent. I
saw the entire sky covered
with airplanes. But do you
have any idea what a beauti-
ful sight that is — an iron
sky? It was magnificent.”

After studying architec-
ture in Graz, Austria, he
moved to Vienna, where he
worked as an architect and
industrial designer from
1959t0 1964, part of a circle of
creative talents that in-
cluded artists, poets and
filmmakers.

No project better encap-
sulated Abraham’s ap-
proach than the Austrian
Cultural Forum, which
squeezes a 280-foot-high
tower onto a midtown Man-
hattan site that is just 25 feet
wide. In winning a competi-
tion for the building, he beat
out 225 other architects, all
of them fellow Austrians.

His design called for a
tightly compressed set of fire

stairs scissoring up the rear
of the building — no other
entrant, the competition ju-
rors said, thought to place
the stairs there — and a
sharply angled, almost men-
acing front facade of pre-
cisely mitered steel and
sheets of glass.

Abraham compared the
front of the building to the
falling blade of a guillotine,
and indeed much of his work
was suffused with a sense of
foreboding. The building
opened just months after
the destruction of the World
Trade Center towers, and
perhaps more than any
other piece of architecture of
the period it seemed to cap-
ture the heavy, fragmented
and fragile mood of New
York City and fix it perma-
nently in architectural
space.

It is also a stunning ex-
ample of architectural exe-
cution, a tough, complex
aesthetic vision translated
into thrilling form. “Consid-
ering that he presents him-
self as the ultimate bohemi-
an type — the artist, the

provocateur, the poet —
there are two aspects of Rai-
mund that astonish: the im-
peccable working drawings
and his capacity to work out
every nut and bolt and carry
it to the nth degree,” Ken-
neth Frampton, an architec-
tural historian who served
onthe forumjury, told Archi-
tectural Record in 2002.

But getting it built to
Abraham’s demanding
standards was a struggle
that consumed a full decade
of the architect’s life. Delays
and worries about budget
overruns plagued the proj-
ect; in 1996, Abraham was
called to defend the building
before the Austrian parlia-
ment.

“Building is the most dif-
ficult form of architecture,”
Abraham once said. “It en-
gages you completely. You
have to become a street
fighter, a lawyer and a detec-
tive to succeed.”

Just before the building
‘was completed in early 2002,
Abraham, frustrated at the
direction of his country's
politics — in particular the

rise of the rightist politician
Joerg Haider — renounced
his Austrian citizenship.
Throughout his career,
Abraham expressed impa-

tience with the idea that .

drawing didn't count as au-
thentic architecture, or that
it was simply a preliminary
step onthe path to construc-
tion.

Ultimately, he said,
meaningful architecture “is
based on an idea. I don't
need a building to verify my
idea.”

He returned to that
theme in the lecture
Wednesday evening at SCI-
Are, arguing that drawing is
ar;!hitecture's fundamental
act.

“You don't have to be-
come a slave in a corporate
office or a groupie of a celeb-
rity architect,” he said. “All
youneed is apiece of paper, a
pencil and the desire to
make architecture.”

Hawthorne is the Times’
architecture critic.
christopher.hawthorne
@latimes.com



