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Abstract:  
 

Daniel Libeskind is today one of the architecture profession’s media elite. He took up his 
position in the list of ‘super star architects’ twenty ago and has remained in the spotlight of 
the press ever since. He has projects across the globe and has been awarded prizes by Time 
Magazine, The Goethe Institute, the American Institute of Architects and the RIBA. He was 
also appointed the first Cultural Ambassador for Architecture by the State Department of the 
United States in 2004. He has been both critically lauded and sardonically ridiculed. Tom 
Dyckhoff of the London Times refers to him as a ‘global brand’. 

His most high profile project to date has been The Jewish Museum of Berlin which, after 
various years of partial completion, was finally opened in full on September 11 2001. The 
opening day of Libeskind’s commemoration of the twentieth century’s act of horror par 
excellence then, was also the day of the twenty-first century’s most iconic terrorist act. The 
macabre irony was not lost on Libeskind himself but the competition that led to him being 
appointed master planner and architect of the Ground Zero project, turned out to be a dirty, 
personalised and publically aired media circus. It was a story of political infighting, tawdry 
economic deals and architectural brinkmanship. It culminated ten years ago this month with 
Libeskind’s ‘victory.’ In this interview Daniel Libeskind looks back over a decade of 
working on this project and muses on one of the most high profile, emotive and polemic 
architectural projects of recent times. 
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Daniel Libeskind is today one of the architecture profession’s media elite. He took 

up his position in the list of ‘super star architects’ twenty ago and has remained in 

the spotlight of the press ever since. He has projects across the globe and has been 

awarded prizes by Time Magazine, The Goethe Institute, the American Institute of 

Architects and the RIBA. He was also appointed the first Cultural Ambassador for 

Architecture by the State Department of the United States in 2004. He has been 

both critically lauded and sardonically ridiculed. Tom Dyckhoff of the London 

Times refers to him as a ‘global brand’.1  

His most high profile project to date has been The Jewish Museum of Berlin which, 

after various years of partial completion, was finally opened in full on September 

11 2001.2 The opening day of Libeskind’s commemoration of the twentieth 

century’s act of horror par excellence then, was also the day of the twenty-first 
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century’s most iconic terrorist act. The macabre irony was not lost on Libeskind 

himself3 but the competition that led to him being appointed master planner and 

architect of the Ground Zero project, turned out to be a dirty, personalised and 

publically aired media circus.4 It was a story of political infighting, tawdry 

economic deals and architectural brinkmanship. It culminated ten years ago this 

month with Libeskind’s ‘victory.’ In this interview Daniel Libeskind looks back 

over a decade of working on this project and muses on one of the most high 

profile, emotive and polemic architectural projects of recent times. 

In The Spirit of Terrorism Jean Baudrillard describes the terrorist attacks on the 

World Trade Center in New York through the prism of the "absolute event."
5
 In 

Baudrillard’s terms the events of September 11, 2002, were pure spectacle; pure 

image. Considered in these terms, the Ground Zero development project was one 

born from a visual act of terror; an act of terror that was beamed across the world 

through the media; principally through television images.
6
 Given that we live in 

such a media saturated world, and that the origins of this project were such strong 

visual images, a dichotomy emerges when one considers an architectural response; 

a purely physical response to an act of ‘image terrorism.’ Daniel Libeskind 

suggests that this disparity between the image and the physical, the ephemeral and 

the permanent, was central to his response: 

 

 

The visibility of the images of the towers made it possible for people to understand the 

location as well as something about the scale of the event. However, there is a huge 

discrepancy between the images one sees on television, the reality of the event and its 

implications on the ground.  It is hard to visualise from such images that these buildings 

occupied an entire zone of New York City, indeed, they were an entire zone. 

Images do not allow an international viewer to understand that there were hundreds of 

thousands of people in the buildings and the area around. We get no sense of this density of 

human physicality. In this regard, the media gives an image of the events, but the reality is 

much more overwhelming than the pictures one sees on the screen. That dichotomy really 

became apparent in the aftermath to people who knew the site or visited the area on foot. 

That is when people began to experience the fullness of this catastrophe and when they 

began to really understand what happened. That is when the shallowness of the image and 

the profundity of the tragedy really became visible.  

My own reaction to the site was very visceral. It was a reaction that came in the months 

afterwards when, on a site visit, I was taken down the crater left by the then removed 

buildings. My reaction was a reaction to this; to descending to the bedrock of New York and 

seeing what the depth of this space meant in physical terms, but also realising what it meant 

in terms of the death of thousands of people. Tied into that was a response to the revealing 

of something that should never have been seen; those foundations and the slurry wall that 

were visible in all the media images, but whose physical impact could not be experienced 
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through the image. 

 

In his memoirs Daniel Libeskind describes the experience of visiting the site for 

the first time and experiencing the scale of the void left by the removal of the 

towers.
7
  The visit took place in the weeks after the second design competition had 

been launched – and after the first was abandoned due to a universally negative 

reaction from critics and the public.
8
 Here, Libeskind expands on the comments in 

his memoirs and outlines a shift in register in his design approach; one that led him 

to develop the final scheme and draw more heavily on symbolism and metaphor as 

design strategies.   

 

In that moment I did not think abstractly about the site or about the planning of the area. I 

saw it in a very personal way. I thought of the arrival of immigrants on ships and that 

moment when they see the Statue of Liberty. I saw it as a constellation of reality. I saw that 

this site is not just a physical site, but a spiritual one. Not only because it is now a memorial 

site but, because of where it is located in New York, that it was a symbol of a better life and 

freedom for those people coming to New York. That experience was more than thinking in 

terms of planning, infrastructure, buildings or foundations; it was a thinking based on the 

philosophical and cultural roots of New York.9 

The question then became how to take all the requirements of the infrastructure, and the 

need to reintroduce the millions of square feet of development space, and still create 

something that had a soul to it; something that would not be just more real estate 

development or more technical rebuilding? That is what struck me as I descended to the 

depths of that chasm; as I stood there on that cold, damp day. In that moment I understood 

something that I do not think anybody could understand from looking at drawings or 

images. I understood the spirit of the site; the genus loci.10 

The specific nature of this site really came into focus for me at that point. I abandoned all 

my previous thinking on the project and, in a sort of vision, I saw what it could be. I actually 

called the studio in Berlin from the site and said forget everything you’re working on, all 

those studies about planning and buildings, forget all of it. I knew the project had to go in a 

different direction. Our initial ideas were general strategic studies of the site; a consideration 

of the path of the trains and an accommodation of the foundations, etc. We were looking at 

the structural implications of the project and its urban implications; its relationship with 

China Town, Tribeca, Wall Street and all the neighbourhoods nearby. We were considering 

how to connect them, but it was thinking premised on questions of structures and zoning.  

However, when I was in that pit, all that disappeared and I realised that the challenge at 

Ground Zero was to address history; both the irreversible history of what had happened 

there, but also the future. The question was how to assert life, how to assert something about 

liberty and freedom, and about how to reinforce that which New York represents to its 
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inhabitants and to the world at large. That is when there was a break in my thinking. I am 

describing it in terms of a kind of revelation but that is what it was - a kind of revelation. It 

was actually being there of course that instigated this; being there on that rainy day, on that 

sad day, and yet feeling the potential of resilience. 

 

In many ways, the only comparable monument in the United States to the 

proposals for Ground Zero is Mia Lin’s Vietnam War Memorial in Washington 

DC.
11

 It is a memorial to what is considered another US tragedy, it is historically 

recent and is ‘modern’ in terms of style. However, the Vietnam War Memorial is 

located in a relatively open space and, as a result, occupies a terrain that invites 

contemplation. The Ground Zero site will be intensely occupied by buildings and 

by people. It is a location that seems far from conducive to contemplative 

recollection and homage. The problem of producing an emotive, sombre memorial 

on a site that is so densely concentrated is one that Libeskind suggests was also 

central to his thinking.  

 

Developing the site in a way that was appropriate for public contemplation was a central 

idea and was dealt with in the initial proposals by devoting almost half the site to public 

space. Almost all the projects in the initial competition suggested building right on the 

memorial site; right where the towers had been. I thought you could not construct a building 

where people had perished; that it was no longer just ground to be built upon. The fact that it 

was now something special, that it would have to be part of some sort of public and cultural 

space, was foremost in my mind when I considered how to balance the requirements of a 

live and lively city with the act of remembrance.12  

However, there is always a danger that with a project that focuses exclusively on the 

remembrance and contemplation of a tragic past that we create a pessimistic space; a space 

that contradicts the virtue of New York. New York is a lively, dynamic and bustling city; a 

city of many different kinds of people, activities, events and cultures. It was important not to 

try to shift New York into a negative register with this project. It was important that there 

was a sense of connection with the tragic past but also a connection with the dynamic, 

present and future. So a question of balance was essential; how to combine office buildings 

and retail with the notion of public space and a memorial site.  

We came up with the idea of waterfalls in the initial project proposal. It was very heavily 

criticised by the newspapers. Some described it as bringing Niagara Falls to New York.13 

My argument was that it was important to have a ‘screen of sound’ that would protect the 

memorial from the sounds of the street on the one hand, and introduce the sounds of nature, 

on the other. It was important to introduce a sound that would give a sense of something 

different to the busy streets of Manhattan.  

This need for balance is also reflected by the fact that the buildings being constructed are on 

the periphery of the memorial; they circle the memorial site in a spiral.
14

 This means that the 
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memorial site gets light; that it is not in the shadow of towers. In addition of course, we did 

not propose one large building, or even two large buildings, there are six. We tried to 

distribute the density of the development so that the buildings could be lower and not totally 

dominate the memorial site. So there was a cluster of thoughts that came together with the 

aim of creating something that would really work, both in terms of memory, but also in 

terms of asserting the vitality and vigour of Lower Manhattan. 

 

In an interview with Paul Goldberger published in Counterpoint,
15

 Libeskind 

described the process of building as ‘democratic’ and references Winston 

Churchill’s suggestion that, whilst democracy is not perfect, it is the best system 

available.
16 

The design competition and the subsequent negotiations between the 

conflicting parties with interest in this project were intense, at times highly 

personal - and seemingly unresolvable. The toing and froing between the 

conflicting players, and the arguments they instigated, gave rise to a level of public 

conflict that was never far from the surface between 2002 and 2004.
17

 Despite this, 

Libeskind argues that his belief in design as a ‘democratic’ process, that needs to 

take into account multiple voices, remains firm. 

 

The process involved in the early stages of the Ground Zero project was genuinely difficult. 

I cannot say that there were not nights that I did not think about it, and question whether I 

had to put up with the incessant conflicts, criticism and personal attacks in the press.18 

However, I was always determined and firm in the belief that it was necessary to work 

towards garnering consensus; to finding agreement between the various stake holders, who 

were initially very divided. There were the families and the survivor groups, who I started 

with. I identified with them, with their grief, with their sorrow and with what it really meant 

for them; something that would be important for the rest of their lives.  

However, there was also the Port Authority; the organisation that leases the land to private 

developers and their architects. Consequently, we also had to take into account the lease 

holders, the Governor of New York and the Governor of New Jersey (who together control 

the Port Authority) and the Mayor of New York City, who controls the streets. Then there 

were residents groups and local community groups, and the Police and Fire Departments. 

All of these people and groups had an interest, had valuable things to contribute, and had 

claims to make.19 

Despite the sometimes bitter complexity all this involved, I never gave up on the idea that a 

design process that involved negotiating between each of these parties was right. I never 

saw it as about some architect deciding what to do; about someone standing up on the rock 

with Moses saying: we’re going to do things this way. We had to go through some sort of 

negotiating process and it was very complicated, very difficult emotionally, and very 

intricate politically. Yet at no point did I ever say I would prefer some strong hand to take 

over the project. I do not have admiration for monarchs and dictators and, in reality, this 
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drawing of consensus is what makes an architectural project ‘real’; a genuine reflection of 

life.20 Of course, it is necessary to find compromises, and one has to find the means of 

navigating between the various parties, but that is the reality of any project – only here it 

was extremely difficult and much of it was played out in public. 

Looking back, I think it is amazing how such violent differences did eventually reach a 

consensus. For example, originally the developers wanted to build high and there was a 

huge difference of opinion about what the height of the buildings should be. There were also 

debates about how much open space there should be and we had to battle to convince people 

about the ‘wedge of light’ idea; the introduction of a much need additional public space in 

the city.21 That is another huge space that was not in the competition proposal initially, but 

which was introduced to facilitate people entering from two sides; from Broadway and from 

the business side of Lower Manhattan. It was intended to give people access to the Hudson 

River and to the site more generally.  

To make a long story short, I never doubted the importance of the democratic process, 

despite it being as difficult and as tough as it was. I think it is what really makes a good city. 

Good cities are not made by one person; they are not determined by one stake holder. In this 

case, if the idea of the master plan had not been strong it would never have got people 

behind it. It would not have succeeded. People finally agreed, at the end of the day, despite 

what the press reported. They agreed, and the final project is very close to what I originally 

drew. Indeed, it is almost identical. 

 

Libeskind has described architecture as an ‘act of communication’ on various occasions.22 It is 

something he identifies happens inevitably, but is also an aspect of his architecture that he sees as 

central, and obviously deliberate. Questioned about the communicative intent of ‘office buildings’ 

on the site of a human tragedy, he is faced with a criticism that, amongst others, the New York 

architectural critic Michael Sorkin levelled throughout the early stages of the initial design 

competition. Sorkin lampooned the entire project as “business as usual” for its insistence on 

reinstating the office space lost in the destruction of the towers.23 He also referred to its 

communicative agenda as a form of corporate and political ‘chest beating.’ His criticism of 

Libeskind’s specific proposal defined it as “big business space with grafted-on literal 

symbolism.”24 Libeskind is staunch in his rejection of this perspective.  

 

The first thing to bear in mind in the context of criticisms about reinstating office space is 

that architects do not decide the program. The city and public authorities decide what is 

going to be built, not the architects. I have not doubt that a kind of academic approach to the 

project is pretty disconnected from the realism of the market and from the realism of 

politics.25 If you are an architect and you are serious about addressing important issues, you 

have to take the program and mould it in a way that makes sense culturally. This is how you 

ensure it is not just about real estate; this is how you ensure it is not just about ‘business as 

usual.’  
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At no point did I doubt that it was good to bring life back to the site and to bring working 

people back to this site. In addition however, I also advocated for housing and, by the way, a 

lot of the previous office space in the area has subsequently been renovated into housing; so 

there are more people now living in Lower Manhattan than before.26 Again, I would argue 

that it is important to have a positive approach; to bring life back to this area and not to 

make a ‘black hole’ of low buildings in the middle of New York. Some critics wanted just 

low buildings and no skyscrapers.27  

I did not listen to these ideas because, as a New Yorker, I know that Lower Manhattan and 

New York depend on ambition and a concentration of people. Changing the nature of New 

York would have been like giving in to terrorism. I never worried that some academics and 

some critics talked about corporate symbolism, or the ‘author of the project,’ the person 

behind the symbolism, because I do not think that is the way the city, buildings, streets and 

public spaces are read. I think they are read as part of a much deeper human history; as 

integrated with dwelling, with being and with the future. This is how architecture 

communicates. 

In this context, it was important to create something that is future oriented; something that 

has the power to both remember and look forward. That is what I was really interested in. 

That is what I genuinely believe; that you have to connect memory with the psychology of 

the city. In the case of New York, memory has to be connected with its liberty and with its 

freedom. In this sense, the project uses memory literally; ideas of liberty and freedom are 

key to the buildings you see appearing on the streets today. But it is all integrated with the 

streetscape and the use of the area – and new uses of the area, at street level. 

 

In dealing with the issue of reintroducing commercial space on the Ground Zero 

site, Libeskind overlays his arguments about the need to provide public and 

commemorative space alongside an architecture resonant of New York’s ‘vitality,’ 

with an acceptance of the commercial underbelly of the project. These commercial 

imperatives countered attempts by some design groups, community activists and a 

number of architectural critics, to reconfigure Lower Manhattan towards being a 

place of small businesses and local communities.28 In his subsequent comments 

Libeskind addresses these issues and argues that they are found in the project, 

despite criticisms to the contrary.  

 

The need to integrate small businesses and the local community into the new project was a 

huge part of the thinking behind this project. We worked closely with the community 

groups, and very closely with many other public institutions to make sure that the project 

was not only about commercial towers, but was also about streets and   public places. We 

tried to ensure that it offered community and public facilities. It has a visitor centre and, 

perhaps in the future, it will have a performing arts centre.
29

 It was the nature of the public 
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spaces created that was at the core of the project. Connectivity across the site was also 

essential. We wanted to bring people to the Hudson River, to bring people to the 

transportation hub, to bring people to east and west and north and south. We wanted the site 

to direct people to the neighbourhoods around; neighbourhoods that were badly affected. 

The gleaming towers were not at the core of our thinking - although we thought they should 

be beautiful towers. At the heart of our thinking were the spaces between the buildings; 

what do people do on the street in these open areas, and on the streets. This is a hugely 

dense area and a site where transportation networks come together. It is not just a hub for 

the financial sector. It is, or at least should be, a hub for people coming to this area to live 

and to work. That was part of the strategy from the outset; it underlay the decision to avoid 

mega-structures and to avoid designing just a large symbolic object on the site. 

We wanted to create a place where people could come together; a place from where people 

can look at New York in a completely new way; a place where they can see the city not only 

from the dark streets of Wall Street, but also from an open space. That space is powerful 

emotionally and has depth to it, both literally and figuratively. You can go all the way down 

to the bedrock; it is public space that continues downwards to the bedrock and to the slurry 

wall.30 In addition however, it also moves outwards to the outlying neighbourhoods.  

Of course, we used the program that was given, but attempted to create a space that is for 

people. As a New Yorker, I often thought about my parents who worked in this city; they 

worked on the stone streets and my mother in terrible sweatshop conditions. My parents 

would never have entered those gleaming buildings; they were always in the pathways or in 

the streets. What this project may mean and represent for those people….. that’s what I 

thought about. I thought that it was the cultural aspect of space that should really dominate. 

That never excluded the presence of these precious office buildings however. 

 

This project has taken up ten years of Daniel Libeskind’s career. During that 

period he has worked on other schemes across the world including the Military 

History Museum, Dresden, Germany; high-rise and low-rise villa apartment blocks 

at Keppel Bay, Singapore and the Sony Centre for the Performing Arts in Toronto, 

Canada, to name but a few.31 However, his studio has been based in New York 

since 2003 and has been focused on managing this master plan. In the light that the 

Ground Zero project remains one of the studio’s few master planning schemes, he 

looks back upon its influence on his work and offers the following comments.  

In the last ten years I have learnt so much that would have been impossible to learn from a 

book, or from scholarly study. I have learnt about infrastructure, about the variety of 

political and economic forces influencing a project, and about how questions of engineering 

can be handled. It is not something you ever acquire in an academic atmosphere. They are 

the real, practical issues that dominate a city and its development. Also, as I look back at 

those ten years, I see the virtue of having stuck with it; of having persisted through this 

incredibly difficult process, and I see the plan vindicated. Despite the complexity of the 
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project, the problems that arose, and the high profile conflicts that accompanied it every step 

of the way, I see what was initially proposed being built. 

All of this happened in the shadows of political critique; a critique coming from various 

sources and which was at times very painful. However, there is no doubt that I have had a 

belief, that I have always held, reinforced; that you have to be a believer; that you really 

have to have faith and that the faith you have will drive you to succeed, even when things 

are not easy. I have also seen that you have to be participating; that you cannot just be 

calculating a plus or a minus on a ledger; that you must get your hands dirty. It was a 

question of sink or swim.  

I have always been an optimist but, in retrospect, I am more of an optimist now than 

before.32 When you are in the middle of it, and people are telling you that nothing will come 

of it, that this will never be built, that nothing will happen, etc. it can be difficult. However, 

looking back, I can see that I am an even greater optimist after working through these 

complex problems in a democratic and open arena where there were so many contesting 

views. I really believe there is no substitute for this, that the toing and froing of the design 

process is essential for the construction of a lively, democratic and exciting city. 

Furthermore, I have been very lucky because subsequently, and as a result of being involved 

in the Ground Zero project, and in the limelight as it were, I have been able to work on other 

projects in fascinating places like Milan, Belgrade, Singapore and Yong Han in South Korea 

and elsewhere. These are large scale projects with major implications for the way people 

live. I am able to address them because I have learnt so much over these ten years. I have 

not just learnt about what a nice drawing looks like, or how to produce a nice model that 

might be photographed and placed in a book. I have not just been developing theories that 

might be read to students or published in a magazine. I have learnt how you can build 

something against great odds. 

I have also learnt how you succeed in an open society; how in a liberal economic context, 

you can still create something that is more than real estate and more than just commerce. I 

have seen how you can still build projects with spiritual content and rise to the high values 

that I really believe drive architecture.33 I believe that it is possible to combine the poetry of 

life and the tragedy of life, and that architecture is more than art; that it is more than the 

result of computing; that is more than politics and economics, although sometimes it is 

virtually Shakespearean in its scope and complexity. 

 

In these comments Libeskind again refers to the complex web of socio-economic-

political factors that mould the shape of architecture and urbanism in 

contemporary culture, but he also leaves space for the creative individual; the 

architect as the creator of interesting space and unusual forms. Indeed, alongside 

his use of theory as a driver in his design process, this is the trait for which his 

work is largely known.34 He reserves his final comments for this characteristic and 

an argument in favour of architecture as formal experimentation; albeit one 
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contained within an economic and political framework that often seems to be ‘all 

controlling.’  

 

As a direct result of the complexity of the structural, economic and political complications 

inherent in the Ground Zero project, I have come to believe even more ardently that formal 

architectural invention is essential. I have seen that ultimately, the divide that has existed 

between planning and architecture in the past is a false one. At the end of the day planning 

and architecture are actually inseparable; you cannot say, for example, that this one thing is 

a planner’s war and that another is an architect’s war. Planning without architecture is 

totally useless, and architecture without planning misses the whole range of contextual 

factors that can enrich building design. 

The process of managing this project has reinforced my belief in the need to formally 

innovate and to dramatically innovate with architecture; to ‘create’ new meanings and look 

for new approaches; to develop radically new ideas. These new ideas are not just about 

sustainability, because although that is fundamental, it is only one new component in 

architecture. Despite the fact that for this project we wrote sustainability guidelines that 

surpass all the guidelines of the city of New York, I believe that new innovations in 

architecture have to be more than technical; design ambitions have to be raised in formal 

terms as well.  

This is the case at Ground Zero; you only have to look at the architects who are involved.35 

There is a raised ambition there. The aim has been to go beyond more anonymous tall New 

York buildings. There is almost an elite ambition.36 Certainly, in my own work I think it is 

important to bring uniqueness to architecture; to get it out of this generic idea of modernism; 

an idea and approach that reduced everything to slogans and resulted in homogenous 

buildings. It is important to produce architecture that uniquely addresses its specific site.37 

In the global world I believe we need more uniqueness because everything tends to get 

homogenised. Cities can end up looking the same. It is a common criticism. At Ground Zero 

we deliberately responded to the site in a detailed way, both physically and emotionally. In 

these terms, I try to ensure that my own work as an architect continues to evolve formally, 

but also in terms of program; whether it is a commercial project, a housing plan or any of 

the other exciting schemes I have the good fortune to be working on at the moment. We 

work in a complex social, political and economic context, but that should not control 

architecture. 

 

Architecture_MPS has developed a new genre of academic writing; the ‘interview-article’. It is a variation on the interview 

genre in which theoretical background is added for the reader through extensive and discursive notation that expands on the 

arguments and references made by the interviewer or the interviewee. It is an explanatory / descriptive adaptation of the 

standard interview format that makes it a hybrid academic literary form. 

This article is available on the agreed terms of open access. Users are allowed to read, download, copy, distribute, print, 
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search, or link to the full texts of the articles in this journal without asking prior permission from the publisher or the author. 

This is in accordance with the BOAI definition of open access. Users are expected to fully cite and reference the sources of any 

material accessed under this agreement. The images used here have been supplied by Studio Daniel Libeskind and Michael 

Klinkhamer Photography. 
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