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Hashim Sarkis, curator of this year’s
Venice Architecture Biennale, devel-
oped its theme — “How Will We Live To-
gether?” — long before Covid-19 had
made us deathly afraid of one another,
before the murder of George Floyd
sparked worldwide unrest and before
flag-waving rioters stormed the U.S.
Capitol. His choice, it’s now clear, was
remarkably prescient.

After the world was turned upside
down early last year, Mr. Sarkis’s theme
— along with virtually every issue being
addressed in the show — seemed to
grow in stature, complexity and rele-
vance. And through the significant ad-
aptations made by everyone in the exhi-
bition, the response of the biennale it-
self, which opens on Saturday, has be-
come a case study for how to begin to
tackle such questions.

“We now have a different set of eyes
for how we see the world because of the
pandemic,” noted Mr. Sarkis, dean of
M.I.T.’s School of Architecture and Plan-
ning and an architect with offices in
Cambridge, Mass., and Beirut, Lebanon.
“But the issues are still the same. The
pandemic helped bring them into focus
and accelerate the kinds of responses
we had been reluctant to make.”

Mr. Sarkis, in a video interview earlier
this month, noted that while many logis-
tical adjustments were needed to make
the fair happen, exhibitors did not
change the core of their projects in re-
sponse to world events. The crisis only
made their positions more significant.

For Lina Ghotmeh, a Paris-based ar-
chitect who grew up in Beirut, Lebanon,
reacting to crises like the pandemic has
been a way of life. “You have to be cre-
ative. You have to find a way to live and
to cope,” she said.

Ms. Ghotmeh is one of 112 partici-
pants from 46 countries contributing to
the biennale’s central exhibition. Her
firm’s entry, “Sculpture for Living,” ex-
pands on her Stone Garden apartment
building in Beirut, completed in 2020.

The sculptural, finely combed con-
crete building, cut by very large open-
ings filled with vegetation, contains
widely diverse living layouts and a cul-
tural center at its base.

This mix of elements nod to Lebanon’s
history of war and violence while creat-
ing community (or, as Ms. Ghotmeh put
it, “orchestrating life”), celebrating and
nurturing local craft, and encouraging
outdoor living, nature and a sense of
hope and healing.

In Venice, Ms. Ghotmeh and her firm
have built a model of Stone Garden
that’s more than six feet tall. Inside,
rooms contain small videos and photo-
graphs that display how the building
was made, and showcase examples of
creativity and resilience in Lebanon.

“We’re trying to get back to how we

used to construct; out of local needs and
common sense,” Ms. Ghotmeh said, not-
ing that current development models
have become predictable and unsus-
tainable. “As architects we are critical
thinkers,” she added. “We are able to
deal with complexity and understand
different disciplines and think of new
ways of making and inhabiting the
spaces around us.”

This kind of work — starting at design
but expanding to transform people,
places and systems — fills the show. Ex-
hibits, divided into five scales from
smallest (“Among Diverse Beings”) to
largest (“As One Planet”), take the form
of films, photos, drawings, plans, mod-
els, digital installations, and even entire
(albeit temporary) buildings.

They propose solutions to myriad
contemporary challenges: addressing
overdevelopment in the Amazon with
new civic infrastructure (Somatic Col-
laborative); replacing monotonous,
overpriced housing through creative
prefabrication (LIN Architects Urban-
ists); overcoming social and political

polarization by replacing hard walls
with open environments (Phillip
Beesley & Living Architecture Systems
Group/University of Waterloo School of
Architecture); and moving beyond pre-
dictable, stagnant building through
grass-roots urbanism in Taiwan (Field
Office Architecture).

Many pieces focus on learning from
diverse, sometimes surprising inspira-
tions: from refugee camps in Lebanon
(Wissam Chaaya); unplanned conglom-
erations of buildings in rural China (Ru-
ral Urban Framework); artisans in Ni-
ger (Atelier Masomi); tribal communi-
ties in Brazil (Acasa Gringo Cardia De-
sign); and from the barrios of Venezuela
(Enlace Arquitectura).

“There is no one source to answer
these questions,” Mr. Sarkis said. “The
biennale used to be the place where Eu-
rope showcased what’s good and what’s
bad; it taught the world.

“Now it’s the other way around. It’s
the world that’s coming to Venice to
show what it’s doing, and how we can
learn from it together.”

Outside the central exhibition there is
much more — upward of 60 national
projects, collaborations with interna-
tional artists and museums, and student
work from around the world.

Not everyone agrees that the bien-
nale should be staged during a pan-
demic. Even some participants ques-
tioned whether flying in participants
and visitors from around the world
makes sense at such a time. Yet it’s also
clear that orchestrating an event of this
scale, in these unforgiving times, has
tested and validated Mr. Sarkis’s theme.
It has also sparked welcome change.

The biennale, of course, was origi-
nally set to open a year ago. Organizers
then pushed it to August 2020, and fi-
nally to May 22, which held only after
considerable discussion and monitor-
ing.

Covid precautions are in place: online
ticketing, temperature monitoring,
crowd limitations and circulation con-
trol, among others. Those, along with re-
ductions in travel and other factors,
have meant far more online content

than before, and more in-person events
are planned for later in the event’s six-
month duration.

“I think it showed a level of strength
and determination to move ahead,”
noted Roberto Cicutto, who took over as
president of the biennale just before the
pandemic hit. “We found a way to live
with the pandemic and not give up.”

A good percentage of the biennale’s
participants — particularly those from
outside Europe — were unable to attend
installations, or the opening, and large
teams of local builders were employed
to help carry out their visions. This, of
course, has meant plenty of awkward
virtual discussions, and has tested both
patience and ingenuity.

Members of the many national pavil-
ions have developed a new level of virtu-
al collaboration by forming what they
call the Curators Collective, made up of
more than 40 participating countries.
The group was initiated by Haewon
Shin, curator of the Korean pavilion,
who connected most of the members on-
line.

Their virtual meetings, which have
occurred at least monthly since March
2020, have not only fostered fruitful dis-
cussion and practical solutions, but also
brought new elements to the biennale.

These include a student competition
to design benches made from discarded
pavilion construction inside the Giardini
(the Biennale’s main exhibition area); a
“manifesto” expanding on the questions
raised by Mr. Sarkis’s theme; and col-
laborations between countries, like a
common installation between the Rus-
sian and Japanese pavilions.

“Under the normal procedure we
would have been so busy preparing our
own pavilions we wouldn’t get to talk to
each other,” Ms. Shin said. “This unique
situation made us come together.”

Ms. Shin’s pavilion is called “Future
School,” a homelike space designed for
in-person and online gathering, learn-
ing and exploring. (For both humans
and animals — included are a bird bath
and carpet space for a pet cat, Mucca.)

On its roof, the pavilion will host a
common space for the members of the
Curators Collective. “This is our present
to the biennale,” she added.

“We’ve continued connecting and ex-
changing ideas — creating new ideas,
seeing new possibilities,” Ms. Shin said.
“Hashim said architects need a new con-
tract. This is a new contract. A new way
of representing our countries.”

Twice delayed and yet more relevant
The event’s theme
grapples with how we can
live better, and together
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Overcoming
Left, “Sculpture for
Living,” by Lina
Ghotmeh, a Paris-
based architect who
grew up in Beirut,
Lebanon, will be
presented at the
Venice Architecture
Biennale’s central
exhibition; Hashim
Sarkis, curator of
the biennale, said
myriad logistical
challenges had to
be overcome to
bring the event to
fruition this year.
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Since the Venice Architecture Biennale
had its inaugural presentation in 1980,
technology — particularly computer-as-
sisted design — has transformed the
field.

Perhaps it’s not surprising, then, that
the event’s latest edition, on view from
May 22 to Nov. 21, looks forward to more
cutting-edge developments in “Future
Assembly,” a special exhibition billed as
a look at a world that “both includes and
exceeds humanity.”

The United States Pavilion, however,
takes the opposite approach, looking
backward to the rise of a simple, cheap
and very analog building tradition.

“American Framing,” the pavilion’s
show, which was commissioned by the

University of Illinois Chicago, focuses
on the softwood construction that be-
came typically American in the 19th
century. The exhibition emphasizes the
democratic, anonymous qualities of the
process, whose impact is still felt today:
In 2019, 90 percent of homes completed
in the United States were wood-framed.

“U.S. pavilions have typically focused
on American architects,” said Paul

Preissner, who founded Paul Preissner
Architects in Chicago and curated the
pavilion with Paul Andersen. (Both men
are professors of architecture at the Uni-
versity of Illinois Chicago.) “We wanted
to explore the anonymity of architectur-
al practice and construction with this so-
common-it’s-ignored building construc-
tion type as the theme.”

“American Framing” includes models
of historical examples, as well as furni-
ture and a series of photographs the cu-
rators commissioned from other archi-
tects and makers. A four-story, wood-
framed installation, placed directly in
front of the entrance to the U.S. Pavilion,
requires visitors to move through it to
get inside.

“It’s kind of half-house, with some
very unusual proportions that will intro-
duce people to framing very directly,”
said Mr. Andersen, founder of the Den-
ver-based firm Independent Architec-
ture. Visitors will be able to climb stairs
to three levels of the frame-only struc-
ture, which is 40 feet tall and 88 feet
wide.

The installation is meant to contrast
with the column-fronted, Palladian-
style pavilion itself, designed by the ac-
claimed firm Delano & Aldrich and con-
structed of brick and stone in 1930.

“That building aspires to classical Eu-
ropean architecture,” Mr. Preissner
said, explaining his interest in counter-
ing it with “American architecture in its
kind of dumbest, most ubiquitous, but
maybe most significant contribution.”

Mr. Preissner and Mr. Andersen, fre-
quent collaborators, trace their involve-
ment with the Venice Architecture Bien-
nale back more than two decades; as
students, they both worked on the 2000
U.S. Pavilion, organized by Greg Lynn
and Hani Rashid.

The show’s 12 historical models were
made by students at the university. The
earliest is of a Chicago warehouse, circa
1832, designed by George Washington
Snow, who was considered the inventor
of “balloon framing,” the process of
building with a series of vertical wood

segments held together with only nails.
This cheap, lightweight technique con-
trasted with European timber construc-
tion, which relied on interlocking beams
made of heavy hardwoods, often se-
cured with pegs.

In the 19th century, settlers of Euro-
pean descent who were moving west-
ward relied on the continent’s plentiful
trees, particularly Douglas fir and
Southern pine, to build homes.

“Especially after the Homestead Act
in 1862, a lot of people needed to build
homes,” Mr. Andersen said.

He added that at the time, homestead-
ers “couldn’t move large timber pieces
or masonry around very easily, and not
everyone had the skills to build in those
materials.” So they gratefully adopted
“a system that a couple of people could

use to build a house in a week or two,” he
said. “You just nailed it together.”

Other historical models in “American
Framing” include those of a Sears, Roe-
buck kit house and a home from the in-
fluential Levittown development on
Long Island, considered the first mass-
produced suburb.

Mr. Preissner and Mr. Andersen also
commissioned new furniture pieces
constructed in a similar way. Four wood-
en benches in the show were designed
by the Chicago architect Ania Jaworska
in collaboration with the students.

The firm Norman Kelley created
three pieces of seating, all loosely in-
spired by classic forms like Shaker fur-
niture and Windsor chairs, from com-
mon lumber. Two of each design — a
rocker, a bench and a chair — will be in

the show, and time-lapse videos will
show how they were formed from basic
wood planks.

“We have a deep sympathy for his-
tory,” said Carrie Norman, who founded
the firm with Thomas Kelley. “We’ve al-
ways been drawn to a slower and more
analog process.”

Mr. Kelley said the goal was to create
“something that is simple, and doesn’t
just look simple.”

Visitors can see an artist’s take on the
topic in the images the curators com-
missioned from two photographers,
Daniel Shea and Chris Strong, who were
given some latitude to riff on the show’s
theme.

“They left it open,” said Mr. Shea, who
is based in New York. “They talked
about their mind-set, and they already
know my work,” which he described as a
search for the “values and politics that
are inscribed in architectural form.” He
contributed nearly 30 images, including
“Untitled (Hammer)” (2021), showing a
hand gripping the tool, and “Untitled
(Geometry)” (2021), depicting a metal
armature on a construction site.

“Some are more literal and some
more textural,” Mr. Shea said.

For “Untitled (Slant)” (2021), a photo
of angled tree trunks, he used an ex-
treme telephoto lens that makes the
background difficult to discern.

“People talk about seeing the forest
for the trees, but this was an exercise in
seeing the trees for the forest,” Mr. Shea
said. “The part stands in for the whole,
which is a central theme in my practice.”

Similarly, as the curators got closer to
their topic, they found more detail to ap-
preciate.

“This exhibition is more the begin-
ning of a body of work rather than a cul-
mination of it,” Mr. Andersen said, not-
ing that their book on the topic, “Ameri-
can Framing: The Same Something for
Everyone,” comes out later this year.
They even have an idea for a follow-up
exhibition. Mr. Andersen added, “It’s
one of these threads that you pull, and it
just keeps unraveling anew.”

Building, American style
The U.S. Pavilion
celebrates simple, cheap,
remarkable wood framing
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Foundations
Students built 12
historical models for
the show, including
this one of a Chi-
cago warehouse,
circa 1832, de-
signed by George
Washington Snow.

Setting the stage
A frame-only struc-
ture, left, has been
built of wood in front
of the entrance to
the U.S. Pavilion in
Venice, designed to
bring attention to
the democratic,
anonymous quali-
ties of this method
of American con-
struction.
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