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Community advocacy, sustainability, environmentalism, 
interdisciplinary collaboration — these may sound like buzz 

words better suited to a 1970s political activist than a leading 
��VW�FHQWXU\�DUFKLWHFWXUH�ÀUP��EXW�WKH\�DUH�DOO�HVVHQWLDO�HOHPHQWV�
in the practice of Chicago-based Studio Gang. Founded in 1997 by 
+DUYDUG�WUDLQHG�-HDQQH�*DQJ��WKH�ÀUP�HPERGLHV�LGHDOV�WKDW�PD\�
seem counter to market logic; but post-economic meltdown, they 
UHSUHVHQW�D�VPDUW�PRGHO�IRU�KRZ�D�FRQWHPSRUDU\�ÀUP�FDQ�PDNH�
stylish, daring work without compromising either its politics or its 
clients’ pocket books. Over the last few years Gang and her team 
have been on a roll with a number of groundbreaking projects, of 
which the most spectacular was the 82-story aqua Tower in Chicago 
(2011), a dazzling mixed-use building that hit the headlines as the 
tallest skyscraper ever designed by a female-led team. It also 
earned Gang a 2011 Macarthur “Genius Grant” Fellowship, making 
her the second female architect ever to receive the $500,000 prize.  
$TXD·V�XQXVXDO�VKDSH�³�GHÀQHG�E\�D�Flintstones-esque stack of 
irregular concrete slabs — boldly adds a new icon to the Windy City’s 
skyline, no small achievement in a town packed with Modernist 
masterpieces. Many new commissions have followed in its wake — 
including the Solar Carve Tower planned for a site next to Manhattan’s 
high Line — and its success has afforded Gang the opportunity to 
realize Reverse Effect, a long-planned book project that showcases 
DQRWKHU�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�ÀUP·V�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�DSSURDFK�E\�DGGUHVVLQJ�
a major natural element in Chicago: the river. It’s a vital piece of 
design advocacy, offering clear solutions to complicated problems, 
aiming to mobilize politicians, designers, and local residents toward 
D�XQLÀHG�UHELUWK�RI�D�YDVW��SROOXWHG�ODQGVFDSH��$Q\RQH�UHVSRQVLEOH�
for such groundbreaking accomplishments must come across as a 
steely and intense personality — or so I imagined. But when I met 
ZLWK�-HDQQH�*DQJ�LQ�KHU�RIÀFH�LQ�:LFNHU�3DUN��VKH�H[XGHG�D�IULHQGO\��
Midwestern warmth. and despite a looming deadline to proof the 
catalogue for a show of her work at the art Institute of Chicago 
(“Building: Inside Studio Gang architects,” through February 24, 
2013), Gang seemed surprisingly casual, relaxed, and easy to talk 
to — a youthful 48-year-old driven by a love for her work.

Michael There are many different descriptions of aqua 
Tower: a ballerina, a mountain, rippling water… 
Which one’s your favorite?

Jeanne I don’t really have a favorite, but I like the fact that 
the ambiguity of it opens it up to interpretation. 
Someone even told me they thought they saw the 
face of the mayor in the ripples! [Laughs.]

MB The story goes that you met aqua’s developer at a dinner 
party, and that up until then he was known for some very 
mediocre buildings.

JG I never found him to be mediocre at all. In fact, he was always 
the one to push the project further. One of the best things 
about the tower is the mixed use, and that was his idea. 
aqua has a hotel, rental apartments, and condominiums. 
normally, there would be a certain exclusivity between 
owners and renters and there would be separate lobbies in 
the buildings between hotel and residential. But we decided 
together that it would be more interesting if everyone could 
mix in the common spaces and that’s what happened — and 
it’s amazing. Evidently, it’s a favorite place to rent for the 
University of Chicago’s business school because it’s such a 
social, extroverted building: people socialize on the deck by 

the pool, there’s a basketball court, a movie room, and lots 
of other shared spaces. There are over 750 households living 
there and it’s created an interesting, economically diverse 
mix of people.

MB What made the developer want to work with you?
-*� +H�ZDQWHG�WR�JLYH�D�FKDQFH�WR�D�\RXQJHU�ÀUP��VRPHRQH�ZKR�

hadn’t designed a tall building before. When we showed him 
our two possible schemes, he immediately saw the potential 
in the one that eventually became the aqua.

MB It must have been daunting to design a high-rise with so many 
YDU\LQJ�ÁRRU�VL]HV�

JG Well, we always knew that with the terraces moving around 
DQG�WKH�ÁRRU�SODWHV�YDU\LQJ�LW�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�KDUG�WR�OD\�RXW�WKH�
interior units in such a way that the living room always hit the 
terrace. another concern was the thermal break: if you have a 
ÁRRU�VODE�WKDW�JRHV�IURP�WKH�LQVLGH�WR�WKH�RXWVLGH�LW�FRQGXFWV�
hot and cold temperature. That would have dramatically 
UHGXFHG�WKH�HQHUJ\�HIÀFLHQF\��VR�ZH�HQGHG�XS�RIIVHWWLQJ�WKDW�
with better glass. But on the positive side we knew that the 
terraces would also provide sun shading, and that they would 
help minimize the building’s movement because the irregular 
façade confuses the wind. and usually, when you think about 
stepping out onto your terrace in Chicago, you think about 
being blown off, but because the slabs are different shapes 
they break up the wind so it actually feels pretty comfortable. 
%XW�ZH�KDG�WR�UXQ�PDQ\�WHVWV�WR�ÀQG�DOO�WKDW�RXW�

MB how can you even test for things like that?
JG In a wind tunnel. Basically, you hire a company and that’s 

all they do: wind studies on tall buildings. You give them the 
design and they build the model and put pressure points on it, 
and then they put it in a giant wind tunnel and run the numbers 
on it. It really helps you decide whether you need a mass 
damper on the top to minimize movement, which we ended 
XS�QRW�QHHGLQJ��2U�\RX�PLJKW�ÀQG�RXW�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�SODFHV�
on the building at the base that are too windy for comfort and 
then you can ameliorate that.

MB Were there restrictions for the height of the building?
JG The whole area was a planned development, but instead of 

prescribing a certain height we were given a maximum square 

Bullock

Gang

ThE MIDWESTERnER WhO 
IS TaKInG ThE 
aRChITECTURE WORLD  
BY STORM

A view over chicago 
from one of the  
Aqua tower’s (2010) 
balconies. the 
building’s undulating 
façade calms the  
city’s notorious winds 
and creates a 
surprisingly comfortable 
atmosphere, even  
on the upper floors. 
Photograph by  
steve Hall © Hedrich 
Blessing.
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footage. In the original plan they had envisioned a shorter, 
fatter building. So we went in and asked the city if it was OK 
if we did a skinnier, taller building with the same area, and 
they said yes. I like a thinner building — it looks better. and 
in fatter buildings it’s just so much harder to get light and air.

MB Did you realize when you were building it that the press would 
run with the angle of “tallest building by female architect”?

JG not really. Studio Gang is roughly half men and half women, 
so I didn’t imagine it would become such a tagline for the 
building. I’m hoping that many more women start doing tall 
buildings and then it’ll become a non-issue. [Laughs.]

MB I can see that it would be annoying to focus on that rather 
than the originality and innovation, but I also understand why 
it’s meaningful.

JG Tall buildings are all about statistics. There are entire websites 
devoted to how to measure the height, which building has the 
highest square-footage of hospitality space versus residential 
space; there are many, many, many categories and there are 
ORWV�RI�KLJK�ULVH�DÀFLRQDGRV�WKDW�NHHS�WUDFN�RI�WKHVH�WKLQJV��
There’s a guy in my gym that knows more about the stats of 
tall buildings than I do. [Laughs.] he’ll ask me questions when 
I’m on the treadmill like, “Is the Sears Tower 1,700 feet, or do 
they count the…?” and then he’ll rattle back.

MB Sounds like he has a skyscraper-stat fetish. But are these 
questions of gender and building annoying to you?

JG People are curious, so I don’t hold it against them. I honestly 
don’t think this is a topic that’s going to hang around much 
longer. It seems like we’re kind of past it.

MB Most of the female architects we’ve interviewed for PIn–UP 
were also very much over this gender conversation. But I also 
UHDG�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�RQO\�ÀYH�IHPDOH�OHG�ÀUPV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�
could get commissions on this scale. So, while change is on 
its way, we’re not there yet.

JG True. and as I said, people are naturally curious because 
WKH\·YH�VHHQ�DUFKLWHFWXUH�UHSUHVHQWHG�DV�D�PDQ·V�ÀHOG�IRU�
so long. and that’s OK, but it’s also not exactly the most fun 
thing to talk about all the time.

MB all right, I won’t torture you further. Of all your projects, 
the aqua undoubtedly got the most media attention. Do you 

sometimes feel as if there are other projects you’ve done that 
PLJKW�UHSUHVHQW�\RXU�ÀUP�EHWWHU"

JG I wouldn’t say represent me better — it takes a handful 
of projects to fully represent someone. But even though  
I like designing them, our work isn’t all about tall buildings.  
We are working with communities; we’re trying to do things 
that are having an impact, especially for making the world 
more sustainable.

MB Could you give me an example?
JG I think the community center we did for SOS Children’s Villages 

is a good example. SOS Children’s Villages is an international 
QRW�IRU�SURÀW�DQG�WKHLU�PLVVLRQ�LV�ÀQGLQJ�IRVWHU�IDPLOLHV�IRU�
orphans and trying to get siblings into the same family. not 
all the children are orphaned, some have parents who just 
can’t handle them, for whatever reason. SOS has villages all 
RYHU�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�RXU�FRPPXQLW\�FHQWHU�ZDV�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�
village in the States, here in Chicago’s South Side. The center 
is the piece that binds the foster-care families and the SOS 
Children's Village to the greater neighborhood. They offer 
after-school classes, there are family rooms where children 
can meet with their parents, there are daycare facilities for 
the greater community, and so on.

MB Is this the project that was done with a variety of donated 
materials?

JG Yes. SOS is a notoriously underfunded social-service program 
VR�ZH�³�RXU�RIÀFH��EXW�DOVR�WKH�RZQHU�DQG�WKH�FRQWUDFWRU�
— were trying to gather up as much as we could through 
in-kind donations of materials and services. That made it a 
real challenge to design because we couldn’t really count on 
any one material. One day it would be there, the next day it 
might change to something else. So we designed a strategy to 
cope with this problem through Excel spreadsheets where we 
could plug in the different materials that we got as donations. 
If one thing changed it would have repercussions on the other 
pieces. The way the building looks now really is the result 
of these material donations we were given — or that were 
taken away from us. For example, originally this building was 
meant to be all brick masonry. But then we lost our brick 
masonry donation, so we decided to expose the concrete, 
using different types of mixes. The process might be a little 
complicated to explain, but even if you don’t know that, you 
MXVW�VHH�WKH�EXLOGLQJ�DQG�LW�KDV�WKLV�UDWKHU�HQJDJLQJ��ÁXLG�
looking wall. It’s become a real anchor in that community.

MB how do people react to it?
JG They care about it. People have started to do birthday 

parties there, people go there to vote, all kinds of community 
meetings happen there. and it hasn’t even been tagged, which 
is amazing in that neighborhood. 

MB Speaking of community and neighborhoods, in your book 
Reverse Effect: Renewing Chicago’s Waterways (2011) you 
propose transformation strategies for the neighborhoods 
around the Chicago River’s South Branch. Did the book come 
out of a city competition or was it self-initiated?

JG We’ve been working a lot with environmental groups, the 
nRDC (natural Resources Defense Council), and also the city, 
asking what the future of the river is going to be now that 
industry has left and we have this huge swath of available 
properties. how are we going to re-imagine this river and make 
it work? Because right now it is very polluted, so it’s a great 
opportunity to reassess it. The book shows the history of the 
river in a very clear way so that people can see that it’s already 
a manipulated system. We can go in and change it again, and 
ZH�VKRXOG��%XW�UDWKHU�WKDQ�PDNLQJ�VSHFLÀF�GHVLJQ�SURSRVDOV��
the book is meant to provide all the kinds of information that 
people need to make those mental projections. Some of it is 
YHU\�DUFDQH��LW·V�WHFKQLFDO��VFLHQWLÀF��RU�SROLF\�LQIRUPDWLRQ��
But when you take all those ingredients and think about them 
and make a proposal, people can respond to it. It’s about 
getting people on the same page, creating a community and 
saying, “This is where we want to go.” In the U.S. right now 
everything is too divisive and polarized.

MB I see a balance between nature and technology in your work. 
:DV�\RXU�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WHFKQRORJ\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�
your father was an engineer?

JG I was initially thinking of becoming a painter or an artist, 
but I was also always hardcore about math and science. 
architecture combined these two for me, the analytical side 
and the more, let’s say, sensitive or observant side. Growing 
up, I also spent a lot of time traveling with my family mainly 
because my dad liked to go and see big bridges.

MB Did your father design bridges?
JG Yes, bridges and roads. he liked engineering feats and he also 

liked places that had superlatives, like the biggest canyon, 
or the highest mountain. So we spent a lot of time seeing 
amazing landscapes and infrastructure.

MB ah, so nature and technology were combined from an  
early age!

JG I guess… yeah. I always loved the fusion of dwelling and 
landscape. have you ever been to Mesa Verde national 
Park in Colorado? Mesa verde means “green table,” and the 
ODQGVFDSH�ORRNV�FRPSOHWHO\�ÁDW��$QG�WKHQ��ZKHQ�\RX�JHW�XS�
to the site, you see that it goes down and there are all these 
native american pueblo-type dwellings in the rock. a great 
co-existence! That really sticks out in my mind, more so than, 
say, the Eiffel Tower or something like that.

MB Was there anyone you felt was like a mentor to you?
JG I always learned something from my teachers at harvard.  

and then the people that I worked with, of course. But there 
was never somebody…

MB In particular?
JG There wasn’t anyone just like me. The person I always 

connected with, but never met, was the Brazilian architect 
Lina Bo Bardi. her work spoke to me. She was Italian and 
when she came to São Paulo, she really looked at what was 
around her and combined European Modernism with this 
PXFK�PRUH�LQGLJHQRXV�OLIHVW\OH��6KH�ÀJXUHG�LW�RXW��HPEUDFHG�
it, and designed for it.

MB In the mid-1990s you moved to Rotterdam and worked for  
Rem Koolhaas at OMa?

JG Yes, after I graduated from harvard I went on to work for him 
in the netherlands for a couple of years. OMa was a much 
VPDOOHU�RIÀFH�DW�WKH�WLPH�EXW�ZH�ZHUH�GRLQJ�UHDOO\�FRRO�ZRUN��
and then I came back to the States — I needed to work here 
before I got my american license — and I remember going to 
interviews and people not knowing who Rem Koolhaas was. 
[Laughs.]

MB Is there anything in the way you run your studio here that you 
brought back with you from OMa?

“WE’RE WORKInG WITh 
COMMUnITIES anD 
TRYInG TO DO ThInGS 
ThaT haVE an IMPaCT.”

the goal of the sos 

children’s Villages 

Lavezzorio community 

center (2008) is  

to bring foster-care 

families and the  

larger community 

together under one roof. 

the center was  

largely built with in-kind 

material donations.  

As a result, some of the 

exterior walls were 

poured with various 

mixes of concrete. 

studio Gang used 

plaster models to 

develop the concept 

and communicate  

it to the contractors. 

Photograph (above)  

by scott Mcdonald  

© Hedrich Blessing.

Reverse Effect (2011), 

a self-published  

book project by studio 

Gang Architects,  

takes diverse and often 

impenetrable 

information and turns  

it into a clear, 

transformative vision 

for chicago’s 

waterways and 

riverfront. 

the tellapur o2 (2008) 

is a concept for a 

building in Hyderabad, 

India, and is part of 

studio Gang’s growing 

international portfolio. 

the project builds  

on the façade concept 

for the Brick Weave 

House, but translates it 

into a different scale 

and cultural context by 

incorporating 

self-shading techniques 

from Indian  

haveli dwellings.

Jeanne Gang cares 

deeply about her 

hometown. similar to 

her work with the 

chicago River, her plan 

for northerly Island 

(2010–ongoing) aims to 

transform a neglected 

part of the city into a 

vibrant and sustainable 

public space.

A series of studies for 

the external wall of the 

Brick Weave House 

(2008), a single family 

home renovation in 

chicago’s West town 

neighborhood.  

the porous brick screen 

shelters the house  

from the elements and 

provides privacy  

while maintaining a 

visual connection with 

the street.
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JG For sure! That we really devote time to research both 

in gathering information but also research in design, 

research through doing competitions, formal research, and 

environmental research — that’s always going on independent 

of other projects.

MB So the research isn’t strictly materials and technologies,  

it’s also your own cultural research as well?

JG Yeah, usually when I start a project I try to fan out in all 

directions. So if it’s project-based research then we gather, 

and we produce, and you end up landing on certain ideas that 

resonate with that project and then maybe those go forward. 

But then there’s all this research that wasn’t used for that 

particular project, and it turns into this kind of institutional 

body of knowledge. It’s like building our own library.

MB What were the biggest challenges when you started your  

RZQ�RIÀFH"
JG Surviving was a pretty big challenge — just getting paid. 

although, when you’re starting out you just do it. You don’t 

even think about it somehow. I never considered, like, “If I’d 

VWD\HG�ZLWK�D�ÀUP�,�ZRXOG�EH�PDNLQJ�WKLV�PXFK�PRQH\�µ�LW�ZDV�
just a passion to start it up and do my own thing, and that 

drove it. I always knew it would happen, it was just a matter 

RI�WLPH��%XW�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�LV��RI�FRXUVH��MXVW�JHWWLQJ�ZRUN�
MB Did you ever differentiate between work you had to accept 

for money and work you made to build a vision of where you 

wanted to go?

JG I never thought of it like that. It was more like, if I got a project 

that was small, what could I do with it to make it interesting? 

,�GLGQ·W� WXUQ�DQ\WKLQJ�GRZQ� WR�VWDUW�ZLWK��2QH�RI� WKH�ÀUVW�
projects was an apartment for a friend of mine who had moved 

into a loft. So on the surface it was “just” a loft re-conversion, 

EXW�WR�PH�LW�ZDV�H[FLWLQJ�EHFDXVH�VKH�ZDV�RQ�WKH�WRS�ÁRRU��VR�
instead of the typical idea of putting balconies on the façade 

to create outdoor space, we just cut a giant hole in the roof 

and made an interior courtyard. It was a feat to pull off, but 

it was so interesting even if it was a simple loft interior.

MB You’ve been quoted in the new York Times as saying,  

“an architect needs to be an activist.” Could you explain what 

you meant by that?

JG architects have special skills. They are able to connect 

the dots between different disciplines, and they’re able to 

communicate ideas to the broader public. We are able to 

project what something could look like in the future, and 

we’re all about making plans. and that is very useful. I think 

architects should use these skills more to push issues that 

they care about for the greater good. I don’t know if that’s 

activism or advocacy, but to me it’s about moving issues 

forward that are important to all of us, and using the skills 

we have to make these things happen.

MB Last question: how did you meet and start working with  

your husband? 

JG Well, we actually met at OMa, so we’ve been collaborating 

for a long time. When I came back to Chicago to start my 

practice, at some point I was able to ask him to join me. We 

work really well together — we always have — so it’s great 

to be in the same space together.

MB how do you balance an intense practice with family life?

JG I have to admit my life is not balanced at all but I enjoy it, so 

it’s not a burden. I like to create, to work with people. It’s like 

a beehive, it’s a buzzing beehive where we’re all contributing.

MB Great! Is there anything else you would like to add?

JG no. I just want to get the pictures over with. That’s the part 

I really hate! [Laughs.]
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1 A concept sketch of the Aqua tower (2010) communicates the emerging 

formal patterns of the façade.

2 the Aqua tower as seen from the street.

3 the Brick Weave House (2008) in chicago’s West town neighborhood.

4 the sos children's Villages Lavezzorio community center (2008)  

in the Auburn-Gresham neighborhood on chicago’s south side.

5 studio Gang’s nature Boardwalk at Lincoln Park Zoo (2010) frames a 

view of downtown chicago.

A study model for the 
Vancouver Pair towers 
(2010–ongoing), 
studio Gang’s 
sophomore high-rise 
project and a worthy 
follow up to the Aqua 
tower. the design of 
the curvature maximizes 
light and views for  
the residential units  
and stakes out a  
public plaza between 
the towers’ bases.

A pointillist sketch of 
the site for the Ford 
calumet environmental 
center (2003–ongoing), 
a project that is 
envisioned as the 
anchor of the 140,000 
acre Millennium 
Reserve green space in 
northeastern Illinois. 
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ShOULD USE ThEIR 
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aBRaxaS
The dark beauty  

of a Parisian public housing project


