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Zaha Hadid’s spectacular buildings were 
once dismissed as the work of a fantasist. 
Last week she won the Stirling prize. But 
despite the belated recognition she says she 
will  never be a schmoozer.
  

By Simon Hattenstone
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Zaha Hadid
The Abstractionist



T     he maid comes 
down to let me 
in. She’s small, 
middle-aged 
and apologetic. 

“Sorry, sorry, the bell’s not 
working,” she says, and 
whizzes us to the penthouse 
flat in silence. When the 
lift doors open I think I’m 
having an attack of snow 
blindness. The whitest 
whiteness everywhere – 
white floors, white walls, 
white ceilings, white 
fibreglass sculptures that 
double up as white sofas. 
At the far end of the room, 
I can just about make out 
a vision in crow-black and 
oversized sunglasses sitting 
behind a huge white desk. 
Nobody ever said Zaha 
Hadid was a regular girl. 
Today, she’s wearing black 
arm stockings, an upside-
down Issey Miyake jacket 
that’s got a touch of the 
tarpaulin about it, black 
leggings and black wet-look 
booties. Her hair is hennaed 
reddy browny black. Hadid 
is 60. Only she could pull 
it off.

This is where she lives in 
Clerkenwell, east London, 
though it might as well be 
her gallery. And of all the 
self-created installations on 
show she might be the most 
spectacular and complex. 
You could see her as the 
Queen of Hearts screaming, 
“Off with their heads”, at 
insubordinate subjects – or 
as the Wife of Bath cackling 
lasciviously through her 
gap tooth. She is a fantastic 
monster, uncompromising 
dictator of her own 

wonderland, and one of the 
world’s great architects. 
Time magazine named her 
the world’s top thinker in 
its 2010 list of influential 
people. This really is her 
moment. After decades 
of being dismissed as a 
fantasist whose building 
designs are pie in the sky 
(or at least on the drawing 
board) she is finally seeing 
her visions realised. Last 
week she won the Stirling 
prize for her Maxxi art 
centre in Rome, next week 
sees the public opening 
of her school in Brixton, 
her wondrous wave of an 
aquatics centre will feature 
in the 2012 Olympics, and 
she is about to start her first 
building in her country of 
birth, Iraq.

I first met Hadid seven 
years ago at her studio, 
also in Clerkenwell. The 
studio was a former school 
– appropriate, because you 
could often see her young 
students shaking in her 
presence. Back then, she 
sat me in front of a video 
to show the projects she 
was working on – virtual 
presentations of buildings 
that might well never get 
made, including the Maxxi. 
They were swooping and 
swirling, fabulous and 
futuristic, locked into the 
landscape and landscapes 
in their own right. One 
building might resemble a 
delta or Scalextric track, the 
other a clifftop; her angles 
were all over the place as 
floors merged into walls 
into ceilings. She always 
wanted to break down 

barriers – whether between 
blue-collar and white-collar 
workers (so at the BMW 
plant in Germany, the 
cars constantly pass desk 
workers on a conveyor belt) 
or building and landscape, 
or the ancient and the 
modern. Rather than the 
huge phallic constructions 
beloved of so many male 
architects, hers tended 
towards the womb-like – 
meringues and oyster shells.

Her proposed buildings 
were gorgeous acts of 
the imagination. And 
little more. So what 
changed? She takes off 
her designer shades and 
slips into designer specs. 
“People’s perception of 
architecture. Cities became 
more ambitious again. 
There was a tremendous 
interest in public building, 
and architecture became 
more in the forefront of 
the discourse. So many 
major projects were 
made into competitions 
and that opened it to 
the public. There was so 
much more knowledge 
and conversation about 
architecture.” Plus, she says, 
she and her staff worked 
like fury. In 2003, there 
were about 70 workers in 
the same building. Now it’s 
more like 250 (no surprise 
it’s cramped for space) with 
another 150 dotted around 
the world. She talks quickly 
in a deep, croaky Zsa Zsa 
Gabor voice that suggests 
too many late nights and 
cigarettes (she’s stopped 
smoking now).

One of the criticisms 
levelled at her work is that 
it is not always practical or 
people-friendly. Hadid’s 
nadir was in 1995 when 
Cardiff rejected her 
futuristic opera house, 
despite the fact that she beat 
268 rivals in a competition. 
The design was so radical 
that she was asked to 
submit again for a second 
round, which she again 
won. The opera house was 
ditched and Hadid was 
bitter. She claimed she was 
the victim of xenophobia, 
racism, misogyny, you 
name it – and she had a 
point. Rhodri Morgan said 
it looked like the Ka’bah 
in Mecca, and that if built 
it might incite a fatwa. 
After that, the work dried 
up for a few years. There 
were stories that her family 
would drive up in Rollers 
to hand her bundles of 
cash to keep the practice 
going. “I wish that was 
true. My family, my brother 
supported me. But it would 
have been seen as over-
indulgent if they’d just 
carried on supporting me. 
In the office we really had 
to get our act together.”

Did she think her work 
would never get made? 
“No. The reason I say no is 
because I made a decision 
in the mid-90s to not let it 
get to me. After Cardiff I 
decided I’m not just going 
to stop, and meow about 
it. It was very upsetting, 
but I knew I just had to 
carry on.”

Hadid was born in the 
1950s Iraq. She was inspired 
by both parents – her father 
was socialist politician 
turned businessman, 
her mother taught her to 
draw. She grew up as a 
secular Muslim, attending 
convent school. In the 
Iraq of her teens, Muslims 
lived alongside Jews and 
Christians, the 1960s were 
in full flow, women were 
empowered and anything 
seemed possible. In her 
mid-teens, she went off 
to school in Switzerland, 
studied maths in Beirut and 
came to Britain to study 
architecture in 1971. She has 
been here ever since.
Astonishingly, the school 
in Brixton is her first 
permanent building in 
England (Maggie’s cancer 
centre in Kirkcaldy was 
opened in 2006). Why has 
she struggled so much? 
Well, first there’s been the 
argument about her work, 
which tends to focus on 
spectacle rather than the 
purely functional. Put 
simply, she always wants 
her buildings to look great 
rather than just do a job. 
“They should have an 
impact on the street life and 
they should draw people 
to them. They have to be 
interesting. I don’t think 
everything should be the 
same and this obsession 
with sameness had to do 
with the industrial period of 
mass production and now 
we don’t have to look at 
things like that.”

Why did so many people 
think it was impossible 

for Hadid to realise her 
architectural dreams? “I 
don’t think people believed 
in the fantastic. By the 1970s 
people had lost faith, and by 
the 1980s even more so with 
the whole postmodernity, 
and the idea that the city 
should remain as it always 
used to be. London still 
suffers from that to 
a degree.”

But perhaps the bigger 
problem was Hadid 
herself. So many people 
didn’t like her, thought she 
was too big for her booties, 
an outsider, an interloper 
in a male preserve. Who 
needed a mouthy diva in 
a world where men got by 
perfectly nicely, talking 
politely and shaking hands 
on the golf course?

Look, she says, times 
have moved on, female 
architects are accepted 
much more these days. 
Really? Where are the next 
generation of Zaha Hadids 
then? “They’re there.” Give 
me names, I say. “Ach, 
they’re students.”

She tells me she has loads 
of female students (and I’ve 
seen them at her office) but 
there is a practical problem 
with women. “Especially 
now they’re liberated; they 
look after the home, they 
look after the children, 
they look after the work 
and with architecture I 
think it’s important to have 
continuity. It’s not like nine 
to five, you can’t just switch 
on and off.”

So has the world really 
changed that much, or has 
she simply become part of 
that establishment? (After 
all she was presented with 
a CBE by Prince Charles in 
2002.) She smiles. “No, I’m 
not part of the network. I’m 
not saying I want to be on 
the outside, but if I’m left 
on the outside that’s where 
I’ll operate from. It’s a nice 
place to be.”

She has a lovely crooked 
smile, and despite her 
famous toughness and 
refusal to schmooze there 
is warmth. I could see her 
as an earth mother, but 
she has no children and 
lives alone in the flat. Has 
she made sacrifices to get 
where she has? “No, no.” A 
second later she’s changed 
her mind. “Of course it has 
an effect on your personal 
life. But it wasn’t because 
‘I’m going to sacrifice 
everything to do this’. It’s 
just the way it is.”

Is there a man in her 
life? “No, no.” Has there 
been one recently? “Well, 
not recently.” Is she 
happy with 
that? 

“I don’t think about it in 
this way. Things happen in 
life. Maybe there are people 
who are more strategic than 
I am.”

When was the last time 
she had a boyfriend? “I 
can’t talk about that. It’s 
private. I can’t.” For once 
Hadid looks almost bashful. 
Does she think men are 
scared of her? “No I don’t 
think so.” Pause. “Well 
maybe some men are.” 
She has a reputation for 
terrifying people. Did she 
deliberately create that 
image? “No I didn’t create 
that. I’m very nice and very 
charming.” And so she 
is. Today. But she’s also 
known for saying things 
like “I don’t do nice”.

“They’re not used to an 
opinionated woman. Men 
think a woman should not 
have an opinion. I think 
more so here than other 
places.” She says British 
men have such a strange 
relationship with women.

-Continues on next page
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