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ANNABELLE SELLDORF: ARCHITECTURE IS AN ACT OF HUMANITY 

Annabelle Selldorf, of German origin and based in New York, is one of the most prestigious names in 

international architecture. 

Building for people, not for spectacle. Designing with the patience and intelligence needed to foster 

empathy and discovery. The German architect, fresh off her win of the competition for the new Louvre, 

shares her design philosophy. And she explains why even a museum is an invitation to come together. 

So far removed from the spotlight that she was surprised to find herself among Time magazine’s 100 

most influential people in the world—“At first I was annoyed, but then I thought it was an opportunity 

to be more explicit about the principles I believe I can convey,” she says—and yet so close when it 

comes to discussing the human value of her architecture. 

Annabelle Selldorf, an award-winning architect who in May was awarded the Louvre Nouvelle 

Renaissance project, will speak about her “design humanism” on September 24 at Cersaie, as part of 

the “Costruire Abitare Pensare” cultural program. She spent her childhood and studied in Europe, 

then opened her firm in New York in 1988. 

How do you reconcile two cultural backgrounds that today seem so distant? 

“When I started architecture school in New York, coming from a very small town in central 

Germany—like Cologne, which had been completely destroyed during World War II and hastily 

rebuilt—it was exhilarating. 

It’s like opening your eyes to another world—a world made up of so many different people who came 

here from different places. The truth is that New York in the early ’80s was so exciting, and in a way, it 

still is today. And I’m lucky to be able to work both there and in Europe. 

Of course, from a political standpoint, we’re going through a very unpleasant time that forces us to 

figure out what we need to focus on, but that goes for everyone. We’ve seen what happened in 

Germany. The risk is questioning whether the values I grew up with and have cultivated throughout my 

life—both personally and professionally—have lost their importance. 

On the contrary, I think we need to hold on to them tightly and remind ourselves why we fought for 

them. So, in the end, perhaps culturally America and Europe are very different, but the world is now a 

global place.” 



But what can architecture do in a context like the current one? What role can it play in society and in 

people’s lives? 

“This is, in fact, the biggest question we can ask ourselves. I don’t think architecture alone can solve 

all problems. 

But when I became an architect—perhaps a bit reluctantly, since I saw my father working so hard and 

earning so little—what I loved was what it sparked in my mind. I could imagine things and develop 

them together with others, because architecture is always about building for people. 

This remains a fundamental source of inspiration for me to this day. Personally, I don’t believe that the 

way to reach people is through the sensationalization of architecture. On the contrary, I believe in a 

very slow, long-term process of exploration carried out with all the intelligence we can muster. 

This means drawing on empathy and compassion. It means deeply understanding the way we build. It 

means creating a sense of balance and tranquility that people can feel. 

Almost an architecture that guides us in discovering our own feelings within space—and perhaps even 

ourselves.” 

 

Sometimes, however, we don’t have full control over the results of what we do. For example, we 

design a building to revitalize a neighborhood, yet phenomena like the real estate market or 

gentrification create new inequalities. Has architecture lost its power, or have architects lost control 

over urban design? 

“In my many years of practice, this issue has come up repeatedly. But it assumes that an architect has 

power, and I think that, in reality, everyone has power. 

Furthermore, to those who ask why an architect doesn’t have absolute power over what they do, I 

would reply that, first of all, not all architects are great architects. 

But the truth is that, whether it’s urban architecture, individual buildings, or renovations, architecture is 

always part of a broader process. It doesn’t consist of absolute freedom to do whatever we please. 

Take the Lucas Museum of Narrative Art, founded by filmmaker George Lucas, which just opened. 

When I saw it, I thought, ‘How must the people living nearby feel? It really looks like Star Wars!’ 

It took years to build. And a tremendous amount of money. A crazy public process. And the result is 

what it is, even though the architect actually had a great deal of power. 

Ultimately, then, I think the question of control is a rather fruitless debate. What we need to do instead 

in architecture schools is teach students to think critically and challenge the status quo. 



Teach them how to set priorities—not just social ones, but political ones as well. Because everything 

we do is, in one way or another, political. 

That’s why we must try to instill in people the ability to think for themselves, and not let current events 

stand in the way of aspiring to and upholding our values.” 

 

Many of your projects are spaces for art that are often subject to public opinion that isn’t always 

favorable… 

“Of course, some people praise what you do—you feel like a schoolchild basking in praise—but 

when you work on public projects, that rarely happens. 

People attack your values and attribute words to you that you never said. There was an article in a 

magazine where it— 

Not only did some people not appreciate my project, but they didn’t even appreciate me. 

Regarding the renovation of the Sainsbury Wing at the National Gallery, the British press wasn’t very 

kind, but it certainly made me wonder: ‘What’s the real issue here? Are they right?’ 

Is my work boring? Probably some people think so. In fact, at first, someone said the National Gallery 

looked like an airport waiting room. 

At first, I thought that was offensive. Then, I regained my sense of humor and thought: right, airport 

waiting rooms used to be terrible. Now there are some beautiful ones!” 

 

And in general, what lesson can be drawn from the design of spaces for art? 

“I think that most architects probably start by designing a place they like. I love the contemplative 

quality I find in art spaces. 

It’s as if I’m aware that when we bring people to art who would never have found their way to a 

museum on their own, we give them the opportunity to discover things about themselves and the 

outside world—the opportunity to be curious. 

I truly believe that architecture can convey an invitation, a human connection. That it can say, ‘Come 

on in,’ with the sense that you can find your way and that no one will look at you askance if you don’t 

know what to do when faced with a painting by an old master or an abstract sculpture...” 

 

 



This also explains why his design approach is described as humanistic. What does this mean in an era 

when technology permeates every aspect of our lives and seems to be changing the very nature of 

what it means to be human? 

“This is the great conflict of our time, and I believe it’s an even stronger reason to keep our focus 

squarely on who people are, on what unites us, and also on what divides us. 

I mean, for over a century we’ve been living under unbridled capitalism that affects everyone, rich or 

poor. 

And each of us tries to resist it just to feel autonomous from this constant barrage of demands coming 

from technology, from an increasingly wasteful society, from energy and environmental crises…” 

 

When you design, you say you think first about the movement of people, then to light and 

proportions, and only finally to materials. Yet, in the new Tavitian Collection at the Clark Institute in 

Massachusetts, Calacatta marble appears not as a decorative detail, but rather as a functional 

element in the building’s new layout. 

“You’ve chosen a very apt example because it’s one of the rare cases where I was immediately 

convinced that working with stone was important. 

And it’s a relatively small but significant project because it’s located between two very distinctive 

buildings. 

One is Pietro Belluschi’s 1973 Manton Research Center, which houses the library and auditorium and 

resembles a fortress clad in red granite. 

The other is the 1955 museum, clad in white Danby marble, designed by a modernist architect who, 

at the clients’ request, created a temple-like structure. 

It’s a beautiful building to look at but architecturally very impractical. Our building is located exactly 

in the middle, between these two materials that aren’t exactly in harmony with each other: asserting its 

own identity wasn’t easy. 

Initially, I had thought of concrete, but we couldn’t use it. Glass didn’t make sense either. 

Then, during a visit to Milan, while looking at the facade of the Duomo, I realized that stone can be 

more than just a facade. 

My studio obtained some samples with the idea of creating a mosaic using granite and white Denby, 

but it didn’t work out. 

So, through trial and error, we settled on Calacatta, which offers an interesting variety of colors and 

shapes. 



This is to say that with materials, you have to find them, love them, and experiment with them. 

And even though it’s rarely the first thing I do, that doesn’t mean it isn’t just as important, because in 

the end, it’s always that detail that people take away with them as a memory.” 

Even in her residential projects in New York, brown terracotta helps integrate the “new” with the 

neighborhood’s industrial past. When do materials become essential? 

“We’ve worked a lot with terracotta in New York. 

For me, it was a wonderful discovery, because ceramics offer endless possibilities: we can control and 

play with colors, sheen, and texture. 

I’d dare say that, in a sense, as a studio we’ve started a trend because, although terracotta is the 

oldest material in the world and was widely used in America in the early 20th century, it had fallen out 

of favor for high-rise buildings.” 

In 2025, Time named her one of the 100 most influential people in the world. How do you intend to 

use that influence, as an architect and as a person? 

“Do you really think it’s real influence? Look at me! It was a bit of a surprise, I have to admit, since 

I’ve never thought of myself as a celebrity. So at first I was almost annoyed, but then I thought it might 

be an opportunity to be more explicit about the values I believe I can bring. It doesn’t really have that 

much to do with me as a person. It’s just an opportunity to communicate what matters to us.” 

You’re working on the renovation of the Louvre’s eastern wing (the Grande Colonnade), which 

includes a couple of new entrances to the historic museum and a new exhibition space for the Mona 

Lisa—the most ambitious project undertaken since the Pei-Glasses Pyramid in 1989. How do you feel 

about it? 

“I think it’s incredibly important. I’m very excited. There’s nothing more inspiring than tackling a 

project like this, which encapsulates the things we’ve discussed in this conversation. 

Because the Louvre isn’t just an extraordinary museum with incredible works of art—it’s also a magnet 

for so many people. And to think that we can help make that experience better, more dignified, more 

human—it’s a privilege. At the same time, it calls for an awareness of the long history that has made 

the Louvre what it is today. I think it’s the honor of a lifetime. And I might as well be French, given how 

patriotic I feel about it. It really is an honor and a privilege.” 
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