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REFLECTIONS ON A CAREER: Bangladesh capital, designed by Louis
Kahn, is shown in son Nathaniel Kahn's “My Avchitect.”

DOCU DESIGNED WITH LOVE

By DAVID ROONEY

quietly moving documentary

that superbly balances per-

sonal reflection with career
assessment, Nathaniel Kahn’s
“My Architect” represents the
filmmaker’s quest to understand
and appreciate the work of his late
father, Louis Kahn, to

chitects. His death in 1974 — alone,
unidentified and deeply in debt in a
Penn Station restroom — was in
some way typical of a bizarre per-
sonal life threaded through with
mystery, divided between his legiti-
mate family and committed rela-
tionships with two other women,
each of whom bore him a child.
Nathaniel Kahn is the child of one of
those relationships.

explore the thinking
behind his stark yet
spiritual designs, and
to reclaim a filial con-
nection with the com-
plex, contradictory

Younger Kahn starts
his journey with the
New York Times obitu-
ary, which listed only
the architect’s wife and
daughter as survivors,

man. This fascinating

portrait of an eccentric visionary
and his chaotic triple family life is
an accomplished, enormously
satisfying nonfiction work that
should secure specialty theatrical
distribution in sophisticated mar-
kets in addition to wide festival
and television slots.

Despite the fact that many of his
ideas caught on only in the last 10
years of his life, Louis Kahn is con-
sidered among the most influential
postwar 20th-century American ar-

omitting any mention
of his illegitimate son and daughter
or their mothers. The three families
lived within several miles of each
other but crossed paths for the first
time at Louis Kahn’s funeral.

A Jew who came to the U.S. from
Estonia in 1906 with his family and
grew up in the tenements of North
Philadelphia, Kahn was not a hand-
some man — short and scarred
from a childhood burning accident
— but was charismatic. He also was
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outspoken and unable or unwilling
to speak the language of the busi-
ness world, which often proved un-
receptive to his impractical, utopian
design concepts.

This is especially apparent in
Kahn Jr’s outlining of his father’s
involvement in the 1950s and ’60s
with a project to rebuild downtown
Philly with circular parking sta-
tions outside the inner city to re-
duce downtown traffic. The still-
angry response from Kahn’s bel-
ligerent nemesis, urban planner
Edmund Bacon, suggests Kahn
was a man who ruffled feathers.
Other interviewees hint that anti-
Semitic feelings may have con-
tributed to keeping Kahn outside
the Philadelphia establishment.

The filmmaker deftly traces
Kahn's artistic development from
his breakthrough with the Exeter
Library in New Hampshire through
the Salk Institute in La Jolla, Calif.,
to the sprawling Bangladesh capital
in Dacea, which took 23 years to
build and was completed after
Kahn's death. Loeal architecture
professor Shamsul Wares pays elo-
quent tribute to this last, ambitious-
ly ecomplex structure and what it
represented to a poverty-stricken
infant democracy like Bangladesh.

Also moving is the acknowledge-
ment of Kahn'’s failure toleave a lega-
cy as a Jewish architect, with a de-
tailed account of his daring plans fora
Jerusalem synagogue that never
made it to the construction stage,

Having clearly inherited an archi-
tect’s eye from his father, Nathaniel
Kahn humanizes the imposingly
tough yet simple prismatic forms

create modern buildings with the
majesty and timelessness of ancient
monuments,

But what makes the impeccably
assembled film so distinetive is the
organic integration of its artistic
analysis with Kahn Jr's often frus-
trated odyssey to find a fuller sense
of this man to whom he was granted
only partial access as a child includ-
ing fleeting visits during which he
bewitched the boy with stories of
exotic places. The exploration is
characterized not by justifiable bit-
terness but by a spirit of penerosity
and understanding.

Broken down into chapters and
graced by a subtle piano score,
Nathaniel Kahns journey from
Philadelphia to far-flung parts of
the U.S,, Israel and finally India and
Bangladesh evolves fluidly, estab-
lishing personal connections with
professional associates, friends and
family members that gradually coa-
lesce into something resembling a
full-bodied character study.

Kahn's interviews with his own
mother, landscape architect Harriet
Pattison, and with Anne Tyng, his fa-
ther's other long-term extramarital
partner, who collaborated with him on
a turning-point project, are especially
insightful, undertaken with remark-
able objectivity. The docu gently
draws emotional resonance from the
pragmatism tinged with melancholy
of these two strong women, in partic-
ular Pattison, who acknowledges her
romantic fatalism, having made the
choice to live her life alone, believing
in Kahn but aware at the same time he
would never leave his wife.
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