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CaixaForum Barcelona hosts an original new exhibition exploring our 
desire to build ever-higher constructions  

 

Towers and Skyscrapers 
From Babel to Dubai 

 

Humanity has long felt driven to build ever upwards, to conquer the sky. The 

desire to erect constructions that are visible from afar, that act as symbols of 

prosperity, progress, development and power, is implicit in the very idea of 

architecture. The exhibition Towers and Skyscrapers. From Babel to Dubai 

evokes the natural fascination that inspires us to construct tall buildings and 

explores our urge to build ever higher. Starting from the myth of the Tower of 

Babel – a Bible story that has inspired artists throughout the ages and 

symbolises the loss of the human scale, the failed utopia, excessive 

ambition – the show provides a glimpse of the world of skyscrapers from a 

range of different perspectives: history and myth; engineering and 

construction challenges; integration into the landscape; and sustainability 

and future challenges. CaixaForum Barcelona hosts an original new look at 

the world of towers and skyscrapers, illustrated by some 200 works, 

including models, photographs, films, etchings, paintings, drawings and 

projections. Towers and Skyscrapers explores the human propensity to take 

on seemingly impossible challenges and overcome material obstacles, from 

ancient times (the first elevated constructions of a religious nature) to the 

present. The show particularly focuses on the triumph of North America in 

the late-nineteenth century and the worldwide spread of skyscraper-building 

since the 1970s, a phenomenon that has led to a situation in which two-

thirds of all the highest buildings in the world are located in the Far East and 

Middle East. This is an enthralling slice of living history that invites us to 

touch the sky, from the Tower of Babel to the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, whose 

828-metre height makes it the tallest building in the world today. 
 

 

Towers and Skyscrapers. From Babel to Dubai. Dates: 20 June - 9 September 2012. 
Place: CaixaForum Barcelona (Av. de Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia, 6-8). Organised and 

produced by: ”la Caixa” Foundation. Curators: Robert Dulau, Head Curator for 
Heritage, France, and Pascal Mory, architect and professor of Architecture.  
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Barcelona, 19 June 2012. This evening, Elisa Durán, assistant general 
manager of ”la Caixa” Foundation, and the curators Robert Dulau and Pascal 
Mory will preside over the official opening of the exhibition Towers and 

Skyscrapers. From Babel to Dubai, a journey through the history of the 
construction of towers and skyscrapers starting from the myth of the Tower of 
Babel.  
 

The show forms part of a series of exhibitions in which ”la Caixa” Foundation 
takes architecture as the starting point to explore great questions in cultural 
history. Through exhibitions like Building the Revolution. Art and Architecture in 

Russia 1915-1935 and the projects devoted to such figures as Andrea Palladio 
and Richard Rogers, the organisers seek to construct an overall vision that 
goes beyond the focus on particular styles and historical periods to suggest a 
broader understanding of architecture in the world around us. 
 

On this occasion, ”la Caixa” Foundation 
presents Towers and Skyscrapers. From 

Babel to Dubai, a new initiative that 
explores the diversity of architectures 
that, throughout history, demonstrate 
humanity’s fascination with the 
inaccessible, our rejection of moderation 
and our urge to overcome all material 
restrictions.  
 
This journey through the history of the 
construction of towers and skyscrapers 

is illustrated by a wide range of materials, including paintings, etchings, 
drawings, models, photographs, films and projections. The exhibition revolves 
around some 200 pieces, many loaned by major museums around the world, 
including the Museum of Modern Art of New York, the George Pompidou 
Centre, Paris, the Prado Museum in Madrid and the Royal Museums of Fine 
Arts in Brussels. It also includes architectural studies by some of the leading 
names behind the tallest skyscrapers that have been completed in recent years.  
 
Eight new 1:200 scale models featuring some of the most outstanding buildings 
in the history of skyscrapers have been made for this exhibition. These include 
the Home Insurance Building in Chicago, the Chrysler Building in New York, the 
Moscow University building and the Burj Khalifa tower in Dubai. The models 
were made at the Vallès School of Architecture (UPC).  
 

Worker on the scaffolding of the Boerentoren, Antwerp 
(1929-1930). Architect: Jan van Hoenacker. Photograph, 
1929-1930. KBC Groupe, Archives historiques, Erwin Donvil, 
Brussels. Photo: Demag (P. Vanhoenacker Collection, 
Antwerp) 
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The skyscraper is an icon of modernity. The image of the skyscraper is an 
interesting response to lack of space, not only in the great cities of the West, but 
in countries all over the world. The adoption of new, ever more sophisticated 
technologies opens the way to renewal and to finding solutions to new problems 
and complex issues. The basic, burning questions today revolve around height, 
technology, sustainability, creativity and emblematic status, as well as the 
balance between functionality and aesthetic impact. 
 
However, this urge to build ever higher goes 
right back to the myth of the Tower of Babel, 
which provides the exhibition with its starting 
point. The Bible story, in which men defied 
both natural laws and divine power, became a 
source of inspiration for European artists from 
the thirteenth to the nineteenth century. 
 
Later, the cathedrals of Christian Europe, the 
minarets of the East and the civil watchtowers 
of northern Europe all further illustrated 
humanity’s propensity to confront impossible challenges and overcome material 
obstacles. Throughout the centuries, and whatever the context – religious or 
civil architecture – the goal has always been the same: to compete against a 
model, to surpass it and build ever higher. 
 
In the nineteenth century, in the West, industrial advances and the belief in 
constant progress, combined with a change in scale in the cities, served to 
speed up experimentation. The United States took over the reins with regard to 
these new challenges and it was in Chicago, in around 1880, that the first 
skyscrapers were built. Developers, engineers, architects and businesses 
began to vie with one another to build ever higher, and since then, the US, 
assimilating European influences, has inspired architectural models around the 
world. All the most innovative constructions were built in North America, which 
led the way in a blaze of modernity until at least the late-1970s. 
 
In the 1990s, a rupture took place, and skyscrapers began to spring up 
elsewhere. The United States was no longer the sole architectural reference for 
innovation, and lost supremacy in the race for height. In Europe, Spain was 
proposing new construction models. The outcome of all this was that, in 2012, 
two-thirds of all new skyscrapers are in the Far East and the Middle East. This 
point is eloquently illustrated by the fact that the tallest building in the world, the 
828-metre Burj Khalifa, stands in Dubai. 
  

Frans Francken II, the Younger. The 
Construction of the Tower of Babel, 1591. Prado 

Museum, Madrid. Photo: Photographic Archive. 
Prado National Museum. Madrid 
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EXHIBITION SECTIONS  

 
The Myth of the Tower of Babel 

The subject of the Tower of Babel, a symbol 
of excess and power, has provided a 
constant source of artistic inspiration. Whilst 
in the Middle Ages the Bible story was 
evoked frequently through a simplified vision 
of the tower in the sixteenth century, 
basically, artists from the North, some as 
renowned as the painters Brueghel the 
Older and Brueghel the Younger, created a 
model for our image of the Tower of Babel: 

a circular shaped building that spirals up to touch the sky. 
 
The theme of the Tower of Babel was also enriched in the Renaissance period 
thanks to the rise of the graphic arts. In the sixteenth century, the widespread 
distribution of engravings throughout Europe helped to nurture both the 
humanist ideal and the principles of religious Reformation. Incunabula, etchings 
and paintings evoked the Bible story, humanity’s ever-unsatisfied aspiration to 
greatness. The Dutch artist Maarten van Heemskerck and, later, in the 
seventeenth century, the scholar Athanasius Kircher, both inspired countless 
engravers with their recreations of the Tower of Babel. The Galles are perhaps 
the best-known engravers on this theme, illustrating its popularity, as the 
subject continued to be fashionable until well into the eighteenth century. 
 

Building to touch the heavens: cathedrals, towers and minarets 

The urge to ascend to the celestial spheres took different forms in different 
cultures, though it was, essentially, religious in nature. In the West, the 
medieval cathedrals paid homage to the divine. Their construction also reflected 
the exceptional talents of craftsmen, whose innovative skills were placed at the 
service of height: the quest for verticality, barrel vaults, flying buttresses… 
During the Late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, countering this exaltation of 
the divine, lay power was affirmed in Northern Europe by the construction of 
great towers to house city authorities.  
 
In China, the Porcelain Tower of Nanjin, built in the fifteenth century and 
dedicated to the Buddhist deities, embodied yet another challenge in the 
conquest of the heavens. Now no longer standing, the pagoda stood 80 metres 

The Tower of Babel. 1:200 scale polyurethane resin 
model, 2011-2012. Eletres Laan - ETSAV (UPC), Sant 
Cugat del Vallès. © Foto: Jordi Nieva 
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high. In the East, countless minarets reach up to the sky beside their mosques, 
celebrating the divine. 
 
Spurred by the impulse generated after the completion of the great cathedrals in 
the nineteenth century, Antoni Gaudí’s project to build La Sagrada Familia in 
Barcelona embodied a singular urge to renew religious architecture in the 
twentieth century. In its monumental proportions, Gaudí’s church has much in 
common with the cathedrals of medieval times. La Sagrada Familia is imbued 
with both a romantic and a naturalist vision, whilst those towers that have been 
completed so far provide a surprising architectural counterpoint to the Agbar 
Tower, designed by Jean Nouvel and Fermín Vázquez. 
 

The Eiffel Tower 

Throughout the nineteenth century, 
engineers were obsessed by the idea 
of building high towers. Finally, in 
1889, on the occasion of the Universal 
Exposition in Paris, staged to 
celebrate both the centenary of the 
French Revolution and the virtues of 
industry, this ambition was realised. A 
competition was announced in 1886. 
Two architects, Charles Dutert and 
Jean-Camille Formigé, and an 
engineer, Gustave Eiffel, all submitted 
proposals. Eiffel’s project was the one finally selected, and a rivalry was born 
that has seen architects and engineers at loggerheads ever since.  
 
Construction began in 1887, and entailed work that illustrated the colossal 
nature of the enterprise. The iron tower required extraordinary foundations, as 
well as the manufacture of 18,038 different parts to support its 7,300-tonne 
weight. Paradoxically, however, the tower was completed in just 26 months, and 
no more than 250 workers were involved.  
 
Although some critics dubbed the Eiffel Tower “anti-aesthetic” and considered 
that it would be more appropriate for “barbarous America”, its audacious 
architecture was immediately acclaimed by the people of Paris. Countless 
photographers, both anonymous and famous, such as Louis-Émile Durandelle, 
immortalised its construction. The painters Alexey Bogolyubov and Robert 
Delaunay rendered homage to the undertaking. A symbol of Paris and all 
France, the Eiffel Tower is, in the words of the Le Corbusier, “in the heart of all 
human beings, emblem of beloved Paris”. 

Anonymous, Illustration comparing the heights of the 
world’s greatest monuments, 1889. Engraving. Private 

collection. © Photo: RMN / Agence Bulloz 
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Dawn of the skyscraper, 1885-1919 

The disaster of the Great Chicago Fire, in 1871, served to 
encourage the construction of skyscrapers. The 
construction generally recognised as the first in 
architectural history, the Home Insurance Building (42 
metres, 10 storeys), was built in the Windy City in 1885-
1886 by William Le Baron Jenney. Its construction was 
enabled, basically, by three key developments: the 
distribution of electricity; the invention of the lift, first 
conceived in 1854 by Elisha Otis but greatly perfected by 
Le Baron Jenney; and the replacement of traditional stone 
or brick frames by metal beams, which allowed the 
structure to be much lighter and, therefore, to be built 
higher. 

 
Subsequently, the skyscrapers of the United States, which mostly house the 
headquarters of large financial and industrial enterprises, became considered 
as futurist visions of modernity, and competition ensued to see who could build 
the tallest. Essentially, New York dominated the architectural scene in this 
respect. The Flatiron Building (1902), designed by Daniel Burnham, stands 87 
metres high; the Metropolitan Life Insurance Tower (1909), by Napoleon LeBrun 
& Sons, reaches 213 metres; and the Woolworth Building (1913), known as the 
“Cathedral of Commerce”, built by Cass Gilbert, stands at 241 metres. 
 

Triumph of North America and exchanges between the United States and 

Europe: 1919-1939 

The United States were the undisputed masters in the field of architecture 
during this period, which saw the construction of the most iconic skyscrapers. 
After the completion of the Chicago Tribune building by Howells and Hood 
(1925, 141 metres), which still retained a neo-Gothic air, the Rockefeller Center 
(1929, 259 metres) was freed from the classical vocabulary, as foreshadowed 
by the PSFS Building (1929-1931, 150 metres) in Philadelphia, designed by 
William Lescaze and George Howe. Van Alen’s Chrysler Building (1930, 298 
metres) and, soon after, the Empire State Building (381 metres), built by 
Shreve, Lamb & Harmon, unquestionably illustrate the main concepts that 
define modernity in the twentieth century. Their metal structure and 
prefabricated steel profiles elevate these constructions to a degree of 
excellence that has never been equalled. 
 
The studios of European architects, fascinated by the US model, acted, above 
all, as laboratories for ideas. Outstanding examples include Mies van der 

Home Insurance Building 
(1885-1886), Chicago. 
Architect: William Le Baron 
Jenney. 1:200 methacrylate 
resin scale model, 2011-2012. 
Eletres Laan - ETSAV (UPC), 
Sant Cugat del Vallès 
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Rohe’s Friedrichstrasse project in Berlin in 1921, and Auguste Perret’s designs 
for a “tower city”. However, few of these projects were ever actually carried out. 
The exceptions include, perhaps, Perret’s 87-metre Orientation Tower in 
Grenoble, France, in 1925, the tall buildings designed by Ignacio de Cárdenas 
Pastor and Luis Martínez and Vicente Eced in Madrid in 1930 and, above all, 
the construction in Antwerp in 1931 of the Boerentoren, the highest skyscraper 
in Europe (97 metres), designed by Jan van Hoenacker. 
 
North American architects, fascinated in their turn by the art deco that became 
fashionable in France after 1925, took inspiration from the decidedly modern 
style with its pure line, applying it to the interior decoration and ornamentation of 
their skyscrapers. In this way, then, Europe and the United States each 
mutually benefited from the experimentation and innovations of the other, in 
both the artistic and cultural fields.  
 
Projection of the North American model, 

1939-1976 

In the United States, the International Style, 
heir to the German Bauhaus movement, 
whose most illustrious members included  
Mies van der Rohe, championed a simplified, 
unadorned architecture, emphasising straight 
lines, flat roofs and the use of such materials 
as glass and steel. This North American 
concept dominated the construction of 
skyscrapers internationally until the 1980s. 
 
The rational, functional quality of this architecture can be seen in particularly 
eloquent form in New York, in the Lever House (1951-1952, 92 metres) by the 
firm of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, and the Seagram Building (1954-1958, 160 
metres), designed by Mies van der Rohe. Certain influences from the 
International Style can also be seen in I.M. Pei’s masterful John Hancock Tower 
in Boston (1968-1976, 248 metres), and the twin towers of the World Trade 
Center in New York (1966-1973, 417 metres), designed by Minoru Yamasaki 
and since destroyed, as well as the Sears Tower in Chicago (1970-1974). In 
1963, the Archigram studio’s project for the Montreal Tower, drawn up 
according to an ephemeral concept of architecture, pointed the way to an 
alternate vision of modernity to International-Style architecture.  
 
In the Soviet Union in the 1950s, Stalin adapted the US concept of progress 
and modernity, placing it at the service of the Communist ideal. The 170-metre 
apartment blocks in Moscow (1947-1954), designed by Chechulin, and the 

World Trade Center (1966-1973), New York. 
Architect: Minoru Yamasaki. Georges Binder / 

Building & Data Collection, Brussels. © Photo: all 
rights reserved 
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University of Moscow building (1947-1953, 240 metres) by Rudnev y 
Chernyshev, were designed to exalt the superiority of triumphant Communism, 
their eclectic style based on the decoration of American skyscrapers from the 
1930s. 
 

Skyscrapers spread around the world, 1973-2013 

In the late-1970s, the United States continued to hold 
undisputed sway in the construction of tall buildings, 
but the International Style aesthetic was showing 
signs of exhaustion. A generation of skyscrapers 
highlighted the emergence of new aesthetic sources: 
post-modernity, high-tech… From the 1980s, 
skyscrapers inspired by a new aesthetic began to 
spring up in East Asian countries, the Middle East 
and, to a lesser extent, Europe.  
 
Examples of these include: Norman Foster’s 180-
metre-high Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, built in 
the latter city in 1986; the Jim Mao Tower in Hong 
Kong, built by the SOM studio in 1990 (421 metres); 
the Petronas twin towers in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 
by César Pelli (1998, 452 metres); and the Taipei 

101 tower by C.Y. Lee, in Taiwan (2004, 509 metres). All reflect great creative 
drive and an extraordinary renewal of forms, embodying both technological 
mastery and an irrepressible thirst for prestige.  
 
Meanwhile, in Europe, due to the continent’s heritage history and concern for 
urban integration, skyscrapers were built as just another exponent of the 
symbolic metaphor of the city. 
 
In 2009, another threshold was passed with the completion of the Burj Khalifa in 
Dubai, designed by the Chicago firm of SOM. The building’s height – 828 
metres, making it the tallest skyscraper in the world – was kept secret until work 
was finished. A symbol of social change, the Burj Khalifa expresses the quest 
for recognition as cultural identity and the materiality of a society engaged in a 
process of internationalisation. As a result, and in the same geographical 
region, a cycle of towers, “from Babel to Dubai”, would seem to find completion. 
 
 
 

Burj Khalifa (2004-2010), Dubai.  
Architects: Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(SOM). CLF Collection, Paris. © Photo: 
Mathieu Forestier, Paris 
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ACTIVITIES PARALLEL TO THE EXHIBITION  

 
 
INAUGURAL LECTURE 

Tuesday, June 19, at 7 pm 
Towers and Skyscrapers: From Babel to Dubai 

by Robert Dulau and Pascal Mory, exhibition curators 
 
 
GUIDED TOURS FOR THE GENERAL PUBLIC 

Wednesdays, at 6 pm 
Saturdays, at 7 pm 

Reservations for guided tours: tel. 934 768 630 
 

 
 

 

Family visits to exhibitions (+7) 

These visits combine a tour of the exhibition with hands-on activities and 
suggestions 
Wednesdays, at 6.30 pm 

 
Educational area (+5) 

Inside the exhibition area is a space where families can take part in 
activities inspired by themes from the show itself. 

 
 
COFFEE-DEBATE WITH THE ARTS 

ACTIVITIES FOR SENIOR CITIZENS 

Thursdays (from June 28) 
 
The Coffee-Debate with the Arts enables visitors to enjoy exhibitions in a 
different way. These two-hour activities begin with a relaxed guided tour 
exploring the particular interests of each different group. Next, we all share our 
impressions in a chat over a cup of coffee. 
 

Activity free of charge for those over 60 years of age. Time: 4.30 pm. Duration: 
2 hours. Places limited. Advance registration, tel. 934 768 630.  



 10 

 

 

Towers and 
Skyscrapers.  
From Babel to Dubai 

 
20 June - 9 September 2012 

 
 
Times 

Monday-Friday, from 10 am to 8 pm 
Saturdays, Sundays and holidays, 
from 10 am to 9 pm  
Wednesdays throughout July and 
August, from 10 am to 11 pm  
 

Information Service 

”la Caixa” Foundation 
Tel. 902 223 040 

 

Admission free to exhibitions 

 

CaixaForum Barcelona 

Av. de Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia, 6-8 
08038 Barcelona 
 
 
 

Monday-Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm 
www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further information: 
”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 

Josué García: 934 046 151 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundaciolacaixa.es 

Jesús N. Arroyo: 934 046 131 / 629 791 296 / jnarroyo@fundaciolacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Multimedia Press Room 

http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects/ 


