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INTERVIEW | Grace Cheung & Shideh Shaygan

Above Ant Farm House, Taipei / Xrange

Not just
a man’s world

/aha Hadid has blazed a trail for women in the world
of architecture. Grace Cheung, founder of Taipei-
based Xrange, and Shideh Shaygan, who recently set
up her own studio in Hong Kong, spoke separately to
Perspective about proving that gender is not an issue
when it comes 1o talent

TEXT: VIRGINIA LAU
PHOTOGRAPHY: COURTESY OF XRANGE / SHAYGAN ARCHITECTS
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WHO Grace Cheung (GC)

WHAT Founder, Xrange Taipei

WORKS Museum of Speed; The Cloud;

House of Music (all Taipei); Sun Moon Hotel, Nantou

WHO Shideh Shaygan (SS)

WHAT Founder of Shaygan Architects, Hong Kong
WORKS The Living Room W1, London; Fjdlinds Reserve,
Tanndalen; Flat Ostermalm, Stockholm

Was there a gender imbalance when you were at university?

No, | wasn't aware of any gender imbalance in either London
or Stockholm, where | studied. We were fairly even in numbers.
Most of my former female classmates are all employed in the
industry now.

My class at Columbia was at 60-strong when we started.
The male:female ratio was about 50:50. By the time we
graduated, we had about 10 girls left out of about 30 graduates.
| think those of us that made it were more intensely involved.

Why was there was such a great dropout rate among
the women?

By the time we graduated, we were at our prime age. You
have to really like architecture to delay the process of having a
family and kids. Those of us who made it through the entire
programme have our own studios now. Also, most of our
professors were men who were famous architects. There is a
kind of camaraderie between them and male students. | don't
know if you can call it inequality, but it is hard for a woman to
accept. I'm not going to be buddies with my professor, but I'll
deal with it and still try to impress people with what | believe in.

Below Flat Ostermalm, Stockholm / Shaygan Architects
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This page, clockwise from top The Cloud, Taipei / Xrange; winner of 2009 ID Annual Design
Review, Environment category, 2008 e The Living Room W1, London / Shaygan Architects
House of Music / Xrange Opposite page Fjélnas Reserve, Tanndalen / Shaygan Architects
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What are the challenges and benefits of being the gender minority?

The public interest is shifting more towards female architects, so it is easier to attract attention.
It's something rare to celebrate. Also, women can be more creative when they really go for it. One
major challenge is tackling difficult clients. It happens to both male and female architects, but
women are naturally softer and give up more easily. | think men have more gear to tackle that.

Architecture is challenging whether you're a man or a woman. I've had bad experiences, but
they are mostly one-offs. One benefit is that | get to wear cool clothes and high heels.

Have you ever faced gender discrimination in the line of work?

| once attended a meeting for a museum project. One of the men there said something very
insulting about me being the woman quietly supporting my partner on the side as he tackles the
tough challenges. It was really shocking to hear that. After the meeting, | chatted with him and very
nicely told him | designed other projects. And then | could see his face change. But | really think this
is a one-off experience.

What do you think sets you apart from other women who aspire to become architects but fail in
the end?

| can be extremely focused, dedicated and hard-working. | think if you're passionate about
architecture, it becomes a part of your life that you cannot live without. | don't see work as separate.
| don't close the door and go to my ‘normal’ life. It's totally seamless.

Outside of work, I'm really easygoing. At the same time, there's something ‘man’ inside of me.
When it comes to work, I'm like a real beast. If your personality tends to be soft and you don't speak
up, it can be a hindrance. I'm very resilient and don't give up easily. | can be quite stubborn. These
are key traits of architects, because projects take so long to build — it's easy to digress and give up.

What do you think can be done to improve the ratio of men and women in architecture?

In Taiwan, it's quite a conservative society. By 25, women are expected to find a good husband.
My parents have never pushed me to get married. I've never felt like | had to live up to this social
expectation. If parents were more encouraging, more women would take on tough fields in school
and not drop out when they face a challenge. It has to be a concerted effort by all parties.

Why do you think there are so few female architects, especially well-known ones?

Historically, architecture has always been a male profession, although there were a few women
like Charlotte Perriand and Eileen Gray during the Modernist period. | think women prioritise things
differently in life. First of all, physically, if we want to have a family, it's women who have children.

Women typically try to do many things at the same time, which reduces the amount of time and
energy they have. I've seen more examples of male architects who don't think about anything but work.
| see that very rarely in women. Also, female architects don't seem to be as skilled as male architects in
self-promotion. The media is interested in strong, male names, and big offices and projects. There's
something sexy about a strong, male architect that doesn't apply to female architects.
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Above Sun Moon Lake Hotel, Nantou / Xrange; second place winner of Sun Moon

Lake hotel competition, 2006
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