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PREFACE

Experience inspires initiative if one’s
own achievements create a longing for
new dreams. This thought prompted

us to publish a book dedicated to those
things that make our work worth while

and valuable to us.

15+10 is a reflection on competition
entries. architectural concepts and
projects which, to a high degree, have
challenged our creative potential,
broadened our formal language and
promoted our passionate undertaking
of finding the best possible solution,
especially if this process encouraged
the exploration of new areas.
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This compilation is a very personal
choice. Naturally, we would have loved
to have realised all of these projects.
However, we do not measure our
achievements solely by the number of
projects actually realised.

It is the creative challenge that we seek,
the wish to find t‘he perfect solution that
inspires us to fill our architecture with
form, content and spirit against the back-
ground of various demands. This is
what we are striving for. With unbroken

enthusiasm.
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INTERVIEW

The title of your publication is “Un-
released - released 15+10". What
prompted you to compile a book of
15 unreleased and 10 refeased pro-
jects representing the work of your
partnership?

Georg Gewers:

Design is an essential part of our work.
However, not all the projects we design
necessarily enter into the production
process. "15+10" is a great opportunity
for us to present those projects that

wouid normally not be shown.

Oliver Kiihn:

Architecture is there to be built and to
be seen. if a building is designed but
doesn t end up being built its design dis-
appears in a drawer. That doesn't make
it valueless. though; many ideas prove
Just too good to be carried out at the
presert time. We have often resurrected
ideas contained in projects that had
imitially been discarded. Consequently
we have decided to publish “15+10” to
show the experimental aspects of our
architecture as well as processes that
are based on one another.

Innovation has obviously always been a
centrai aspect of your work. You have
succeeded time and again in producing
architectural solutions to both new and
supposedly very conventional construc-
tions. What does innovation mean to

you?

Swantje Kihn:

What indeed is innovation? Finding yet
another wild shape? No! Basically inno-
vation s about finding the right solution
for any given production process be-

yond convention. In commercial devel-
opment box shapes have often been
regarded as the only viabie solution.
No, it doesn’t necessarily have to be a
box alt the time but rather a shell suit-
able to the production process, reflect-
ing the company’s identity. Innovation
is the path of finding efficient solutions
beyond conventional methods.

Georg Gewers:

Innovation is also about “discovering”
and “inventing”, about finding new
spaces and combining new building
materials that take you on a tour of
discovery. The AICHI Pavilion for the
EXPO 2005 in Japan is a fine example
of experiencing space as never experi-
enced before. Innovation also poses a
welcome challenge in terms of technol-
ogy and construction. Take, for exam-
pie, the Dubai Tower, a project shared
with “Schlaich Bergermann + Partner”
Engineers. By pushing the limits of stat-
ics and by applying new construction
methods the tower reaches a height of
no less than 440 metres.

Oliver Kahn:

Innovation is extremely multi-layered
and can be appiled anywhere. innova-
tion can affect materials used, form or
design. It can also bring about a surpris-
ingly intelligent composition of functions
which develop into new synergies. The
FANUC project displays innovation as
an intelligent business reengineering.
What do we know about the production
process? To what extent is it reflected
in the actual shape of the building? How
can the building be scaled up or down
in size according to business needs?
Today's conventional 'morphing’ or

‘blobbing’ doesn’t really do it for me.
However, the interactive development of
a building variable in size, one that can
be zoomed into the right scale with the
help of a suitable supporting structure
is a truly innovative process. it's not an
experimental shaping process, but an
analytical approach which leads to new

solutions.

Progress in technology isn't always
synchronous to the developments in our
society today. How do you deal with the
different pace of those developments
and the problems resulting from it?
Architects often complain about the
many social restrictions imposed on
innovation.

Oliver Kithn:

tn contrast to many of our colleagues,
we don’t complain about the many
restrictions in the realisation process.
Quite the opposite, we believe that

the extensive regulations imposed by
the various authorities as well as the
clients’ demands provide a very rich and
complex soil for innovation. Innovative
architecture is found in countries where
the opinion of the public really counts,
such as in Switzerland. It's also to be
found in Holland, a highly pluralistic civil
society. England is another example
and Germany is just beginning to catch
on. However, we do not see it in the
USA, Russia or China. The impulse for
innovation can only be generated in an
interconnected pluralistic system with
a number of interest groups partaking
rather than in a system where “anything
goes”, where mono-causal, metrically
oriented structures dominate without
any public input to speak of.



Many people. including architects.
obiserve that nowadays change takes
place at such a high pace that it puts

an unbearable strain on the individual
and they reckon that it is architecture’s
task to slow down this pace by creating
spaces reminiscent of a past era. Do you
feel architecture should somehow com-

pensate for the rapid pace of change?

Georg Gewers:

Ccmpared to 10 years ago we certainly
are facing a much more complex world
with much more complex procedures.
Architecture, too. has become extremely
multi-dimensional and not only requires
team-work of the highest standard but
also new structures of communication.
Thore is no need for any kind of retro-

formalism.

Swantje Kihn:

I rcally wouldn't recommend trying to
slow down a city's pace by means of
architecture. Complexity already exists
and we all support it with all the tech-
nology In use on a day to day basis,
However, | believe we need to simplify
it. so that we can deepen our under-
standing and make better use of it.
Therefore the answer to the problem
cannot be to step back in time pretend-
ing that “things were better in the old
days"”. We need a progressive approach
wh ch acknowledges the high quality of
many things today. However. we want
to help to make them even simpler and

more comprehensible.

You: seem to be pursuing a higher
degree of competence as architects
on . communicative level through

your work. In order to master today’s

complexity you work as an interdiscipli-
nary team of experts.

Oliver Kihn:

Inspiration blossoms where disciplines
overlap. This kind of overlap is an im-
portant issue to us. Keyword: synergies!
In baroque art. for example, synergies
are omnipresent. No baroque church
would have been built had the architect

been afraid of the painter or the sculptor

who would later on decorate the interior.
And neither painter nor sculptor would
have been afraid of the organist who
would later fill the church with music.
Quite to the contrary, people from diffe-
rent disciplines were drawn together in
order to form synergies and synaesthe-
sia trusting in each other's expertise.
This is exactly what we should be aim-
ing for today. Architecture is not solely
a specialist's concern. We ought to
explore the very essence of the project
together as a team.

When discussing the design for a con-
temporary opera house in Berlin it was
clear to us that we needed to involve
composers. sound engineers, opera
directors and musicians in the process.
We also needed to consult fundraisers,
foundations, cultural movements and
editors. The final result is always much
better and we all feel better about such
a team effort than we would have done
had we gone “solo".

You have repeatedly made a point of
involving artists right from the very early
stages of a project. What is your motiva-
tion behind this attitude. considering
many of your colleagues deliberately
avoid consulting artists and proceed to
create a work of art by themselves?

Otliver Kihn:

Such architects really have delusions

of grandeur! There are even colleagues
who won't allow their tenants to put up
any private pictures in fear of having
their “work of art” ruined. They have
surely failed to comprehend the essence
of architecture. Architecture is produced
for other people. Yes, we are the ones
realising an idea. but the focus is on
other people and on the public.

Our guild’s dwindling reputation is due
to just this kind of arrogance. If archi-
tecture doesn't prove robust enough to
allow for the intervention of others, it is
unlikely to fast anyway. You only need
to think the whole process through from
beginning to end. Together with artists
we have always sought to create spaces
that can develop into something truly
strong and independent. The Marstall-
platz is a fine example of such a space.
Otlafur Eliasson has managed to both
improve it formally and to add syner-
getic value to it

Georg Gewers:

Many of our projects are initially de-
signed in cooperation with artists. An
early dialogue with artists is an interest-
ing mirror in which our own ideas can
be reflected back to us. Nowadays
areas of competence aren't defined al
that clearly anyway: a building should
ideally be a product of all the arts. It
really doesn’t bother me if architects



coliaborate with painters and sculptors
and nowadays graphic designers, light-
ing artists and people from many other
disciptines, too.

Swantje Kithn:

There is yet another aspect to it. Ina
soclety where every product is increas-
ingly associated with an emotional
value, the emotional layers on architec-
ture become even more important. We
need fayers that trigger feelings and
assoc.ations that extend the impact of a
building beyond its metric boundaries.
Artists see things differently and that's
another reason why we involve them in
our projects. They are exclusively con-
tent-orientated and independent, where-
as our task as architects is to guide and
manage the process as a whole.

You are surprisingly open-minded
towards letting other people contribute
to your projects. You also seem very
relaxed about how your tenants actually
/ntend to use the building later on.

Swantje Kihn:

Music can be switched on and off. You
may choose to go to an art exhibition

or you may choose to give it a miss.
The arts are almost always interactive
whereas architecture isn't. You can't
simply switch it off, you are constantly
my touch with 1. A well-received piece
of architecture allows you to step right
nside and to interact with it. However,
buildirgs that are objects which mustn't
be touched don't go down well at all,
Architecture must be fit for dialogue. The
tenants in our buildings are welcome to

settle i and make changes if they like.

Oliver Kihn:

As soon as a third party gets involved,
one’s own vision of things gets reinter-
preted. The other day we talked about
Boitanski, an artist who works with
exactly this phenomenon. He places
empty boxes in a room encouraging the
visitor to fill these with their individual
stories as a personal continuation of the
artist’s own narrative. That's how it is
with our architecture. It creates worlds
which can be rethought by everybody
individually. | think that’s exactly what
gives us pleasure in architecture, archi-
tecture which can be interpreted indi-
vidually. This stands in striking contrast
to the so-called rationalists who claim,
“Architecture should not leave room for
any further interpretation. Our view is
cast in stone and that's the end of it.”

The projects in your book do not follow
a fixed planning pattern. model form or
colour coding. We see different designs
each of which have an undeniable in-
dividual quality always endowed with
multiple meaning. How does this come
about?

Swantje Kihn:

The three of us do have one thing in
common - we all acquired our skills in
England. On closer examination there is
a generic and absolutely stringent struc-
tural diagram common to all our designs,
a logical principle governing all. And
then there are our different personalities.
Georg is a sculptor, | studied Fine Arts in
the States and Oliver read Management
at the University of St. Gallen. So we all
draw inspiration from additional fields. It
is not architecture alone. There are other

worlds in us that enrich us.

Oliver Kithn:

I agree. Although | generally tend to an
analytical approach | react quite intui-
tively to things that remind me or let me
have an inkling of something. Drawing
inspiration from different fields is very
important to all of us, since we work as
a trio. We initially define a project via

a number of images. Then we develop
a guideline which defines the direction
we want to go together. Sometimes an
image is already clear from the task on
hand, sometimes it evolves from the
technology used or from a vision or
“mission statement” which we develop
for the design. in any case, the image
must always remain comprehensible

to everybody involved. The resultis a
clear, uncompromising design guideline
from which various highly differentiated
designs are developed.

In your projects and your numerous lec-
tures you adopt the position that more
than ever before architecture must be
more than the mere sum of its parts.
Even an industrially pre-fabricated buil-
ding ought to be of a tangible individual
character and possess a certain degree
of sensousness. But doesn’t the very
idea of Corporate Design demand a
homogeneous architectural expression
which will allow for a translocation to
any place in the world?

Georg Gewers:

Corporate Design isn't about giving
“standard answers”. {t's rather about
finding unique sotutions to different
tasks. After all, we build on specific
sites for, hopefully, specific clients. We
consider ourselves functional “contex-

tualists™ striving to learn as much as



possible about the task on hand before
drawing the first design tailored to both
tha client’s and the site’s needs.

This process is very important to us. By
reconnecting to the initial task and situ-
ation we are able to come up with high
quality solutions. Nowadays clients and
tenants alike are looking for that indi-
viclual touch more than ever. This also
applies to industrial construction. Banal
boxes won't make anyone happy. Such
buildings are often unoccupied even if
they are new. Our cities really could use
a touch of individuality and sophistica-
tion. German post-war cities aren’t
exactly prime exampies of beauty.

Oliver Kahn:

I believe the emotional attachment to a
building and its location is very impor-
tant indeed. Houses used to have names!
Today. in the age of digitalisation, there
1S an even greater yearning for emo-
tional bonding which is individual and
locates us concretely. In this way archi-
tecture regains those long-lost qualities
of uniqueness and authenticity. This
longing for individuality cannot be ful-
filed either by a new “International
Style” or so-called "Signature Buildings”
attributed to certain architects, which
could stand anywhere in the world. It is
important to be able to say once again,
“This house could only be in this place,
in this context ~ it is quite unique.”

Many architects speak of a certain
identity that their buildings possess. But
identity is a purely personal term related
to tne individual. subjective process

of finding self-reassurance. A building
cannot be a subject, it may only offer

spare for socialising and communicat-

ing which may support a person’s quest
for identity. In the best case scenario
the tenant will identify with the building.
How do you see your architecture in this
perspective?

Otiver Kthn:

The theme of identifying with a building
through communicative interaction of

a firm’s employees, for example. the
theme of “feeling at home™" and “getting
in contact™ are of great and fundamental
importance in our architecture. Take

a look at our designs: The "FANUC"-
project entails a Japanese garden on

a platform encouraging their members
of staff to socialise freely. The Sophie-
Gips-Hofe project offers several dif-
ferent public places where people can
meet. The external public spaces on
Marstallplatz were almost more impor-
tant to us than the buildings themselves.
The atrium and the Inside Panoramas
for relaxation and interaction offered

at our Frankfurt project - these are ali
places where people can get together.
tdentification with a building is gener-
ated exclusively by social interactions,
by meeting people and by individual
experiences which bond one with that
place. When the Marstallplatz in Munich
was reconstructed and the result finally
unveiled people applauded, and there
was an oid woman who said, she had
once again become the little girl she
had been before the bombs destroyed
Munich. An architect does have the
power to generate such emotional
experiences. These vital factors deter-
mine whether peaple accept or reject

a place. it is the soulfulness of a place
which endows it with values beyond its

general commercial function. This is

what makes architecture so important

to our social life.

At first glance there seems to be a
discrepancy between being a global
player on the one hand and creating
architecture for a very specific place

on the other, between industrial prefab-
rication. rational optimisation and build-
ings of a unique individual character.
What defines individuality in architecture

nowadays?

Georg Gewers:

Industrial prefabrication does not
necessarily mean less individuality.
Some buildings made of industrially
prefabricated elements are admittedly
very boring indeed. But developing

a building with special qualities, with
scope for individuality, one that people
want to identify with is more a question
of having the right spirit, about mas-
tering modern construction methods
intellectually. We gladly feft behind that
“International Style” of the 1960s and
the “Post-Modernism™ of the 1980s.
Today, more individuality is the goal of
architects, giving a building something
unique. This is perceptible through a
building’s sensuous effect, well-diffe-
rentiated features, charisma and an
emotional density.



