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On the Work of Wiel Arets
#oR - MEEERITIE

Kenneth Frampton
BERE - BIREEm

Since his receipt of the Maaskant Prize in 1989, Wiel Arets has emerged as a vibrant per-
sonality on the Dutch architectural scene, not to mention his equally sudden rise as a figure
of international prominence following the completion of his masterly Maastricht Academy
of Art and Architecture in 1995. Arets’s preoccupation with the translucent membrane as
an ineffable surface that is capable of transforming itself under the impact of light corre-
sponds to that immaterial minimalism that Greg Lynn identified as a conscious re-working
of the Dutch modern tradition. However, Lynn was perspicacious enough to recognize that
this minimalist approach incorporated a latent contextualism that was largely absent from
the work of many of Arets’s peers; namely an aggressive degree zero architecture, the
Miesian beinahe nichts, that was capable of responding to local contingencies in a flexible
way. As Arets himself put it, “We want our building to fit into the existing context, yet to
remain flexible and open to change.” Lynn would characterise this contextual stance as a
penchant for ‘intensive disappearance,’ and it is that distinguishes Arets’s work from the
current, more colourful revival of the Dutch modern tradition. The regional aspect of all this
was perhaps more local since Arets’'s model was the inter-war Heerlen modernist, F.P.J.
Peutz, for whom Arets felt such an affinity as to write a book on his work, in collaboration
with Wim van den Bergh and William Graatsma.

Arets’s early architecture gravitated towards a monochromatic mise en scéene; symptomatic of
the architect’s particular affinity for film and photographic imagery, that is for the mediatic par
excellence, a fixation that, once more, put him in a class of his own. Thus Arets tended to rep-

resent his work in filmic or photographic terms as though light sensitive film was of more con-
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sequence to him than built form. This fixation may perhaps explain the schismatic character of
Arets's architecture at the time of the Maaskant Prize, it seems to have been divided at the
outset between, on the one hand, a penchant for exaggerated perspectival views, made all the
more unconvincing by the ephemerality of the rendering technique adopted and, on the other,
evocatively austere black and white close-ups which effectively translated the tectonic images
into abstract constructions. Thus Arets represented the pharmacies of his early period as
though they were symmetrically framed stills taken from a film by Chantal Ackerman. These
images insisted on the hardness of the things themselves and on the absence of the human
subject. In a monograph published on the occasion of the Maaskant Prize, this idiom attained
its apotheosis in a photograph entitled, Apotheek wherein interpenetrating translucent and
transparent surfaces were overlaid with an image of spotlights reflected in a black table top
and a sheet of glass. On the glass lay the architect’s dark glasses casually poised like the signa-
ture of a film director.

The realization of the Maastricht Academy transformed the nature of Arets’s practice, to revital-
ize an existing institution within the old urban core in such a way as to transform both the insti-
tution and the urban fabric. This was the essence of Arets’s ‘knight's move,” where a leap-frog-
ging institution was inserted into the existing street formation in such a way as to engender
multiple social and operative valencies on every side. All of this was achieved without abandon-
ing for the moment the minimalist expression of an architecture degree zero, derived in part
from Sol Le Witt and in part from Tadao Ando. Arets’s lucid description reveals only to clarify

what he hoped to achieve by his so-called ‘incision’ in the city.
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By the intervention of this project in the historical part of the city; a city of small scale neighbor-
hoods in which buildings are constructed mainly of brick and limestone, a new square is estab-
lished in the centre of the city by the name Herdenkingsplein. The project consists of the
extension of the Academy of Arts in the city-center of Maastricht, integrated with the Academy
of Architecture. Immediately adjacent to the old building is the first part of the extension con-
taining common functions such as the auditorium, library and bar. The ramp connecting these
functions arrives at the pedestrian bridge passing through the trees, spanning the site and link-
ing with the second part of the extension. Situated here, behind facades of glass bricks, are the
new workshops. A sculpture garden is located in the adjacent patio. The circulation system
dominates the design, providing the opportunity for interaction between students along their
route through the building of which all the innerwalls are constructed as steel frames filled with
glass. The total complex of four existing and two new buildings has only one entrance created
by an intervention in the main existing element housing the main lecture rooms. By this inter-
vention one has visual access through the new lobby space from the Herdenkingsplein to the
historical innercourt. Arriving from the Vrijthof, the main town square, one passes the sculpture
garden tangentially and trespasses, penetrates and cuts through the building over the work-
shop with its glassblock ceiling to reach the newly described square. The project is dealing
with physical and mental incisions as well as trying to create a building of which the thickness

of skin in all its aspects is the main point of departure.

We are still fixated on the skin but the membrane now has become more substantial and plas-
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tically resonant compared than what it was in the perspectives. Moreover, the building's cubic
space-form is obsessively systematic in terms of its structural frame which proves to be as
essential to the poesis of the whole as the luminosity of the skin.

Arets's recent domestic work has distanced itself somewhat from such tectonic rigor in order
10 arrive at a more nuanced balance between the phenomenological quality of the skin and the
contrapuntal capacity of the space. This seems to be particularly true of his Body House, the
two story Villa Lohmann projected in 1995 for Minster. In this house Arets sought to achieve a
focused interplay between the occupants of the house and the body of the building. While we
can hardly call this Neo-Miesian it is nonetheless reminiscent of the German master in its use
of noble materials and in the challenge it makes to the suburban context in which it is situated.
At the same time, one notes a certain debt to Ando here, particularly in the suggestion of an
introspective microcosmos set against the chaotic labyrinth of the megalopolis. What'is per-
haps most remarkable about this work is its consistent dialogical organization; its articulation in
terms of opposing poles, such as; 1) suburban versus urban, 2) podium versus mass, 3) front
versus back along with the division of the plan into longitudinal halves, 4) the stone-faced top
versus the glazed bottom and finally 5) the division of perimeter into opaque versus travnsparent
surfaces.

The two story, stuccoed Villa Geurten realized on Arets’'s home turf on Heerlen, in 1998, is an
exercise in a similar vein but with a much more modest budget. It is as though one half of the
Villa Lohmann were built on top of three interconnected transverse prisms. Once again, the

podium/garden has been excavated at the entry in order to provide a partially open
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carport/garage as in Le Corbusier's Maison Jaoul of 1956. The elegant Arets/Sijsermans
House, realized in suburban Maastricht for the architect and his family in 1997, is the third
essay in this sequence. This is a three story, live/work dwelling that returns us to the themes
of the other two houses. One notes the minimalist, timber-clad upper story, the spatial dis-
placement of the house through manipulating the podium/garden relationship, the monumental
front entrance at grade and the way in which the house opens out at the rear onto a terrace
and a pool situated above a top-lit architect's office.

As the century comes to a close, one senses that Arets like many other architects in the
Netherlands, runs the risk of becoming a victim of his own success; of being asked to work too
fast by impatient, cost-cutting clients, pushing the architect to his breaking point. One senses
this limitation in the otherwise impressive Indigo Office Building in Maastricht of 1995 where
the concrete work is mediocre by Ando's standards, to whom Arets must inevitably compare
himself. One feels these pressures even more in such speculative works as the KNSM apart-
ment tower in Amsterdam of 1996.

It is clear that Arets’s best public work to date is the Maastricht Academy and with the Police
Stations at Boxtel and Cuijk of 1997 coming a close second, although these works are hardly
civic. Indeed, the hyperspace they embody seems oddly antithetical to any kind of human
appropriation. The anti-masonry rhetoric of Maastricht is taken to another dimension, although
the membrane is no longer glass block but structural glass, spanning clear from floor to floor.
As in Maastricht, an alchemical play is indulged in by introducing transparent metal-framed win-

dow openings within a translucent cast glass wall. This game is taken further in the case of the
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translucent structural glass in that, unlike its opague counterpart, it does not span from floor to
floor, but is somehow spliced into the opaque ground. The fact that the architect had to meet
exacting sun transmission standards in this work, enabled him to indulge in a stochastic game
when positioning the window openings.

One of the most compelling projects to come from the Arets office in recent times is his pro-
ject for a new library of the University of Utrecht. This promises to be equal to the prowess of
Maastricht, through the insertion of an ingenious space-form within a highly congested univer-
sity campus. The proposed library takes the form of a rather long rectangle inserted into the
left-over site and linked by bridges, on its northern and western faces to existing university
facilities and further connected on its eastern face to a four-story garage. The spatial dynamic
turns upon the device of arranging for the walls of the book stacks to function as deep beams
spanning clear for great distances over the interstitial open stack space and reading rooms.
Through this stratagem, Arets has been able to create a dynamic sequence of interstitial
spaces comparable in their socio-spatial intention to the experimental libraries proposed by
Rem Koolhaas for the Bibliothéque Nationale and the Jussieu in Paris. In Arets’s library, howev-
er, congestion will be attained with greater rationality and calm. His obsession with the skin still
promises to remain in the modular membrane of the building, wherein pre-cast concrete pan-
els are combined with structural glass in a syncopated way, echoing the mass-form of the
whole. With this as yet unrealized work, Arets has distanced himself from the phenomenologi-
cal obsessions of his early career, with losing his capacity for differentiating between different

luminosities to delicately poetic ends.
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United States. He is currently Ware Professor at the Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation
at Columbia University, New York. He has taught at a number of leading institutions in the field, including the
Royal College of Artin London, the ETH in Ziirich, the Berlage Institute in Amsterdam, the EPFL in Lausanne and
currently the Academia di Architettura in Mendrisio. He served from 1986 to 1990 as President of the jury for the
EEC European Prize in Architecture, given under the auspices of the Mies van der Rohe foundation in Barcelona.
He is currently a member of the international jury for the Carlsberg Prize and the Alvar Aalto medal. His books
include, [Studies in Tectonic Culture] and [American Masterworks], 1995 as well as, [Modern Architecture : A
Critical Historyl and [Modern Architecture and the Critical Present], 1980.
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