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On Prof. von Gerkan

1 What were your first steps as
an architect like? How did you
initially come into contact with
architecture?

| passed my school leaving ex-
amination ten years after the end of
the Second World War. My father
was killed in action on the eastern
front and my mother had died
shortly after the capitulation of the
National Socialists. Being an or-
phan | was taken care of by differ-
ent families and visited twelve differ-
ent schools.

The longest period was spent
in the Rudolf-Steiner School in
Hamburg, but | did not pass the
school leaving examination

A year later | succeeded in
achieving the general gualification
for university entrance at night-
school. | did not have any tangible
professional notions, only prefer-
ences and skills. These were in the
field of the natural sciences math-
ematics and physics as well as in
the artistic field and the love of
drawing.

Initially | studied physics for
two terms, followed by one term of
law, which did not appeal to me.

Without a clear direction of
what the architectural profession is
about, | decided to start an archi-
tectural university education in
Berlin.

In the beginning the exposure
to architecture itself was very su-
perficial. We had to primarily devote
ourselves to basic subjects. The




design of architecture was out of
the question.

Towards the middle of my
studies | changed university and
enrolled in the Institute of Technolo-

gy in Braunschweig, where | myself .

was appointed a professor approxi-
mately ten years later.

My career as an architect
started a year before | completed
my degree. Volkwin Marg and |
successfully developed competition
designs for free-lance architects
with small practices.

Immediately after the comple-
tion of our degrees, Volkwin Marg,
Klaus Nickels and myself joined
forces in order to try our luck partic-
ipating in public architectural com-
petitions. During the first year of our
work, during which we hardly yield-
ed any revenue, we won ten first
prices, some of them in internation-
al competitions.

The largest project was the
Berlin-Tegel airport, which shortly
after we were actually given the
contract to plan the building, al-
though at that point in time we had
not even built a single garage.
Within a few years our practice
grew to more than 100 employees.
We opened a branch office for the
Berlin airport and achieved continu-
ous success in the intellectual
competition process with our col-
leagues in Germany, Europe and
the big, wide world.

2 Are there any architects or
buildings that have influenced
you or left a lasting impression
and why?

Many buildings and numerous
architects have impressed me.

Analytically | can only explain
to a limited degree how they have
influenced my work and myself. It
surely is the archaic architecture by
Louis Kahn, the symbolism of ‘Eero
Saarinen, the transcendental mo-

ments in the architecture of J m
Utzom, and the solemn architectur-
al expression of Oskar Niemeyer.
The most sustainable influence
surely comes from the symbiosis of
structure and formal expressive-
ness as it can be found in Pier Luigi
Nervi's work.

3 Is there a personal style, a per-
sonal "label" in your designs? Do
you prefer a single material over
others?

If style would be understood
as a purely formal aesthetic eti-
quette, as the permanent reuse of
identical formal elements, and a la-
bel would be regarded as the pub-
licity value of a recurrent symbol,
then we don't have any style or la-
bel.

But we have a definite archi-
tectural position, which could be re-
ferred to as architectural philoso-
phy.

Our designs follow this philos-
ophy:

Simplicity

Our aim is to design things as
simply as possible, so that they
have content and durability. Formal
modesty and material unity is
based on this assumption, be-
cause we believe that obviousness
is a categorical imperative.

We wish to design a building
simply naturally and sensibly, to
create space and enclosure for the
variety of human existence as per-
manent as possible with low main-
tenance. Expressionistic shapes,
which are only derived from artist
whimsy, without sensible relation-
ship to nature, construction and
wear through use we try to avoid by
qguestioning our own work and
adopting a critical distance to topi-
cal architectural phenomena.

It is our opinion that reduction
is based on plausibility and com-

mon sense and therefore so-called
stylistic failures, which are caused
by the objectives and location,
must be integrated.

Unity and Variety

Urbanism needs a carefully
balanced unity of the whole and a
balanced variety of individual ele-
ments. An excess of unity means
uniformity, boring monotony. An ex-
cess of variety tends towards
chaos.

The fine tuning between vari-
ety and unity, from which still most
parts of European cities such as
Barcelona, Turin, Lyons and also
metropolitan Paris, London and
Madrid are derived, requires agree-
ment and restraint form every archi-
tect. Every building, even if it has
the size of a congress centre, a rail-
way station or a large office building
complex, remains a piece of a mo-
saic in the total structure of an ur-
pban unit.

A certain amount of overlap-
ping unity is required controlling
building form and height, and it
should also be dictated by a har-
monic sequence of material use, if
our cities are not to be degraded in-
to a primitive battlefield, reigned by
the market scream of commercial
interest or the interest of the individ-
ual through "would-be-acrobatic”.

Thus a prescribed degree of
unison is preferred to the credo of
an uninhibited despotic individuality.
This recognition requires the de-
signing architect to be modest and
to avoid the enactment of pieces of
architectural acrobatics, whether
through theoretical belief or just
populist exhibitionism.

The renunciation of the pro-
duction of architectural fireworks is
all too easily defamed as incapabili-
ty or the wilingness for easy adapt-
ability because the press always
have to announce something new.

However to us, architecture re-
mains an art of social application,
serving the environment of mankind
and not primarily as a hunting
ground for the press and photogra-
phers. ’

This traditionalism is not a
question of style, but a question of
the analogy between the meaning
of our environment and its design.
Thus a well-designed normality
should always be preferred to an
average designed exceptionalism.

Continuity

In an age in which not just the
press, but also juries are hungry for
sensation, a path, which follows
this line of continuity, is not just ex-
actly a strategy for success. Much
more than other arts, which name
themselves free, because they are
not linked directly to obligations, ar-
chitecture, which is subject to a
whole host of obligations, always
has to show that is has a causality
to content, a relationship to pur-
pose. As long and as far as the de-
sign of buildings being the main
task of the architect follows this ele-
mentary rule, innovation is the sci-
entific or artistic input which we ar-
chitects owe to society. The ex-
treme short life of ever newer
developments and architectural
fashions put into doubt if they can
be justified by Heuristic, or if they
just turn out to be being different
as a self-purpose. We try not to
be particularly irritated by the ap-
paritions of "Zeitgeist", so tempt-
ing some side steps might appear
to be.

The continuity of our own ba-
sic position is founded on the con-
viction, that, in the case of doubt,
the simplest solution is always the
best solution. This is why we try to
reduce every design task down to a
few basics.



Thesis

X =

Innovation and Change

The most fascinating in de-
signing is discovery. The production
of specific answers to specific
problems, the development of con-
cepts, which satisfy the use criteria,
the site conditions, the conditions
of material and structure and not
least the durability and which blend
all components into a total building
agglomerate. The respect for the
whole and the context is always a
very important component. Thus for
us innovation which wants to
change architecture only aestheti-
cally, sculptural, only on the surface
is not a part of our effort. For us in
the search for new a desirable task
is necessary, still better a basic re-
quirement, to quote Volkwin Marg:
"If innovation has an aim as a wheel
for a wagon or a sall for a ship, then
it possesses a true right justifica-
tion. Innovation just for the sake of
sensation leads to an inventor's ex-
hibitionism, instrumentalizing the
sensational lust of self-display.”

Town planning is the farthest
away from direct realisation. We al-
so understand innovation not to be
utopia.

Utopia is the intellectual juice
for the development of mankind.
We respect the achievements of
Jona Friedmann or Buckminster
Fuller, who had at the time of think-
ing much less real reason as today.
To us the bigger challenge is to
work on things, which most think
are not real or not possible, but
which prove to be possible today
through effort - usually under the
condition of accepting many com-
promises.

Public Relationship

Each form of architecture is a
piece of the town and thus a piece
of public experience. What would it
be without life? This is the reason
why we occupy ourselves every

time with the question how the bar-
rier can be lifted between privacy
and public - not in terms of owner-
ship, but conceming function, use,
appreciation and urban integration.

This way the creation of archi-
tecture is to us linked to an aesthet-
ic obligation. Every building occu-
pies a piece of our limited earthly
globe. No even really extreme capi-
talist social theory can justify that
this piece of earth is allowed to be
exploited and maimed through
money alone. No, every piece of
architecture and thus its designer,
owner and user owes the public a
tribute, the tribute of public partic-
ipation and good design.

Dialogue

The metaphor of dialogue
serves as explanation of our posi-
tion. The way, in which | describe
our design method as dialogical, is
intended to clarify that questions
and answers stand in interdepen-
dence in the design process.

Each special design task in-
duces hints of solutions. The as-
sessment of which reshapes the
task, changes the values and rela-
tivizes quite some demands.

The interaction between the
Zeitgeist and our own work is also
referred to here, although it is
cheap to count oneself out. It is
possible to counteract Zeitgeist with
a certain amount of intellectual im-
munity, if one knows that one is on
solid personal foundations. One of
these foundations is based on the
relationship of architecture to ap-
propriateness.

Architecture is to us a mission
of dialogue - in a literal, but above
all a transferred sense. Thus we
consider ourselves to be partners,
who answer questions of environ-
mental design, often in a laborious
design process.

For us these answers are not

a verdict subjugating every solution
to an aesthetic "signature”. We try
with our "answers" to deeply re-
spond to the "questions”, it is our
way of designing, developing our
design path, the design conception
from the specific conditions of the
questioning.

We do not want to hold an ar-
chitectural monologue, in which the
forever similar and repeating design
formulations become an unmistak-
able trademark. We do not appreci-
ate our role to be that of smooth
helpers, who solve every "question”
at a wink and thus produce a pot-
pourri of an architectural kaleido-
scope. A good discussion only
takes fruit when one can listen,
when one can respond to the other
partner in the dialogue, but at the
same time retains a stable opinion.

Structure

Pure structure and pure tech-
nology do not exist. Both need form
in-order to exist - a form which has
to be found and designed.

Every building structure is con-
glomerate, linking the sensible prin-
ciples of supporting loads, the
bracing and resistibility against dif-
fering pressures welded into materi-
al shape. This shape can be plump
and using quantities of material can
fulfil its purpose. One can clad it
and hide it.

However one can devise sub-
tle structures that economically use
materials displaying aesthetic
charm. These constellations are
derived always from a structural
reason.

Thus appropriateness, econo-

my -and ecology are united with
aesthetics into an aimost endless
design repertoire, completely with-
out a dependence on style, only on
logies. Structure is not to us a total-
itarian self-determining design ele-
ment. The point is to use structure

as a higher-level instrument, as
beat in musical rhythm or grammar
in language.

The symbolic dimension of ar-
chitecture per se is not an accept-
able postulate for us. The artiﬂcia!ity
of symbolism as a purely aesthetic
gesture has subsides through the
short life of postmodernism.

Deconstructivism, which even
breaks down purpose into struc-
turalism, as a theme has to try to in-
volve for its semantics the
Sinnlehre, that is the senselessness
as apocalyptic metaphor of our
age. This is not whatiwe see as our
task. This is not just against our
feeling, but also in its defatal cyni-
cism aimed against the professional
code, whose responsible task is 1o
create living space for mankind and
not to stage social criticism in con-
crete as a designed chaos.

Identity

Architecture is within the mod-
ern technological-civilized hemi-
sphere the last human invention
that, not considering prefab hous-
ing, is not a mass product with its
large repetition.

One can regret the fact that in-
dustrialisation of the modern build-
ing industry has not been reached.
The building industry, in comparison
to other industries, has become rel-
atively expensive, and will become
more expensive.

We instead regard this as an
advance. Architecture creates the
last resort of identity. A very specific
identity, which is developed at each
new project, out of a creative dia-
logue between the site, climate,
functions, surroundings as well as
constructional and economical con-
ditions. At the same time we see in
this challenge our duty to create
places, spaces and building vol-
umes with identity.

According to us, each house



needs to have a face, which mirrors
and expresses its character; a
character, which has been devel-
oped in the dialogue with its restric-
tions.

We find a united architecture
language in the 2 signatures of
Volkwin Marg and mine. Our archi-
tecture has to reveal the unity of our
concept and content, without being
trademarked or at libertinage of I'art
pour I'art. The identity of our archi-
tecture has to fulfil both: to keep
within our own principles as well as
in the requirement of uniqueness.
Our work was in the past and will
remain in the future on the balance
between public responsibility and
individual expression.

4 Do you, as an extra-ordinary
architect, still maintain a teach-
ing position at university? How
do you regard the relation be-
tween a teacher and an archi-
tect?

| have terminated my activity
as full university professor at the
Braunschweig Institute of Technolo-
gy, but fulfil varied teaching obliga-
tions in various locations throughout
the world.

On the one hand a close rela-
tionship between the practical ex-
perience as an architect and teach-
ing seems indispensable to me,
because only concrete experience
gained from the realization of archi-
tecture allows a reasonable and de-
fined teaching.

On the other hand this gener-
ates a permanent time conflict, be-
cause the full engagement as archi-
tect and principal of a large practice
has a restrictive effect on teaching
and vice versa fixed obligations in
form of lectures, examinations and
seminars at university interfere with
the scheduling in the architectural
practice.

5 What do you try to communi-
cate to your students in your lec-
tures? What should architectural
students learn at university?
Something that sounds very

_simple but constitutes the highest

degree of difficulty: the attainment
of the ability to differentiate relevant
from non-relevant issues. In our
present world we are confronted
with an incredible flood of informa-
tion, knowledge and experience,
which all need to be considered.

Much of these relevant issues
are contradictory and cannot be
brought into a symbiosis with all el-
ements of the whole reacting
equally well to all requirements.

It is therefore even more im-
portant, to pay paramount attention
to those things that have a higher
value or even importance and to re-
place the non-relevant issues in the
decision process to the second,
third or fourth rank.

The difficulty in design is the
confrontation and burdening of the
designer with equally unfiltered re-
guirements: town planning, eco-
nomic, functional, technical, legal,
social as well as climatic, traditional
and also formally aesthetic de-
mands of the client.

If someone does not succeed
in developing a concept giving pri-
ority to the important issues, a sat-
isfactory solution cannot be
achieved. What is in the end cor-
rect and decisive must be individu-
ally determined with regard to the
personal characteristics and archi-
tectural philosophy in a conse-
quently logical and credible fashion.

If someone tries to win equally
well on all fronts, avoid making ene-
mies, please everybody, he will al-
ways compromise and the archi-
tecture will remain without a profile.

On Architecture and Design

1 How do you define the term
"architecture"?

Architecture in a broader
sense is everything in our environ-
ment that is designed with human
creativity and human spirit. It is the
urban living space, parks and land-
scapes, it is buildings and the interi-
or fumishing of our living sphere.

2 You design on a grand scale:
town planning, architecture etc.
How do you see the relationship
between town planning and ar-
chitecture? How do you regard
the relationship between interior
design, landscape planning and
architecture? Do you more often
than not consider them as an en-
tity?

| always regard town planning,
architecture and landscape plan-
ning as an entity. This entity always
represents a hierarchy, in other
words, the city structure is super-
ordinate to the form of the single
building, a house is part of an inte-
gral city. The interior design of the
rooms is part of the architecture
and reproduces the design in the
interior space, such as the facade
functions externally. From a techni-
cal point of view | therefore consid-
er town planning, architecture and
interior design also as an entity,
which | endeavour to design with
our signature, the client's permis-
sion provided.

In landscape design the ex-
pertise of natural climatic conditions
is however so specific, that it repre-
sents an individual department of
science, necessitating the coopera-
tion between architect and land-
scape planner.

3 What is according to your
opinion the most important fac-
tor of an architectural design?
How do you define "successful
architecture"? What factors

make a building successful?

The most important element of
an architectural design is the con-
cept, the score when referring to
the musical context. Not the single
musician, not the famous soloist is
ultimately the determining factor,
but the composition of a piece of
music. The same is true for archi-
tecture. | refer to the composition of
architecture as concept.

The concept comprises the
overall idea as well as the single
detall.

When all components are in
accordance with each other, when
a balance has been achieved,
when each element is assigned to
the overall concept, functions ad-
here to the intended use, the mate-
rial is durable and the appearance
is concise and individual, then one
has achieved successful architec-
ture.

4 What are your thoughts at the
initial phase of a concept?

Questions always define the
beginning of a design; the guestion
of what, what for, where, the logic
and the question of what is of dom-
inant importance.

5 Ecological aspects have re-
cently gained greater impor-
tance, the outcome being a
"green architecture", "sustain-
able architecture" etc. What do
you think of sustainable architec-
ture, is this a new trend or real
technical progress? Do such
considerations play a role in your
architecture respectively your
town planning concepts?
Sustainability and ecology, that
is the sensible treatment of materi-
als and energies, has played a
dominant role in our work from the
very beginning. However, we have
never turned this into an ostensible
marketing and used fashionable
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terms that quickly wear off and
mostly have little relevance for the
actual concem.

The fact that sustainability,
ecology and green architecture
have increasingly been in the centre
of attention has got to do with so-
cio-political developments, the
awareness of the effects of the
senseless waste of energies, the
vices of our throwaway society, the
perishables that are cheap and
quickly loose their value.

This has obviously grown into
a fashion ostensibly following the
sensible perception, but which in
truth simply generates illusiveness
and is by no means sustainable or
ecological.

Not everything that looks like
technological progress is sensible,
and many things that prove to be
sensible and sustainable in the
construction process do not require
any technological progress or new
technology. Simply the appreciation
and respect for natural materials,
the importance of good, sensible
constructions, simple craftsman-
ship, rather a symbiosis is neces-
sary to generate a good piece of
work.

Many things presently being
celebrated as progress are in truth
the re-discovery of valuable guali-
ties of the past, especially durable
materials and the good craftsman-
ship of details.

The acceptance of society
and clients to approve proposals
concerning sustainability and
durable ecological solutions and al-
so to realize them has however
changed fundamentally.

Twenty years ago it would
have been unthinkable to build a
city with a circular lake, measuring
three kilometres in diameter, form-
ing its centre. This would apparently
be contradictory to any economic
consideration, because the most
valuable building sites are always

located in the city centre. When
looking at the Luchao City concept,
it becomes apparent, that the lake
produces far more quality address-
es than have been achieved in any
other large city.

Ultimately such an ecological
position as the Luchao City con-
cept simultaneously proves to be a
sensible economic decision, be-
cause far more city sites will be up-
graded regarding their location, res-
idential and work quality as well as
their attractiveness for leisure activi-
ties. Furthermore these sites will
generate the unmistakable identity
the city is looking for.

6 Which in your opinion are the
present demands in architec-
ture? Does good design have a
role in the development of our
society?

The demands in architecture
in our world are presently no differ-
ent from what they have always
been. Architecture has to function-
ally organize and positively form our
living environment, generate quality
for our life, work and leisure activi-
ties, produce an ambience in which
one is comfortable. Insofar good ar-
chitecture must play a dominant
role.

According to my understand-
ing this is not a question of good
design, but of sensible concepts,
that is the combination of social
principles, social systems with spa-
tial organization and spatial designs.

The fact that architecture of
the present, in the east and west
alike, cannot fulfil principle aims,
namely the generation of quality liv-
ing environments, is based on the
fact that the economic-commercial
objectives have deviated from the
social objectives, and profane
needs of consumption have priority.
In this respect this question has an
overall social relevance, to which
architects in their function as de-

signers of the environment con-
tribute without being able, whether
today or in the past, to determine
this question arbitrarily.

7 Which significance do you as-
cribe to architectural theory for
the design and construction
process?

As architecture is an art in so-
cial application, the architectural
theory represents the connection
between the social requirements on
one hand and the creative tech-
nologies and innovations on the
other.

Without theory architecture
makes itself independent, becom-
ing optimistically a purely artistic
subject, but as a rule a marketing
strategy for "return of money".

8 Many different styles have
been developed in the long his-
tory of architecture, which have
then disappeared. Where does
this movement and alteration in
architecture originate? How do
you see the architecture of the
future?

This change in history exists in
almost all living spheres, in rites and
customs, clothing, eating culture,
music, painting, and not least in re-
ligion.

Socially- overlapping stylistic
trends always manifest the parallel
direction of certain ideologies and
are therefore the material expres-
sion of a certain social condition
and frame of mind. These are sub-
ject to constant change, with ampli-
tudes and wave-lengths recently
being increasingly shortening, so
that styles that have lasted for 100

or 200 years in the Middle Ages

(central European chronology)
sometimes have a lifespan of only
three to five years.

The architecture of the future
will on one side be futuristic. There
will be an increasing need for the

exploration of new technologies,
experimenting with and building
new forms of life. On the other
hand the architecture of the future
will rather feature elements of the
past, which is a result of traditional
experiences of longevity, durability,
clear organization and the comforts
for life.

9 We are presently living in the
information age. Has information
technology modified building? If
so, to what effect?

Information technology has
considerably changed the building
process in various ways. When we
complete drawings for our China
projects late in the evening in Ger-
many, they can a few hours later al-
ready be printed in Beljing, Shang-
hai or Shenzhen and delivered to
the building site.

Consequently the dynamic is
tremendously accelerated by this
technology, but simultaneously de-
cisions become increasingly short-
term.

A negative consequence of
the information technology is the
rapid distribution of original ideas
and intellectual achievements via
the intemet, having the effect that
ideas conceived and invented in
one part of the world today, can to-
morrow already be copied via the
internet at the other end. That leads
the way to an annoying develop-
ment of globalization and the loss of
identity.

On the Architectural Profes-
sion

1 Which is the most significant
characteristic an architect should
have?

The most significant character-
istic of an architect is to have a
clear theoretical position, to abide
by it and separate relevant from
non-relevant issues on the basis of



this position.

2 Are architects, according to
your opinion, responsible for so-
ciety? What obligation has the
modern-day architect to society?

Architects are not responsible
for society, but they play a more re-
sponsible role within the society
than many other vocational fields.

Due to their creative opportu-
nities they have initiated or rein-
forced several social trends. Many
developments, especially in town
planning and architecture have also
taken a disastrous course, but al-
ways with the approval of society.

Architects befit the task to be
aware of their responsibility and
within their guiding status in the so-
cial change to take up positions in
which a positive effect on the living
environment come to the fore and
then fight for them.

3 What has been the most excit-
ing experience in your career as
an architect? What was the most
difficult one? And what has given
you the greatest pleasure?

The most exciting experience
will always be being awarded the
contract for the enormous Berlin-
Tegel airport project two years after
the completion of our architectural
degree, at a time when we did not
have any built reference project.

The most difficult experience is
yet to come, namely the completion
of Luchao City, with the concep-
tional unity in which we conceived it
and which is now subject to various
interests.

" The greatest pleasure oc-
curred in 1975, when we were noti-
fied by telephone that we had been
awarded 1st prize in the competi-
tion for the Teheran library against
600 competitors from all over the
world.

4 Can you subscribe to the fol-

lowing opinion: Laymen too, can
design excellent buildings, proof
of which can be found in beauti-
ful public dwellings. There even
exists the concept of "architec-
ture without architects". What

~makes the architect nevertheless

indispensable?

In almost all of my lectures |
show examples of "architecture
without architects".

| use these examples to clearly
ilustrate that the sensible treatment
of local materials, the sensible
structural assembly, the recognition
of material qualities and the consis-
tent functional use of materials will
always lead to good, durable, sus-
tainable solutions simultaneously
conveying identity and timeless-
ness.

The fact still making architects
indispensable is the complexity of
the building tasks, whole cities that
have to be realized in a short period
of time: airports, trade fair centres,
train stations. This is when so many
conditions and requirements accu-
mulate, which firstly require the ex-
pertise of an architect and secondly
his skill to hierarchically structure
and conceptionally deal with the
overall problem.

On China

1 What is your opinion of mod-
ern-day Chinese architecture?

| can hardly determine the dif-
ferences between the many new
buildings being designed by Chi-
nese architects and those from for-
eign architects that have been real-
ized over the last few years in Chi-
na. Obviously they have one
common denominator: to copy
American models, use materials
that convey high-tech and progress
and nevertheless decorate them
with seemingly traditional Chinese
elements.

| believe that this architecture

is influenced by the interaction of
the people’s consciousness that
still wants to maintain traditional ele-
ments, but at the same time would
like to emulate the progress of the
United States of America in their
cities, which is despite all critical
detachment highly valued, and the
architects, who use those means in
their intention to fulfil this wish gen-
erating a mix of progress, tradition-
alism and pleasant accessories.

2 What is the major problem of
town planning developments in
Chinese cities, especially in cities
such as Peking and Shanghai,
where you are also involved in
some projects?

| cannot identify a hierarchical
structural strategy in the town plan-
ning development of any Chinese
city.

According to my opinion deci-
sions are extensively fragmented,
that means they are made with re-
gard to single projects whilst ne-
glecting the super-ordinate town
planning context.

In doing so much of the spe-
cific identity of single Chinese cities
is being lost.

3 Are there differences in the de-
sign process or the organization
of gmp and other architectural
practices, especially Chinese
practices? If so, which are the
most significant differences?

As | do not know the design
process in Chinese practices, |
cannot make a direct comparison
with our working method. The sig-
nificant characteristic of our method
is the strictly hierarchical, concep-
tional procedure: Development of
the initial concept by hand or
thoughts of the designer himself
despite our more than 300 employ-
ees; asking of questions and devel-
opment of a concept and subse-
quently the generation of a detailed

planning on that basis. In many
large practices, especially in the
USA, | have observed that the
working method is characterized by
a strong division of tasks, with sin-
gle design elements being brought
together and priority being given to
existing detailed considerations 'off
the shelf’ that are assembled to
form an overall solution, instead of
the prevalence of an overall con-
cept.

4 Please define the main difficul-
ty your practice is confronted
with in China?

The "Gamb i" ceremony dur-
ing every dinner that tries to test our
drinking qualities as Europeans.

5 Different cultural traditions and
backgrounds can result in vary-
ing life styles and demands in ur-
ban structures and living spaces.
Are there any differences be-
tween Europe and China regard-
ing town planning and architec-
ture? Could you describe these
differences?

Traditional differences between
the lifestyles and requirements in
urban structures and living environ-
ment in Europe and China are con-
siderable. In the meantime China’s-
development approaches in a dy-
namic gallop the structural cha-
racteristics of American cities with
the dominant relevance of motor
traffic. In most European cities the
traditional character and typical fea-
tures have been maintained up to
the present day. Cities such as
Paris, London, Berlin or Milan can
be identified by nose. When closing
the eyes, the odour, the atmos-
phere of the respective city alone is
sufficient to identify the city. This
applies to many districts and urban
scopes, not only to landmarks and
prominent tourist buildings.

This helped to maintain the
identity of town planning in Europe

11



Thesis

to a great extent. Whereas in China
the modemization leads to the de-
struction and replacement of amost
everything with a traditional charac-
ter, with the exception of a few sig-
nificant buildings and memorials,
while roads take on enormously
wide dimensions. This results in a
comprehensive change of scale,
generating identical characteristics
in amost all cities. Indeed Beijing's
ring structure with the low centre of
the Forbidden City can still be per-
ceived as a structural characteristic,
the dominance of the numerous el-
evated roads in Guangzhou is still
prominent as well as the Shanghai's
duality of the boulevard "Bund" and
Pudong along the river.

But as soon as the succinct
central locations of the cities are left
behind, the appearance blends into
a diffuse monotony lacking any
identity and characteristic.

Solely the climatic differences
between the north and south are
perceptible in the architectural ap-
pearance.

6 Discussions frequently arise
amongst Chinese architects on
how traditional architectural
should be considered in modern
architecture. Is this also the case
in Europe? What role do you as-
cribe to traditional architecture
for the design of buildings with
completely new functions? Do
you encounter similar problems
in China?

The discussion with regard to
traditional architecture and historic
building methods in Europe is at
least equally pronounced, but with
one essential difference: Those his-
toric buildings in Europe that are re-
stored as replicas - for example the
Berlin Castle with its Baroque fa-
cade and new constructional form
in the interior - often have a form,

regarding their scale, number of
floors and structural organization
that allows for the integration of
modermn uses.

In China on the contrary, build-
ings with a floor area of 50,000,
100,000, 150,000 or
250,000 square metres are con-
structed as one overall building.
This immense jump in scale has

even

nothing in common with China’s tra-
ditional small-scale architecture, so
that traditional attributes that are
decoratively attached to the fa-
cades or motives painted in pol-
ished glass facades rather become
a caricature. There are however tra-
ditional town planning elements that
find their way into our designs in
their transformation. One example is
the Courtyard House, that however
appears as a multi-storeyed build-
ing in our town planning designs,
but simultaneously aims for the
same principles of intimacy, security
and seclusion of residential living
from the noisy environment.

Here we are confronted with
another tradition of the Chinese
housing construction, namely that
apparently according to a sacred
rule all residential buildings must be
orientated towards the north and
the south resulting in terraced hous-
ing alone, preventing any urban
structure, which benefits from street
and square scapes.

7 Which are the most important
tasks for the urban and architec-
tural development in China at the
beginning of the 21st century?

Based on its history and dy-
namic growth, China should utilize
the leap into modem times to prove
itself as an independent culture,
one that does not copy, use stereo-
types, deny or conceal this guan-
tum jump of dimensions.

Structural town planning deci-

sions should be made strictly ac-
cording to exclusively conceptional
criteria, and individual economic in-
terests should be integrated into a
clear hierarchy.

The presently preferred archi-
tecture, the one operating with
pseudo-historic garnishing and
decorative, ostensible Chinese ac-
cessories, is only suited for a gen-
eration of facelessness. A coura-
geous modern architecture alone is
able to leave its prominent mark.

A 60-storeyed high-rise build-
ing cannot be disguised as a doll's
house. However, a new expression
can be developed, that gains a
characteristic quality from the build-
ing's utilization, its scale and struc-
ture.

8 Chinese architects and mem-
bers of government would like to
create an "architecture bearing
Chinese characteristics". Do you
consider it necessary or possible,
to achieve such an aim in view of
globalization? How would you
describe "architecture with Chi-
nese characteristics"?

In the German fairytale "Little
Red Riding Hood and the wolf* the
wolf dresses up as the harmless
grandmother,”in order to catch and
eat the little girl. !

Many people, not only in Chi-
na, perceive modern architecture as
the wolf. The attempt to make it ap-
pear like the friendly and adorable
granny has failed and fails repeat-
edly.

The given task is to tame the
wolf and change his character into
a positive one. .



