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The young and talented Berlin firm of Gewers Kiihn & Kiihn Architects
must surely be regarded as one of the grear success stories of the day. Just
within an incredibly short span of less than 10 years, they have grown from
a small firm of fifteen to what is now a highly-regarded and seriously-major
practice to be contended with internationally.

They started in 1991, all huddled together in that former Grand Hotel
Esplanade, located then at the yet undeveloped part of Potsdamer Platz,
right at the interface between the West and East Berlin. It has certainly not
been easy. To affirm its position, the firm has now demonstrated its man-
agerial capability to handle large projects and as well as being able to pro-
fessionally deliver them well. The test of the pudding is in its eating and this
is clearly demonstrated by them having completed a string of inventively
well-designed and well-detailed buildings. Now to achieve all this within
the highly competitive business environment in Germany, and in direct
competition with the much larger and the more established firms is certainly
no mean task.

If there is any truth in the adage that, success is preparation meeting oppor-
tunity, then the firm is surely its classic personification. For them the prepa-
ration for a professional life stared after graduation, when the young couple
of Swantje and Oliver Kuhn, their colleague Georg Gewers and Eike Becker
(who later left the firm) all did time and gave their dues through working for
some of the major premium and larger British practices, before trundling
back to Berlin to set up their own shingles.

Swantje and Oliver had both worked for the firm of Richard Rogers
Partnership. Oliver had actually been responsible for Rogers’s projects in
Germany, and for a while at their office in Berlin. Whereas Georg Gewers
had worked for Norman Foster Associates.

Upon returning home, they found themselves to be in a new Germany, one
that is just about to go through reunification. Not withstanding this, all had
in them such great expectations and that fearless sense of confidence and

can-do spirit that would only have come from acquiring abroad that sense of
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international exposure and adventure. But what further proved invaluable to
them is that these experiences are now formidably combined with their own
immense talent and that well-known great Germanic heritage of industrial
excellence and incredible technological virtuosity.

The experiences with the pedigree UK firms would immediately of course
have differentiated them from their other contemporaries in Berlin right at
the starting line. Their English exposure also gave them novel insights into
dealing with each new project in a creative way. that enabled them to see its
consequences. far beyond the local provincial context.

The experiences also gave them that British intrepid quirkiness of the Heath
Robinson boffin-inventor type, which enabled them to approach each pro-
ject technologicatly-laterally and inventively. Meanwhile, many of their
local contemporaries in Berlin were still locked unconsciously into the more
traditional ways of working, designing and in dealing with their clients.
Their experiences abroad had been more than just a leg-up. It was a spring-
board and as they say after that, the rest is simply history.

Noticeably one feature that made their method of work different, and which
proved crucial was the insistence at the onset that they all worked closely
and collaboratively as a team, besides also bringing in together all the vari-
ous engineering and key consultants early on into their design process. This
enabled their design to benefit from the various expert inputs right at the
start of a design rather than later.

For them, the corporate client is certainly not regarded as someone who is
surreptitiously anti-design, and thence held in an adversorial relationship.
On the contrary, the client is for them a key collaborator in the entire
process. All these contribute towards a more integrated and better informed
designed end-product.

Each project is then embarked with a flexible and experimental attitude,
while consciously of course, pursuing design excellence. Unlike some of
their competitors, each project is fearlessly devoid of any pre-fixation to any

prevalent or any particular architectural aesthetic or style. Right at the
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inception stages, the partners would brain-storm furiously with each other in
a cheerful collaboratively way, before subsequently assigning a single part-
ner to take on the leading role.

As Oliver Kuhn elucidates, it is perhaps their excellent communication
skills that has been one of the comer-stone contributing factors to their suc-
cess. To communicate well, they would often diagram and map out the pro-
Ject possibilities at its inception. This is perhaps something that many of the
premium British architect firms seem to do incredibly well, spending a per-
haps inordinate amount of time on briefing, on lateral and divergent think-
ing and diagramming, before homing into a design solution. Obviously this
technique worked. The firm successfully won several major projects and
competitions. In fact their many competition wins have contributed to at
least one third of their firms current on-going work.

But beside the UK experiences, the firm has been able to optimise their
well-known German heritage of technological determinism of seeing diffi-
cult constructional problems and engineering design issues through in a very
thorough way. This has become another of their important differentiating
factors that would further set them miles apart from other competitors and
likely including many of the more famous global competitors from else-
where, many of whom would certainly not have this technological and
industrial advantage.

Perhaps another of their attributes that will enable them to effectively deal
with overseas projects in different cultural contexts is that globalness of
their own backgrounds. Besides living in the UK, Swantje had lived for long
periods in the USA, as well as in Malawi in Africa.

In their endeavours to work overseas and in places outside their own well-
accustomed cultural milieu, the firm has developed an affinity for the Far
East. Their travels had immediately struck a common chord in their own
consciences. In the Far Eastern contemporary cultures they find that despite
having strong traditional heritages, they are able to deal effectively with the

modern world in a seamless way, engaging both the old and the modern in a
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new harmonious relationship.

That crucial ten years of their working as architects struggling with the
socio-economic effects accompanying the reunification had inevitably given
them new insights and sensitivities that would now strengthen their abilities
to work better in other and more different cultures and contexts than theirs.
For instance in Japan, they experienced a certain clarity, an ubiquitous per-
fection and an abstraction of how the many aspects of design and of society
are approached. Inversely, this had subsequently helped them too in their
own understanding of their experiences in working outside Germany. As a
consequence, one memorable example was their collaboration with a French
architect practice, when working with them on the competition for a new
TV station in Strasbourg in France. Although the team did not win (but
actually received a second prize), the multi-cultural collaboration was
indeed happy and effective.

Oliver Kuhn further sees three aspects inherent in their work which benefits
their clients: firstly their conscious and constant pursuit of design excellence
in all aspects of a project; then secondly in their constant search to find in
every project and in its context a harmony between the many elements that
affect their architecture, and finally their great emphasis on good communi-
cation. The latter for them includes seeing their buildings as communicators,
especially in how these can communicate harmoniously with their surround-
ing urban or natural environs.

The firm certainly deserves greater exposure overseas. Their design work
needs to be better known to a wider global audience, their talents should be
given the opportunity to be applied to projects at an international horizon.

Ken Yeang(Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia)
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Today we live in an electronic age. The electronic age represented by the
World Wide Web stands for a fast and global communication. Gewers Kiihn
& Kiihn is a young and dynamic group of architects, who regard architec-
ture as an instrument for communication and conduct architecture in order
to realize this concept. They seem to establish a new architectural order in
Germany by moving freely in the electronic age like a whale swimming in
the wide sea and harmonizing the old with the new and nature with artifi-
ciality.

Germany was once a divided country. The basis for the German reunifica-
tion should be real communication between the people from both sides.
Compared with Germany, the situation of Korea is miserable in this aspect
because Korea has been suffering from an ideological conflict among the
interests of neighboring countries until now.

However, someday North and South Korea will be reunified. We want to
prepare ourselves for our future in a reunified Korea through Gewers Kiihn
& Kiihn pushing on establishing a new social order by means of architecture
in the unified Germany. That is the reason why we have selected Gewers
Kiihn& Kiihn for this edition and why and we deal with this group of archi-
tects.

We have prepared this interview in the above context. I have never person-
ally met the architects or seen the works of Gewers Kiihn & Kiihn on site so
that my questions are based on their book publications and texs. I therefore
ask Gewers Kiihn & Kiihn for their understanding should some of my ques-
tions be mistaking due to short knowledge.

['would like to ask the three principal architects of Georg Gewers, Swantje
Kiihn and Oliver to comment on the following questions:

PA: What has been your motive to enter architecture?

Gewers Kiihn & Kihn(G.K.K): “We all feel a creative drive in us. Most

likely, it was our desire to design to force the decision to study architecture.

Creativity implies the strong will to change things and studying architecture
seemed to provide the tools for the implementation of our intentions on a
large scale.

But also the fact that the three of us come from art oriented families with
sculptors, musicians and architects and also that we all had the chance to
live several years abroad had a great influence on us and made us curious as
for the many different forms of expression men have developed.

So in the end we started architecture to use our talents, our optimism and
our energy to do what we really wanted: to explore the nature of beautiful
things, to develop new and fascinating spaces and to enrich people's envi-
ronment inside and outside the buildings.”

PA: Which architect and what kind of architecture have exerted an influ-

ence on you? For what reason?

G.KK: “We are fascinated by the innovative and inspiring new concepts
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and solutions of inventor type architects whose biography reveals an evolu-
tionary process reflected in their various buildings. In particular, we think of
Frank Lloyd Wright and more recently of Renzo Piano. Both demonstrate in
their particular way architecture as a sequence of continuous case studies
and as fundamentally personal results of inspiration, curiosity and experi-
ment based on the unique constellations of site, environment and client.
‘Falling Waters”  could have only been designed for the unique situation in
Bear Run, Pennsylvania and then, ever so different, the Guggenheim
Museum for this particular situation in New York.

And there is most likely no other architect than Piano to design the magnifi-
cent and unique bamboo made Jean Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre in New
Caledonia and at the same time to come up with the New Master Plan for
Potsdamer Platz and also the design for a 5 star ocean liner.

Then, of course. the humanistic, community orientated and forward looking
architects like Richard Rogers or earlier Buckminster Fuller had a great
influence on us.

We share their optimistic vision for our cities and the evolution of an
enlightened citizenship and we do agree that the future is here and that it is
our job to transform its impact into architecture, project by project.

As for ecology. we regard Ken Yeang and his bio climatic skyscrapers a
breakthrough, who has firstly generated the vision of green buildings as an
entirely new and applicable, smart tech approach in ecological architecture.
The architecture of Jean Nouvel, however, seems to us one of the most pow-
erful statements in contemporary design and visual communication. We
enjoy the combination of hard edge technology with sensuality and highly
emotional contents in his work. The hidden erotic, for example, in his way
to marry the image of the historic Lyon opera building with the lascivious
image of female forms in black neoprene is unique.

There are still other examples and aspects we like, the juvenile joie de vivre
of the Dutch, the clear cut precision of British High Tech and the striking
clarity in the work of modern japanese architect.

But in general, we take architecture as a good example - no matter how old -
that is capable to respond to changing environmental and society needs and
an architecture that provides flexibility and searches for new forms to
express the power of change in our life.”

PA: You say you were the last generation at university not to use the com-
puter. How do you perceive the current electronic age and how do you man-
age it?

G.K.K: “Regarding computers. our office is state of the art and we employ
three network experts to advise us on new developments, train the architects
and take care of network and digital administration. In this respect, we feel
very advanced. Of course, it implies that our life goes faster and faster,

everything is getting more precise and more complex and the dependence

XERF-B-B 9



G.K.K: “XT B, RINNDABRZRANEE, BRI
A=TMBERAFTRRIOBARIMIRESE, JIFERAID,
LENEHNHMBER, AX—5E, RIIBBEREH. UR,
XREBEMNNEBUBURENR, FENRALSETRHE
SR, HEANEROURENT . RIVEBHRT —IOBW0
BMEVER: RABERR BNERET e WTRSHAG
ITREFBRNINZ 88 S5

GRMNFANMNE D, REROISHEORZAS%=
RBERTKE. BNEATEEHERTEASOBUR, Ff
BXH RN T BN, @B,

BNBRHBFIVROAKIRE TRAGIE D, UFIRN
MREBALENKIESZROVKTE SHTER, KIS —1
ABF. SX, BIEBHZHRTBENLRT SEERAY
CEANRMIENSHOSHAISHE,

BRI MRAATEI-RRPE— MR, RIS
REHED, RIENTHNMBERNER, BITSENHMN
BRI MBI TESTTH.

AT BN AROEAZ T, RIVEMNRRYNBRE
HESTUDIER, BINTRANNED, UTRTS
ITEVRIESESH, MAERES AN,

BR., TREDAZNEMA, BISSHACEWLE
B, XRFE, RNNDARWRESNRNBRAVONSEA
MBPCRRRE, BIESCEDBRITDHMESSEILEIREA,
BHANERNEH, ETEERRERTRE FRNRER
RAESELHI,”

PAERZRND, MIRONREANRESH A

G.K.K: "BNIIREFRAUD M RBHENSRIEHR,
RERNOEBENTN BN EETESRITNATETEINTA
ERAEHS. RIVEBE0K, BBE0ENNSENRRATT
ENLRER. RNXBRMFNDARRHI RN IR 8
IEERRRHOTM. MAXENAMR, BITBEAREE
SN TEZMRRITRA, EMRANTGHNS, TiBst
TNEBER. STRMNNIE, BNBLAIDERIVERE
SACPOTFEUL OFNER, MRS RIESE
FEBIL A,

10 R TR IG 1 A YF

from experts has increased. We have developed a clear and strategic under-
standing of how the technology works and how the potential can be made to
use to mutually benefit the office, the design quality and our clients.

In our recent projects, the Marstallplatz Project in Munich and the banking
tower building in Frankfurt, we handle the immense data flow entirely
paperless. All documents and drawings are generated, exchanged and filed
via Internet.

We feel,that the electronic age offers a vast potential to mankind. Never
before had we such opportunities to communicate on a global level, access
given to everyone. Today we can share experiences worldwide and cooper-
ate between the different cultures with initiative people driven by their
knowledge and creativity.

Companies of our size have an advantage in this development. Other than
heavy steamboat structures we can react faster to a changing environment,
build up dynamic networks and join forces via the net.

Aided by computer technology we can predict the energy consumption of
buildings and alter the design as to save energy, we can optimise the use of
material, design new and lean structures with infinite clements and shorten
the construction time tremendously.

However, unlike everybody else in the office, we ourselves do still not draw
on the computers,

It is curious, the more our office gears up in high tech networking for the
implementation of our buildings, the more we ourselves can enjoy basic
techniques in the initial design, the more we feel free to sketch, to build
foam models and to think about the right diagrams and the best
proportions.”

PA: What is your basic concern in architecture?

G.K.K: “We seek for high-end architecture based on profound analysis and
experimental research thus marrying both the clear and measurable func-
tional needs of a building with the non-measurable part of our intrinsic
vision and artistic intuition. We believe in light, transparent and organic
structures lean buildings rather than heavy monuments. We want to find
new forms of expression and seek to make relevant contributions to the
global cultural debate. From a humanistic point of view, we want to provide
people with a better place to live and to work and design buildings, which
they can relate, to personally like to good friends. With our work, we hope
to make people share our optimistic perception of an enlightened society in
change, in which vision and evolution have equal priority to memory and
permanence.

Architecture is our form of expression. It is the discipline in which we seek
to continuously improve our skills. It is our way to get in touch with our

inner being.

Tn each project, you start at the same point. Soon after, you feel first to reach
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your best and then want to go beyond. For a moment you start to experience
a certain feeling of superiority to the architect you used to be.

When the project is done. however. it is like in the beginning: you are eager
to grab the next challenge and start again.”

PA: All of you have experienced several years working in leading architec-
tural offices in the United Kingdom. Did this experience have an influence
on you?

G.K.K: “Our time in London in the offices of Richard Rogers and Norman
Foster had an enormous and positive effect on us for a number of reasons.
London at that time was the centre of advanced contemporary architecture
and we had the chance to learn from the best and to prove our talents in
many different projects and various countries.

We enjoyed the dense working atmosphere in our teams of international col-
leagues, the long hours. the unknown size of the projects and the great
responsibility we were given.

We were trained in a more modern way to develop architecture, a less dog-
matic and more scientific approach to the solutions of complex problems.
We were introduced to working in an  “Integrated Design Team” of
experts including structural. mechanical, and environmental engineers right
from the beginning of a project such to find the best solutions possible for
the individual problems and then control and execute the project with great
precision in every detail. When we had finished our projects and had
returned to Germany, we felt sort of graduated and promoted. We were
resistant against the prevailing dogmatic architectural formalism and felt
free to setting up on our own and to find our personal expression in our

work.”

PA: The architectural action is to give a new definition in a given environ-
ment.

How much do you consider the existing environmental code such as cli-
mate. nature and surrounding context in your planning?

G.KK: “We would Iike to discuss this aspect on two levels of concern, the
environmental level and the contextual level:

On the measurable level of technical issues, we try to respond to the envi-
ronment in general by architecture, which is in harmony with the elements.
In this context. we like the image of a surfer who unlike an ocean liner sails
on the waves with a minimum of force and energy consumption and a maxi-
mum of elegance and skill.

We promote a green and transparent architecture using reduced and recy-
clable materials such as glass, steel and wood and allow for good natural
lighting conditions and wherever possible natural ventilation in buildings.
For each project we develop state of the art low €nergy Concepts, we try (o
integrate the use of solar energy and to recoup waste heat as to minimize the

use of fossil energy and to reduce CO, emission. In this sense, we would
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suggest that the natural elements are indeed also natural elements of design.
A house in the heat of Spain would certainly demand for a different
approach in plan, section and fagade than a building in Norway.

The other level, however, the level of context is far more complex as it goes
beyond the technical aspects and deals with the metaphysical questions of
authenticity in architecture.

Every project springs out its individual context and as part of this context
we acknowledge the role of tradition and heritage. Whenever it makes sense
we try to keep and to integrate existing documents of history in our build-
ings, provided they prove high quality and have something to tell to the next
generations. At the same time, we feel that no society can rest on its her-
itage. Present needs must be answered with contemporary means. We
believe that the traditional context must mainly be answered in form of
translations and transformations, in the grain of the building and in its tradi-
tional relation to the public realm.”

PA: One says architecture is a way to establish a container for life.
However, your works seem to regard architecture also as an instrument for
communication. Are there any special reasons for that?

G.KK: “Yes indeed. We feel life is all about communication. People feel
home where their hearts are and where they can relate to emotionally. To
communicate their emotions mankind has developed many different forms
of expression in architecture. The building itself can communicate its rela-
tionship to its environment and context. The height of a building has most
likely also emotional sources and is often to reflect the pride or a certain
feeling of power. Then buildings can communicate via the skin. Already the
earliest cultures made magnificent wall paintings telling the next generation
of tales and mysteries.

And there are also more subtle forms of communication.

A good example is our design for the Sophie Gips Courts, a former factory
in Berlin, which we redeveloped and extended for a private collection of
contemporary art.

Our design is a cautious composition of communication where old and new
enter a dialogue. The existing parts are only repaired and remain carved
with hundreds of scars and hints of history telling the people of the different
historical periods, events and uses.

Our new interventions, however, are implemented with great accuracy and
latest technology and make a clear statement of today.

In an other context a Swiss collegue has designed a modern home for elder
farmers who had been used to their lonely life up in the mountains. He con-
structed the floors according to the old principle so that the sound when they
walk around in their traditional wooden shoes reminds the old farmers of

their wooden huts up in the mountains and makes them once again feel at
home in their new environment.
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This is the sort of communication we mean.

It is only lately that communication in architecture has been dominated by
the rather vain means of commercial advertising. Instead, we want to allow
architecture to communicate also on the artistic and sensual level. It is our
intention to design buildings and spaces which can provide a sense of home
and security not only by walls but also by content and allowing people to
get in touch with their memories, their present feelings and their hope for
the future.”

PA: If one hears the word of Pompidou Centre, it reminds of France and the
architect who designed this work. A good architecture gives a strong
impression to the clients or users. This impression makes architecture to
play a role of instrument for communication in a society. What do you think
how much you give impression and influence on the clients and users as an
architect?

G.K.K: “The impression you get from a person is something very personal
and therefore subject to an individual perception.

As for the personal impression, I think most people like to work with us
because we can listen, are open-minded and work with great professional
effort. We are happy that over the years, some of our clients became friends
and there is little more enjoyable for an architect than to design good build-
ings with good clients in an atmosphere of familiarity.

The influence through design and building on clients and users is, of course,
far more complex and lasts for generations.

You mentioned the Centre Pompidou. This building indeed influences client
and users as it provides flexible uses and the activities themselves dictate
the form.

Even today, thirty years after turnkey, the building still attracts more people
than the Louvre and Tour d” Eifel together because it is always capable to
respond to the various people’ s needs. It will stay up to date and in peo-
ple's mind as their own building where different ages, interests and cultures
can come together.

Influence in this positive sense we feel is the greatest success in architecture
when clients and users identify and feel reflected in our work in the same
way we do. To achieve this goal, however, demands to go beyond standards
and to understand the users better in their needs. In every project, we do our
best to come to this point,

In our Leipzig project for VNG AG for example the employees of the cor-
poration used to be spread out over eighty different small buildings. Of
course, they could not all share the feeling of belonging together. Our
response was to design a building with one large common space as a light
flooded market place for the corporation, the employees and their cus-

tomers. Here people can meet and talk, discuss business matters or just
drink a coffee.
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Vertical transportation between the levels in the atrium is via escalators.
People have eye contact with their colleagues in the adjacent glazed offices,
can see and are seen.

Through the design of the building, the employees today have a strong sense
of togetherness and take the building as a symbol for their company.

We experience the same effect for example in our DaimlerChrysler
Acrospace building. These things really move us.”

PA: Do you have your own unique architectural style?

G.KK: “We have a very clear understanding of what we want and what
we stand for.

We understand oursclves as active parts in an evolutionary, dynamic and
extremely diversified pluralistic society and maybe our understanding of
style is therefore slightly different and more facetted than others.

Style to us is a fundamentally philosophical attitude and not a superfiuous
empty phrase by which content and form could be divided.

We believe that the interpretation of style as a self limitation as for the kind
of projects you do or don’ t do, or as for formal geometrical aspects and
even worse as for the exclusive use of certain traditional materials and
details will always hinder the evolution of architecture inhibiting new ideas
and does prove unable to give acceptable answers to the questions of today
and tomorrow.

We stand for a style which is not frozen and in which the right approach,
new and individual concepts and exquisite detailing and implementation are
pursued with maximum effort, a style where in particular the human aspect
is largely staged.

In the last ten years, we have designed i.e. high-end office towers and kinder
gardens, industrial recycling plants and the new Bavarian State Opera.
Would these projects not deserve individual answers as for the approach and
for the detail? Yet, we feel that despite these different briefs we have
already achieved an underlying continuity in our work.

We have purposely included the chapter “Research and Experiment” into
this book as part of our style. It is to show that we feel free of preconcep-
tions and far too curious and future oriented not to take every new project as
a unique opportunity to make things better each time again.

Our design principals generate the underlying generic information as the
ethics of our style and make our buildings related to individual actors in a
larger family of buildings.

Then our design language makes our buildings similar in the approach to the
aesthetics and details.

We feel the future of style is wide, not long.”

PA: You wrote that you keep up the conversation to decide the best design
before you choose the final design. Does it mean that you focus much on

standardizing technique through a cooperative work for the improved prob-
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lem-solving capacity than on expressing the peculiarity of creation?

G.K.K: “No. just the opposite. When it comes to large size projects the tra-
ditional image of an architect, as the old “Maitre” is outdated.

We see architecture as a cosmopolitan science concerned with increasingly
complex questions. Complex and sophisticated solutions can only be devel-
oped by the generalist. This is our role as architects, we are creative and
have visions.

However, since nobody is equally talented in every discipline, you need
partners with entirely different competences in order to achieve the best
results possible. Amongst us partners, we simply enjoy working together.
We recognize our similarities and accept our individual differences, which
allow us to enter this intellectual ping-pong game at the beginning of a
scheme when we define the nature of a project.

To then make all consultants, all various decision makers from clients to
authorities follow us and work into one direction the architect need to be an
excellent communicator.”

PA: Regarding the above question have you ever thought that it could dis-
turb establishing identity as an architect for the long run, even though it
would be helpful to solve problems for the present?

G.KK: “No, we dont. Communication is a vital element in our work but it
can never become an end in itself. We simply need good communication as
atool to achieve our own goals in architecture.

In fact, good communication is the exact opposite of compromise. It enables
us first to find our own view and then to make it crystal clear to all others. It
allows us to orchestrate the design team and to keep our identity throughout
the whole planning process. Communication is purely the transmission belt
turning our visions into reality.”

PA: How did the German architectural environment change after the unifi-
cation in your opinion?

G.KK: “When the Berlin wall fell East Germany was derelict and in com-
plete disarray. Basically, the whole economy and infrastructure had to be
modernized and where infrastructure did not exist, it had to be provided.
Everything, including roads, cable network. sewer systems, train stations,
airports, and morcover the large warehouses, offices and innumerable resi-
dential buildings are now to a great extent brand-new.

And equally important, reunification had been the window of opportunities
to get major strategic improvements in the existing infrastructure agreed.
We will soon be able to travel by train from Copenhagen, Denmark to
Ankara, Turkey and from Madrid, Spain to Moscow, Russia. The crossing
point being the centre of Berlin in a huge new underground train station will
make Berlin the centre and focus of the vision of a larger Europe growing
together.

Due to the blatant demand and due to the fascinating opportunities through
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