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Ben uan Berkel
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in 1987
ACOM office buildings

an Berkel Y " studied architecture at the Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam and the Architectural Association in London, receiving the AA Diploma with Honours

et up his architectural practice in Amsterdam with Caroline Bos. The Van Berkel & Bos Architectural Office has realized projects as the Karbouw ar

REMU electricity station, some housing projects, the Aedes East gallery for Kristin Feireiss in Berlin. Recently has been realized the renovation and extensior the Rijksmuseum Twe
De Kolk’ project in Amsterdam, including offices, a shopping mall and an hotel. Current projects include a new museum for the city

the Dutch entry for the Triennale di Milano, 1996

of Nijmegen, various h
J

Enschede, the Netherlands , the

nd the Erasmus bridge in Rotterdam tobe completed September 19% 31 3 bridge in Purmerend. He designed the pavilion of

proje
Recently he won the competition for the headquarter of the police in Berlin Kopenick
n addition to building, Ben van Berkel has many activities in the theoretical field. In 1994 he was visiting professor at Columbia University, New York, and visiting critic at Harvard. In 1994-95 he
I 3 Unit Master at the Ar tural Association, London. In 1996 he was Unit Master at the Berlage Institute, Amsterdam
F-ERRR (BRI, D7 ] 4T A T R4S B R 1E B, u&f”“’iﬂ‘JL?ﬁ FRVRBFRIT, F 1987 ERUREMBERERF + 34 F, th5FTH
i IDRAGIE S, SEER R RAESFAEMRT ZMRIUHE, SFEFREFAACOMAAHE REMUT B — S TTE . ST S B S %

B /R4 WA, I

TSRS AT R EN R B TS R B IR, SFENAHET. —A MY 550 — B R E A9 6T 4 742
BYIE. SHEEWE. CTRFANFITES GHRIT 196 F9IART), NRETRRBROEOF S, by 1996 £k 2% £
fmS TR THER ¥R S B IR A MRt EE.

METRKBEFRED. 1994 F, ANAAFRUETASRELIE, BHASEETLR, 19

HERRIE.
BN FEEBRS
% Edm ‘Y

©

4—1995 FAEMR BRI

15 R RAIRIT Z R iF

5 7} DUIR KL %




Diagrams and Force-fields / Bart Lootsma BEf@fM A5/ B4 - A XD

Public i H
Pavilion for the Triennale of Milano BHIE: X=ZZA=ZFEESENH R
Intramural Centre for the Mentally Challenged, SWOZ || SWOZ Il $§# R E F/0»
Yokohama International Port Terminal #R E R # 04 S
Rijksmuseum Twente, Conversion and Extension 445 s 8B @ TR

Office HREH
Congress Hall and Office Building in Dusseldorf #t2/R% kil & AT ARE

Director's room Dutch Institute of ArchitectureMN EFZBHFESKNAE
ACOM ACOM, Amersfoort ACOM #p/A#%, & HTIEH

Company Center, Nijkerk AS]diyK#, RERRE

Karbouw Office and Works -k /RIEMAEF LS

REMU Electrical Substaion REMU 23 34

Residential {+=
Mobius House, Het Gooi Lt SHFE, BIFER
Villa Wilbrink, Amersfoort g /REHME RIS, FEIZETIRIS

Bridge #i:@
Bascule Bridge and Bridgemasters House, Purmerend F&#ifipfig DT, R /RE(®E

Erasmus Bridge, Rotterdam {Ru#7iE4F, B4

Urban Study 3HRKIHR
The Rubber Mat 1 #E 1
Saksen Weimar Barracks §&5 # 3R EMH TR
Zeeburger Island F{A1ES
Das Schloss, Berlin ;A#iHEE4TIRE ., Ak




Diagrams and Force-fields - The Architecture of Ben uan Berkel

BB N5—a - SERAR/RBFIZITXE

Bart Lootsma
B4 - ARG

Ben van Berkel's work is exceptionally versatile, ranging from designs for furniture, Interiors and buildings to
city development plans and major infrastructure projects. Furthermore he produces a quantity of noncom-
missioned work in the form of drawings and, together with his partner, the art historian Caroline Bos, he
writes essays of architecture criticism and theory for various papers and magazines, a number of which have
been collected in the volume [Delinquent Visionaries]'. In their book [Maobile Forces]? Van Berkel & Bos place
their offices designs in a theoretical context. All these activities combined go to make up a process of contin-
uous research, a ‘recherche patiente’ in the style of Le Corbusier by which on each occasion different means
and an increasingly precise terminology are empioyed in an effort to approach architecture. Ben van
Berkel's buildings are undoubtedly very striking with their elegant formal idiom, their surprising spatiality and
sensual use of materials ; in order genuinely to understand them however it is important to realize that they
are only moments within a much wider totality that is in constant movement. It is not so much a question of
his buildings as objects ; rather Van Berkel’s plans originate in a new way of conceiving of the city and an
accordingly altered theory of the architect's role in the building process.

In a lecture at the AnyBody congress in Buenos Aires this year Van Berkel said that as early as in projects
such as the office building for Karbouw in Amersfoort and the Co Centre in Nijkerk the idea was already
inherent that they are in fact replaceable. "As architectural bodies these projects are intermediate rather than
objective. The actual body, the envelope form that finally solidified, hardly matters.”® And in an article in
[A+U] Van Berkel compares the design process with the way that waves leave traces of silt and foam
behind on the beach while at the same time being themselves influenced by the obstacles they encounter

on the beach.* His own characterization of his work testifies to an attitude that is both modest and ambi-

X - SEARRSEARTTRETSZ, MRRRIT. ERSBHRIT, FHTRBANRARE
MIRMETE . B, fECIET —HEERERNTENTE, FSEHNEUAZREXZERTH - 4
IR AW SRS EATRNBRTEOE, HP—BHRRE (ERROOBY —Bh, & Gk
Y B, BEEFHNERARECNAREARET BNXTALAGMORITES, FEXEERD
M T — M EETHNARIE, IRFAY  HHRBREN—F “BENEZFE", NESIRBHE
ATEMRATEZNAMBEROBLRRNRRAZR, EXHE, & - SARRORAER UKD
BE, FlHORNSTERT, MREMBEALNBEATEMSIAEE. RUNEREREZESER
MEARBUTNULEREGFERSNEEZPN—LAN, FAFERREEIEFEE, BHRIHE
SRETHETHFHE, MREBHIRPSIENBRATACHTHED.

F - ERRRETERFI LM SN RSN EHE, SERITTERERNFRENAEUE
NFARTREQLTROAEN, RERTX—NE: BRETUBMRMN. “EIBARGE, XET
BRATROMR, MERENENFE. IMFENDE, IPBLRENIELTLRE," BHER
E (ATUY XBXCERITT LTy RUITEEBBRFLUER, 0% B THRIE®MNRE, AR X 2T




tious. Modest because it no longer attributes any eternal value to a building, and ambitious because behind
this attitude lies a secrete desire to succeed in understanding a larger whole or at any rate to grasp it to
some degree. Rem Koolhaas once used a comparable image of the architect as a surf rider, in uncertain bal-
ance on the waves that he has become familiar with due to the specific shape of the coast locally, the tides,
the wind, the currents and undercurrents.® These new images to denote the role of the architect are some-
thing more than just images that herald a new poetry or a new aesthetics such as architects are in search of
- though Van Berkel does reter to Virginia Woolf's novel ‘The Waves' and to the methods of composition of
the French composer Pierre Boulez.® If there is any question of a new poetry, it is the product of changes in
the character of the city, in the way that architecture comes about and the role of the architect. It is also just
as much a result of the changing way in which we look at the world where the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze
for instance and changing notions in the physical sciences play an important role at present. Delueze for
instance proposes that we should not think of history any longer as something with a beginning and an end,
but at most as ‘in-between’. This means that we can no longer think in terms of actions that signal a begin-
ning, as though lifting a lever, and which have an inevitable conclusion.” To remain upright then it is impor-
tant to let yourself partially to be caught up in a movement and to operate from out of it like a surf rider, a
glider pilot or a dancer.

Although Europe probably lags behind Asia and America in this respect the realization that we have to adjust
our definition of what a city is is probably the most crucial change in our thinking about architecture in recent
vears. It has above all to do with the enormous increase in the sheer size of the city and in its dynamic and

unrelenting growth. The city no longer has any beginning or end; it spreads insidiously like a natural phenom-
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enon. The most eloquent description of the new image of the city is undoubtedly that of Rem Koolhaas in his
essay 'Generic City’ : “The Generic City is the city liberated from the captivity of center, from the straightjacket of
identity. The Generic city breaks with this destructive cycle of dependency: it is nothing but a reflection of present
need and present ability. It is the city without history. It is big enough for everybody. It is easy. It does not need
Maintenance. If it gets too small it just expands. If it gets old it just selfdestructs and renews."”® In this stage of its
development the city has become a landscape, one of the many sorts of landscapes that cover the earth like a skin.
It comes as no surprise then that Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos chose Tsunehisha's image of Manhattan being
flooded by Niagara Falls for the cover of their book. [Delinquent Visionaries].® In describing the city of Houston Lars
Lerup uses the word 'dross’ which he defines as the waste product or impurities formed on the surface of molten
metal during smelting. The word however is aiso used in the meaning of worthless stuff as opposed to valuables
or value, dregs. Itis a brilliant new metaphor for the city as we see it developing worldwide : the idea of life as a
bubbling hot metal with a skin which it breaks through at times. Below there is the original landscape, and above,
the new landscape of the media, which we might regard as the steam and vapour rising from the molten mass.
Needless to say, the lion's share of the built environment is dross, with a few exceptions where the hot metal
breaks through. Lerup coins the word 'stims’ for these moments; it suggests stimulation but also the German
words Stimme¥o and Stimmung@™mesehes \an Berkel's designs for the Yokohama International Port Terminal and
the Triennale pavilion can be thought of then as 'stims’ : they are ephemeral, seemingly liquid or gaseous struc-
tures in which architecture fuses with media projections in such a way that appearance and reality seem to merge.
Van Berkel's more recent urbanistic designs on the other hand still look like a stratified piece of the earth's

crust. The design of 1995 for Rotterdam 2015 does not make any statements about architecture, but allows
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the city to change and grow like a flexible rubber mat with the aid of a calculation based on statistical prognoses;
in the design for the Saksen Weimar terrain in Arnhem a landscape is formed where, on a site with a slight
gradient, high-density low-rise development and private gardens are in a relation of equality with each other.
In this new situation the architect is no longer the one who decide, controls and attends to everything. He has to
deal with numerous other parties, from the client to the urban designer, from users and residents to the municipal
government and he has to comply with numerous laws and regulations. This is also why Ben van Berkel states
that "the field of architectural space is too vast for one architect to comprehensively formulate in a new terminology.
I would go further and claim that it is now in any case impossible to undertake an architectural project in isolation.
Even within the limitations of just one project the architect can no longer practise architecture on his own.
Architecture is changing in a direction where it involves other disciplines in an intensive way. These disciplines,
whether they be structural engineering, acoustics, or project management, are not hired in as consultants within
a hierarchical structure with the architect at the top.(...) Often it is a primary activity to talk with structural engineers,
with other experts. No longer do architects try to dream up the best possibie solution alone in the studio, only to
have it stripped later on in the process, as more and more essential information trickles down. The information
has to be instrumental much earlier on in the process.”"

Van Berkel then is just as likely to develop a plan on the basis of a detail, a structural principle or an abstract idea
as on the traditional analysis of programme and site A good example is the REMU transformer substation in
Amersfoort where the whole idea of the project is summed up in a detail of the shell of the building; it is a cross
formed of hardwood slats between metal sections that support the aluminium-coloured facing panels.

Starting with this detail, that is the perfect image for electricity and insulation, the rest of the building was
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designed as a combination of two apparently solid objects that relate to each other in a way that suggests
tension and force.

But no matter where Van Berkel may choose to start out from, he is above all an architect, whose aim is to create
a fusion of the various aspects of a commission, from the site to the choice of materials, from the commission
through to the construction, meaning and symbolism. Van Berkel's designs are a unique mixture of conceptualisation
and expression, of rational considerations and intuitive decisions. He once described this approach in an article
about sculpture understood in the context of ambidexterity. Ambidexterity literally means the simultaneous right
and lefthandedness of the body, which arises from an organic collaboration of the left and right brain hemispheres,
without the domination of either. The ambidextrous artist or designer, according to Van Berkel, shifts ‘the empha-
sis from observation to thought, from metaphor to imagination and from form to structure, with the effortiess-
ness of someone who changes his pen from his right hand to his left, and, writing equally well with both hands,
establishes a new focus for the resulting text’."2 For Van Berkel, however, ambidexterity also has to do with the
organic unity of design and realisation.

The way in which Van Berkel draws together the various aspects of a design has certainly changed over the course
of time, but one can always identify a moment in the design process when the synthesis of the project is expressed
in concise fashion in a diagram. Initially Ben van Berkel's designs were strongly influenced by his own signature.
The sketches for his first projects show a striking affinity then with his free work from the same period consisting
of series of drawings - most of them small - in which he sublimated experiences, memories and ideas in a highly
personal manner. They looked like a kind of short story or, even more, like visual poems with often recognizable

images or fragments of images being brought into relationship with each other by means of abstract forms in a
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hitherto unprecedented fashion.

In the course of time, with the growth of his office and the increasing complexity of his commissions, Van
Berkel has succeeded in producing designs that are less and less personal.

Computers play an important role in this process. Van Berkel carried out his first expeniments with computers in developing
his design for the Erasmus Bridge in Rotterdam, the first sketches of which were stil done by hand. Computers make it
possible to communicate with all the parties involved from structural engineers to the site foremen on a basis of sharing the
same information, so that the complexity of the project does not get out of hand.

The bridge is the first link between the two halves of the centre of Rotterdam and it is also the first bridge that
ships coming from the sea have to go under. It is a new symbol for Rotterdam and is visible throughout the city
with its height of 139 metres ; itis also a sculpture that takes on a totally different character when seen from
many different angles ; it also functions as part of the public space of the city, giving both drivers and pedestri-
ans an extraordinary experience. Its unusual asymmetrical shape is psrtly due to the need to upgrade the
southern part of the city that has always had less standing than the city centre on the north bank and in part to
the need to display the force-field of the construction in which tension and balance are combined.

The design for the Co Centre in Nijkerk was the first projects in which computers were used right from the start.
The computer was fed a mass of information about the site - in the bend of a motorway embankment - and the
programme ; the two were then integrated. The digitalized information was then immediately made available for
the development of the project in terms of construction and materials. In fact the computer took over the integrat-
ing function that Ben van Berkel had previously carried out himself with his intuitive drawings.

That does not mean however that Van Berkel has reduced the work of designing to a purely mechanical,
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abstract activity.

The diagram may emerge straightway from the data fed into the computer, but it can also happen that some-
where in the course of the process of collecting the data a diagram emerges or is deliberately introduced that
does not perhaps literally correspond to the plan, but that forms an important reference point for it. Van Berkel
& Bos ascribe a wider significance to such diagrams of which they have used a whole collection to illustrate
their book [Mobile Forces] which is based on Gilles Deleuze's interpretation of the work of Michel Foucault. In
it Deleuze conceives of the diagram as a characteristic, schematic ground plan that coincides with a specific
social force field. One such diagram is the panopticon mode! for a prison that is not only used to achieve an
immediate effect - that of making it possible to observe prisoners without being seen oneself - but which also
has the aim of imposing a form of conduct on a particular human multiplicity. “The diagram is no longer an
auditory or visual archive but a map, a cartography that is coextensive with the whole social field. It is an
abstract machine.

It is defined by its informal functions and matter and in terms of form makes no distinction between content
and expression, a discursive formation and a non-discursive formation. It is a machine that is almost blind and
mute, even though it makes others see and speak. If there are many diagrammatic functions and other matters,
it is because every diagram is a spatio-temporal multiplicity. But it is also because there are as many diagrams
as there are social fields in history.” "

The reference diagram for the design of the Villa Wilbrink in Amersfoort was that of a German bunker. The

reason becomes clear if we take a good look at the site : it is a brand new residential neighbourhood in which
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everybody has been able to realize his uitimate individual dream. In this chaotic context where bad taste and
outward pomp prevail Van Berkel chose to build the house partially underground, with the roof functioning as
a fifth, sloping facade. This gives the occupants a high degree of privacy while at the same time they can enjoy
the fresh air and sunshine in a enclosed patio. The roof of the house and the small garden at the back are
covered with shingle such as that which is used on railway embankments, because the client, who is a TV
producer hates gardening. A large number of different features converge in this house that together form the
basic premises of present-day architecture : the non-place, the architecture and urban design becoming a form
of landscape, so that the house is no more than a base that is connected with the rest of the world by an

infrastructure of highways and media.

Ben van Berkel, Caroline Bos, Delinquent Visionaries, Rotterdam, 1993
Kristin Feireissed., Ben van Berkel, Moblie Forces, Berlin, 1994
Ben van Berkel, Lecture AnyBody Congress, Buenos Aires, 4 June 1996
Ben van Berkel, Caroline Bos, Fluid Mass, A+U 95:05
Rem Koolhaas, SMLXL, Rotterdam, 1995
See Notes 3 and 4
Gilles Deleuze, Pour Parler, Paris, 1990
See Note 5
See Note 1
. Lars Lerup, Stim & Dross, Rethinking the Metropolis, Assemblage 25,1995
See Note 3
- Ben van Berkel, Caroline Bos, Ambidextrous Steel Scuiptures, Forum 32-04, 1998
. Gilles Deleuze, Foucault, London, 1988
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Why a Virtual Pavilion?

The architecture of the pavilion is the culmination of a series of projects
developed by our office in w hich computer techniques were of
increasing importance in the design process. The computer entails a new
approach to architecture as it negates the prioritization of the object ;
aspects of the tactile programme and aspects of the surroundings are
thrown in unequivocally. In this sense the computer is indifferent to

what it is fed : all information is equal. As a result internal influences and

. . . 199 ' o _
Pauilion for the Triennale of filano b external forces become the unprejudiced instruments towards the
s Mg AL e g — = o . i . X .
Em : _Z*_ﬁﬁ%}ﬁﬁfuu materialization of the project. One of the notable features of a design

process steered by CAD is that information changes the output, which
changes the input, and so on ; the crux of this type of transvaluation is
that everything becomes unfixed, floating or liquid. To us this ‘wave-like'
process contains the real interest of computational techniques, as is

exemplified in the Pavillion.

What Is the Structure of the Pavilion?

Structuring with the computer sheds a new light on the identity ot
structure itself. Recently a new view of structures has emerged as process
fields of materialisations, based on spatial shifting devices, rather than
representing any homogeneous, linear system. Structures are losing their
specific, separate properties and are defined more by how they relate to
the organization of the whole and how you relate to them ; you zoom in
to solids, you fluctuate along evanescent distances, space opens up
around you ; any variety of mutations is possible, all unquantifiable

orderless, dimensionless, happening as in a fluidum. This is the type ot
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structure that shapes the pavillion. The confined room of the exhibvition

space, measuring nine by nine metres, is expanded with the aid of the

amorphous, shell-like structure which represents many different

qualities. The structure is the carrier of the exhibition ; it incorporates a
digital and a virtual space ; it reflects projections and it organizes the

space.

Architect : Ben van Berkel
Project Coordination : Caspar Smeets

Design Team : Rob Hootsmans, Caroline Bos, Remco Bruggink, Freek Loos, Ger Gijzen




