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Michel de Klerk

Eigen Haard Housing, Amsterdam. 1913-1919
Apartment Blocks, Henriette Ronnerplein
Amsterdam. 1920-1921

Edited and Photographed by Yukio Futagawa
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Two Housings by Michel de Klerk, by Wilhelm Holzbauer
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The built oeuvre of Michel de Klerk extends over a period
of little more than ten years. In many ways it is in his
works, the so called “Amsterdam School” of architecture
comes to its fullest bloom. Undoubtly this fact was
recognised by the fellow architects of that controversial
and much misunderstood movement. At the time of his
tragically early death at the age of 39 in 1923 de Klerk had
acquired a unique stature within a group of architects
whose endeavors were guided by a highly moralistic and
socially aware consciousness. Convinced of the validity of
the architectural and social principles the group rep-
resented, its outlook on the future was however not
without tragic undertones. When “Wendingen”, the beau-
tifully edited dutch magazine, published de Klerk’s projects
and executed works in two numbers in 1924 J.F. Staal
writes in his eulogy: “De Klerk was not modern. Society
cannot relate the gratification it owes his buildings to its
social-propagandistic tendencies.”

“The beauty of his monumental works has reached a level
which cannot be met by the organised good-doers of
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hygienists and moralists, the normalizers of human hap-
piness.”

“What we see, is that the architecture of de Klerk has no
followers.”

At the time these words were written, the archi-
tectural world in Holland was firmly divided into two
camps: the romantic versus the rational, the pittoresque
versus the machine-made, the individualistic against the
corporate image. The architects representing the ‘“Amster-
dam School” in their highly idealised ‘“monumental
desire” saw in their works the last victorious battle of
architecture as art over a mechanised and technoid way of
building:

The words of J. F. Staal proved to be prophetic. The
modern movement, that architecture later to be named
“International Style” found its realization.in some of the
finest buildings of that era in Holland: the housing
schemes of J. P. Oud, the works of Duicker and Bijvoet,
the van Nelle Buildings by Brinkman & van der Vlught
etc. The work of Michel de Klerk was at once the
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apotheosis and the swan-song o1 a development that drew
its inspiration in the rich architectural heritage of the city
which inherited practically all his executed projects. His
buildings are in fact part of the urban structure envisioned
by Henri Berlage in his development plans for Amsterdam
and yet through their incredible visual richness project a
quality going far beyond the type of buildings they
actually are: workers flats.

De Klerks seemingly opulent taste in applying a
magnitude of materials, forms and sculptural elements in
buildings meant to fulfill the physical needs of the working
class naturally found stiff opposition in the city council:
How, in these hard times (1917) can you spend so much
money on unnecessary things as specially made bricks,
tiles and outrageous types of windows? De Klerk found his
voice in the powerful alderman. Wibaut, the politician
responsible for public works: It is the working man who
has the spiritual need for beauty in this dwelling, more
than any other, to counterbalance the toil of his labour. It
is he who has to find his identification in the buildings he
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lives in, to give him pride and satisfaction.

Of course this argument precedes and is strikingly
similar to the argument used by the Viennese socialist city
government in justifying the Versailles of the working
man, Karl Ehn’s “Karl Marx Hof”’. And indeed, the
comparison between Amsterdam and Vienna does not stop
here. Nowhere in Europe, between the two world wars,
was there a building programme for public housing,
carried by city governments, that was comparable in
its ethical, morally and socially conscious aspirations. It
was in these two cities that the theme of the urban block
was the basic element of the vast plans such as Otto
Wagners proposal for a new city district in Vienna or
Berlage’s plan for ‘“Amsterdam Zuid”.

It certainly is no coincidence that almost all the
architects of the Viennese ‘“superblocks” were pupils of
Otto Wagner. In the same way, the urbanistic principles of
Berlage have been accepted by the architects of the
“Amsterdam School” and Michel de Klerk was no excep-
tion. The urban block, for the last time for a long period



Michel de Klerk: Flats, Amstellaan, Amsterdam South, 1920-22
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to come, defined the urban fabric, with its streets and
courtyards, its clearly accentuated ‘“‘urbanity” in visual
expression. A few years later the linear principle of the
“Zeilenbau”, the singular building detached from the
urban context, the complete destruction of the street as
an urban space in the traditional sense had been universally
accepted.

EIGEN HARRD HOUSING

The buildings of Michel de Klerk in the so called
“Spaarndammerbuurt” in the northwestern part of
Amsterdam consists of three different blocks designed
respectively in 1913, 1914 and 1917. The earlier buildings
enclose on two opposite sides a public square, the
Spaarndammerplantsoen, reaching just around the corners
to complete an otherwise existing urban block.

It is in these two objects that the main characteristics
of the formal language of de Klerk’s architecture begin to
appear: the facades as a rhythmizised and modulated wall,
the sculptural quality of the key elements of multistory
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housing such as entrance, staircase, balconies, bay-windows
etc., acting as derivators for a rich vocabulary of sculptural
forms. The other trademark of de Klerk’s buildings — and,
indeed — of all the buildings of the “Amsterdam School”
— red brickwork used in all imaginable forms and patterns
together with wooden windows painted glossy white is
already evident in these buildings.

It is however the third object, designed in 1917 which
calls for our particular attention. The nearly triangular
block is designed almost in its entity by de Klerk (a school
not by him occupies about a third of one side of the
block) and offered the possibility to put the sculptural
qualities in the architectural composition to its fullest
expression. It was there, that the “play of forms” — to put
it in de Klerk’s own words — reached a new dimension.
The spatial organisation is classic and developed along a
hypothetical axis through the triangular site.

This strong symmetrical plan is counterbalanced by
arbitrarily chosen cylinder’s, cones, cantilevered balcony’s,
planes of different textures, roofs that are slanted in
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different angles and carried down vertically until they
almost reach the ground. The maximum effect in this
orchestration of forms and ‘“motives” is reached on
Hembrugstraat where the overall hight of the block of five
story’s interrupted and the building line set back in a way
to create a kind of “forecourt” towered by an odd-shaped
turret without any recognizable function other than purely
symbolic. The scale is intentionally distorted, the range of
visual references lies somewhere between a dwarf’s house
and the entrance court of a medieval castle.

Were if not for the standardized windows used also in
all the other parts of the building block, the shapes used
here would not give any clue as to the scale. The other
end of the building block, at the narrow end of the triangle
has been treated in a similar, although visually different
way. Here too, the building height has been reduced and
topped by a system of interlocking and alternating bands
of slanted and vertical stripes of windows and roofplanes.

The bulk of the building, the five story block along
Zaanstraat and, in fragments, along Ostzaanstraat is kept
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relatively simple, accentuated by the horizontal bands
marking the different floors and the small “waves” at
the upper floor and above entrances emerging from the
brick plane of the facades. Hidden behind all the explo-
sions of forms, shapes and volumes, the visual orches-
tration of de Klerk reaches once more a crescendo in the
small courtyard behind the post office at the tip of the
triangular site. To be reached by a small arched doorway,
this is an intimate space spatially separated from the large
triangular green space enclosed by the building block.

This courtyard has a drama far outweighing the simple
task of serving as entry for a few flats. But is here, that the
strong axial composition, so little recognizable from the
outside of the block, once again is taken up. A small
meeting room is placed along this axis, a monumental form
bellying its actual size, the conical turret further in the
back.

Rarely in the history of building in brick has this material
been used in a more inventive and eloquent way. The




Apartment Blocks, Henriette Ronnerplein: Sketches of earlier proposal
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craftmanship of the brickwork is almost unbelievable. But
even in the work of de Klerk the visual richness of the
“intended coincidedness”, the “organic character” of his
built forms in this building reached a high point. In the
few buildings de Klerk realized in the remaining years the
architectural language grew continually more restrained.
His last large executed building, the block of flats on
the Amstellaan (now Vrijheidslaan) in Amsterdam South,
built in 1921-1922, is almost completely devoid of any
decorative element and with its flat surface and series of
horizontal balconies comes close to the architectural
principles followed by the dutch colleagues of the more
rational direction. This may have something to do with the
fact that de Klerk was asked only to design the facades,
the plans having been developed by the housing corpora-
tion itself. But even here, de Klerk succeeded in modeling

the long street wall into an organic and highly sculptural
urban element.
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APARTMENT BLOCKS, HENRIETTE RONNERPLEIN
The buildings are part of a project for the housing
corporation ‘“De Dageraad” designed in its entity by
Michel de Klerk and Piet Kramer. The urban plan, part of
Berlage’s “Amsterdam South” plan, is developed along a
street axis, the P. L. Takstraat.

Although the credits for the entire housing scheme
correctly belong. to both de Klerk and Kramer, it seems
most appropriate to assume that the main work was done
by de Klerk, with the probable exception of the im-
mensely sculptural cormer of the block Takstraat-
Tellegenstraat. In any case, the existing sketches from the
hand of de Klerk leave no doubt as to the authorship of
the building on Henriette Ronnerplein and Therese
Schwartzeplein, even if these buildings mean an certain
departure in the architectural vocabulary de Klerk used up
to this point. In a certain sense the composition of this
block has elements de Klerk was unquestionably con-
fronted with at the begin of his professional career in the
office of Ed. Cuypers — the building block as a series of
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independent gables. This motive had been widely used
around the turn of the century, a mode set in motion by
men like Mackintosh, Baillie Scott, Olbrich etc. and de
Klerk most likely was influenced while designing his first
block of flats in the Spaarndammerbuurt in 1913.

Almost ten years later in “De Dageraad” Housing the
same theme appeares again, however in a much more
consequential way. There is a unique balance between the
expression of the individual living units and the compo-
sition of the whole. The sculptural expression is at once
simple and strong. The flat surface of the gables are set
against the wedgelike recesses between them, accentuated
by the towering chimneys rising out and above.

There were few movements in the development of modern
architecture who were at once as popular and esteemed
as the “Amsterdam School’” and its architects by the
people who were most confronted with it: the users, the
tenants. Users, who were for the overwhelming part
workers, people who had in many instances to wait for
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years before moving into buildings whose expressed aim
was to provide them with more than shelter, to give them
the ideal of beauty in their immediate surroundings, to
show them the balance of material and spiritual percep-
tion. What better eulogy for an architect than that of an
Amsterdam housewife at the time of his death in a letter
to the Newspaper “Het Volk™:
“He left us, the man of our homes. How should we laborer
wifes commemorate this stubborn worker, for what he did
for our husbands and children. Is it not wonderful to come
back from the daily toil in a house built of nothing but
enjoyment and domestic happiness. Is it not as if every
stone calls out: Come all, you workers and rest in your
home, it is made for you. Is the Spaarndammerplein not a
fairy tale you have dreamed of as child, because it was
something, which did not exist for us children?”

Michel de Klerk, in pursuing building as an art, was
able, through his art, to reach out into the hearts of the
people he built for.




Michel de Klerk
Ergen Haard Housing, Amsterdam. 1913-1919

Apartment Blocks, Henriette Ronnerplein
Amsterdam. 1920-1921
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