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Bolles+Wilson

Nieuwe Luxor Theater, Rotterdam

This buillding. opened by the Dutch Queen in April
2001 is a theatre for musicals, concerts and opera with a
long tradition deeply rooted in Dutch popular culture. The
Bolles+Wilson design, which won the original competition
against such Dutch luminaries like Koolhaas K Hertzberger or
Christianse  responds to the multipie orientation of the
harbourside site, radically reconstituting theatre plan form
and organisational logistics  with back —stage facilities at
the front of the buillding and delivery trucks routed through
to a firstfloor stage. A wrap—round red facade encloses
visually dramatic foyer sequences like a stage curtain. at
the same time It presents the Luxor as a leading actor in
Rotterdam's new docklands district of Kop van Zuid on a
wider urban stage. This >>>house of illusio<< is a full—
scale camera obscura with spectacular bridge, city and
harbour panoramas choreographed into the unfolding interior
landscape .

The Luxor 1s a significant milestone tn the oeuvre of
Bolles+Wilson. As a major public building it pursues
themes first tested in the 1993 new city library in Munster.
a characteristic plan form_  an intervention that redefines its
context, and a synthesis of the abstract with a spatial
warmth  an ambience that communicates directly and sub—
liminally to a wide audience base. The architecture of this
German,/Australian duo does not fit easily into conven—
tional architectural genres. Smallness intimacy, and pre—
cise detalls characterise their work |ust like an increasing
number of urban interventions that have made a major
impact on cities like Hengelo, The Hague or Magdeburg.

The design of the Luxor Theatre the process of its
realisation, Bolles+Wilson's surrounding urban fields and
most importantly = the internal life in the huilding engen—
dered by the architecture are fully presented in this book .

Lam Lerup Is dean of the School of Architecture at
the Rice University in Houston Texas. Mirko Zardini has
been a member of the editorial board of Casabella and
Lotus International and visiting professor at several univer—
sities Including Lausanne Polytechnique and Harvard University .
Christian Richters studied at the Folkwangschule in Essen.
He Is one of the most sought—after architectural photogra—

phers In Europe today .
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Lars Lerup

Lu—X—X—x—0r

At the New Luxor you will find yourself between a
rock and hard place if you suffer from aqua phobia, or

don't care for boats. If you do care for all things maritime,

RLUN and you wake up at five, because of jet lag, in Hotel Tulip
just across the river from the Luxor, not only will you see
- e e e s the darting black ghosts of riverboats passing by but you

may also hear Jacques Brel singing the Le plat pays (The

flat country). In my case this is of course entirely

personal and idiosyncratic, not only because this (s Rotterdam

and | love ships but that Jacques Brel's singing (in my
mind) is presumably about Belgium, more than a stone's throw away. Nevertheless the penetrating damp
grayness, the deep murmur of diesel engines, the insistent vent du Cuest pressing against the long sleek
ship bodies going down the river all sitting deep in the opaque milky green of the Nieuwe Maas,
transports me to a place between water and song.

From my window in the Tulip, Bolles+Wilson's New Luxor sits on a strip of land between the Maas
and the Rijnhaven (the Rhine harbor). | see it's red, in the gap between the giant digit of the
Frasmusbrug—the new bridge by Bos & van Berkel—and the Daliesque crutch of the Renzo Piano building.
But sitting is not an apt verb because even in situ the Luxor torques.

Today there are two distinct architectural trajectories, the still and the (virtually) moving. The
former adheres to architecture's first principle while the latter attempts to shake this onerous inheritance.
The Luxor belongs in the latter category,

The two waters surrounding Luxor set a maritime scene and the pace. The swift river Maas and the
still Rijnhaven. The determined and the ambivalent. In one boats navigate up or down, in the other boats
rotate in slow motion sit still for loading, or move in or out to the river—always at a snail's pace. Closer
in vehicular traffic moves swiftly on the bridge and along the river and harbor's edge. Leaning into the wind,
pedestrians cross the bridge and roadways looking furtively in both directions. Bicyclists do the same. Lights
blink in incomprehensible unison across the facade of the Piano building. And the Luxor torques in the middle.

Rotterdam in motion. And a gray sky so low Brel sings, to bring us humility

D
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Solicitous the Luxor shows its face to everyone—to
Brel's vents du Nord (that pulls you apart) Est Sud et
QOuest . Anamorphic the facade attenuates its front. Begin—
ning on the roof the elastic face much like a (red)
Chinese dragon, dips down while turning, then raises
(with a truck ramp the x's in Lu—x—x—x—or) to jut out
over the Rijnhaven only to abruptly turn back and complete
its stretch around the corner to meet up with its own tall
soaring back onto the roof. In the meantime windows and
gigantic openings simultanecusly look out and expose Luxor's
inner workings. Here the audience like the ships in the
river go with and against the flow set up by the torque.
Once they reach the inner sanctum  the great music hall
and sit down In its comfortable seats the music from the
wide stage exerts a new motion visceral and aural—
woodwinds trumpets, trombones, and human voices In
exuberant unison in dance, propelling us into the world of
the musical. Murmuring water beyond embodying sound
within, river and music. The bullt and the living, machines,
buildings, and hundred pairs of ears swept up in perpetual

motion .

Rotterdam 1n its pragmatic unsentimental modernity
was in World War |l bombed to smithereens because of its
maritime prowess—because of its river and its harbors.
None of the quaintness of a Delft or Amsterdam lurks
among the steel and glass. Yet Rotterdam shares with all
unfulfilled cities a promise that the lack of visceral his—
torical prominence and subsequent urban charm seem to
harbor. A wind tunnel filled and motivated by motion, by
traffic,. by energy . by action, by modernity. Luxor's torment
and its superheated redness make a figure quite different
from the elegant bridge and the tower with its surreal
crutch. Like a contorted figure by the painter Robert Longo,
the Luxor is a piece of Rotterdam's modernity its idiosyn—

cratic promise for an exuberant future.
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Mirko Zardini
From the Library to the Theatre,

through the >>Eurolandschaft<<

Almost ten years have passed since Julia Bolles—Wilson and Peter Wilson completed their 1993 Public Library in Munster .
This significant public commission concluded a prolonged phase of experimentation that incubated in the charged atmosphere
of the 1970s and 1980s at London's Architectural Association under the chairmanship of Alvin Boyarski. It is precisely the
win of the Library competition that caused them to abandon teaching at the AA and their small London office to settle in
Munster  the seat of their subsequent professional practice.

The Library still appears to us today as a brilliant urban essay. It presents itself less as a building, more as an urbane
piece of city. renouncing self—celebratory intentions and opening instead to the surrounding context to which it presents
Its components and its reordering principles. Thus a new urban street passes through the whole complex a street. a public
space that ultimately constitutes the centre of the Library.

The use of different materials instigates an intended disarticulation of the building underlining at an urban scale new
points of interest. Each element assumes according to situation particular characters  to integrate in and enhance the urban
play of emphasis Integration or newly focussed contrasts, Rather than conventional facades there are screens walls and
roofs that overlap in an ambiguous interchanging of roles. The copper roof for instance transforms into two metal wings
that fold down towards the central passage (on axis with the St. Lamberti Church} to create a genuine urban backdrop.
These movements, these restrained by—products, cuts and new spaces enable a correction and reinvention of the original
partly defined urban scene. This developing of unrealised and latent potentials in the found urban space extends also to the
creation of a new landscape that extends deep into the interior of the complex.

In the first instance the Library represents a refined operation of dissolution, and subsequent transformation, integration
modification and reorganization of the building itself and also of its components as constituent parts of a new urban

landscape. A hypothesis far removed from the reconstruction experiments which began in Berlin at that time and have

continued uninterrupted until the present moment
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In the following years Bolles+Wilson have developed
these principles and strategies in many other projects
embedded within the urban fabric (the offices WLV or ZKV—
WVK in Munster). Always guided by the same attention to
and perception of the pre—existing context, even in cases of
less than exceptional significance. a new landscape Is cre—
ated by some ostensibly simple operation such as defining
a limit creating a link, clerifying a situation by specifying
more precise hierarchies.

At a distance of almost ten years from the realization
of the Library Bolles+Wilson now offer us a new building,
the Luxor Theatre in Rotterdam. Presented here 1s a con—
clusive act for these intervening years' researches, and
simultaneously an opening of new directions, themes and
territories .

The Theatre appears to us as a red smudge on the
border of the Rijnhaven one of the basins of Rotterdam's
Kop van Zuid docklands an area that in recent years has
been totally transformed by a series of planning and
building interventions. Among these and in direct proxim—
ity of the Luxor is the building (arrogant and a bit banal
at the same time) of the Dutch Telecom designed by
Renzo Piano also the opaque volumes (pure expression of
office cubic metres) of the Tax Office and Law Court
buildings that crown the new adjacent subway station, The
Luxor corner is a hinge between these two different com—
ponents of the city. The Kop van Zuid offers an excep—
tional opportunity . in spite of its partly compromised

situation .
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Seen In this way it Is easier to understand the >>ted

spot<{< of the Luxor Theatre. colour and shape suffice to
underline 1ts >>>light extraneousness<< to the surrounding
dockland topography, to underline its allegiance to another
set of values, Not quite an alien 1t I1s more a case of an
unexpected presence and at the same time of discretion.
This Is certainly not a disquieting presence, circumventing
as It does sensations of discomfort distance or detachment.
On the contrary the Luxor Theatre slips into the city,
occupying its amorphous spaces with precision and
determination, with the result that its necessity is In—
stantly self—evident it could not be positioned otherwise.

This is not anything new in the work of Bolles+
Wilson. In recent years their interest and many of their
projects have developed within the scenario that we can

define  following their own classifications . as >>>Eurolandschaft

<<, This is a landscape that we often encounter in Spain,

djmensions but IS nevertheless Sma” When Confronted question iS that rather tOO famlllar WOI‘|G| O‘f lndUStrlal

with the surrounding volumes. Thanks to its red and orange
colour it assumes a predominant role  apparently contra—
dicting the limits dictated by its actual dimensions. A
screen of red fibre—cement panels wraps like a bandage
and encloses In its interior a series of associated activities
as well the Theatre itself. In previous occasions {(and long
before its current cyber manifestations) Peter Wilson has
expressed his particular interest in the>>blob<< 1. e. >>
something of no particular shape £ but still with a clear
form. . .<<. In this as in other cases the blob could be
interpreted as a drop of liquid, or >>a spot of colour<<
that creates a node, a new point of attraction in the urban

landscape .

buildings . housing complexes, new technology parks and
shopping malls that extends beyond the traditional bound—
aries of the city. A new dispersed expression of the urban,
the physical manifestation of new organizational and

behavioural patterns.
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In this still amorphous territory the buildings of Bolles

+Wilson (from the Technologiehof in Munster to the storage
for Yellow—Furniture, to the offices for the Volksbank in
Borken) impose themselves as new landscape—measuring
elements. They proffer themselves as unavoidable bench—
marks for the articulation of realities that have notyet
evolved as well as the reorganizers of the existing. Behind
the hard surfaces the metal or brick shells, a further land—
scape builds up within the interior of these buildings, rich in
paths incidents, deviations and surprises.

The Theatre though is not situated in this >>
Eurolandschaft<<.  but in an urban area recently structured
by a comprehensive masterplan in its principal hierarchies
and characters. In this case it is not about instigating a
radical process of reformulation and anchoring. Thus for the
Luxor Theatre the urban strategy is coupled with a more
articulated declination of the volume. The same 360° red
shell that unwinds around the building is Iin reality a band
that at times runs vertically , then again horizontally, and iIs
also suddenly interrupted by big windows opening to the
water . This whole ensemble rests on the giant truss which
corresponds to the rise of the ramp for delivery trucks.

More than presenting itself as a mysterious container,
the skin reveals the different components of the building.
that of advertising, which through its oversized text rein—
troduces a metropolitan atmosphere. the presenting of big
inner public spaces (foyer, bar, ramps) in direct relation
with the exterior landscape via the grandly scaled openings.
and the particularity of the section that sets the auditorium
at first floor level freeing the ground below and allowing
at the entrance level a fluid interior connection between
the two adjoining sides of the city. The technical volumes

of the Theatre emerge in silhouette above the red band.
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Although conventional in its organization, with an audito—
rium symmetrically enclosed by two side balconies, the
actual Theatre is rotated 90° within its enclosing volume.
This sets the premise for various internal tensions between
the different movements and trajectories that pass through

the interior  from those of the spectators to that of the

18—metres lorries that drive up to the first floor,
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On entering the enclosure an urban scenario offers
itself to us. Even in the case of a building as apparently
straightforward In its inner organization as the Luxor Theatre
the foyer thanks to the slip of its conventional positioning.
becomes a field that exploits and expresses different forces
In a multiplying of routes and vantages from where urban
interior and the city beyond are observed., The stair that
most conventional of elements, brings us to the upper
galleries of the Theatre. It runs parallel but in a reverse
direction to a grand pedestrian ramp that follows the
curvature . even more evident from the inside of the red
exterior shell  which on the interior is clad in wood
panels. Located directly below this pedestrian ramp the
truck ramp penetrates the building up to the first floor to
the stage also situated at the first floor level thus allow—
Ing the possibility of a ground floor given back to the city.

Without disrupting or manipulating the conventional
elements of the Theatre but as a consequence of a series
of shifts and transfers (the foyer) and unexpected combi—
nations (the stair and the ramp) the image of the Theatre
Is transposed from within. An unexpected sequence of the
public spaces within the building clarifies this osmosis
between urban space and interior space. A technique that
we could already recognise in the Munster Library even
when that project was suffused with more surface detall
and character articulation, more domesticity  more familiarity .
Now we are faced with a particularly strong figure rec—
ognizable from afar and charged with the capability to
combine this urban radicalism with a continuous articula—
tion of elements and spaces. Thus although renouncing an
excessive development of details, the Luxor bullding al—
ways appears rich in surprises . and generously offers to us
new and differently scaled experiences,

The landscape strategy seems in the Theatre as in
the case of the Library to guide the choices both for the

interior and for the building itself. But it also invades the
surrounding space as in the transformation of the Kop van
Zuid Quay, which preceded the realization of the Luxor
Theatre, and also in the arrangement of the area around the
nearby Hotel New York., Here Bolles+W!ilson demonstrate
how it is possible, even with only minimal interventions  to
arrange not so much the rules but the atmosphere of a place.
An anticipating and arranging for the arrival of other new
buildings, or a transformation as in Munster of the character
of an inner city by small signals or interventions of modest

proportions
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It is thanks to this landscape concept that Bolles+
Wilson could in these recent years question again the
traditional statutes of architecture in a variety of urban
contexts. They suggest a new strategy of intervention,
with a particular interest in character and positioning, and
therefore in the play of contrasts, and the assimilation of
diverse elements. The narrative dimension and the presence
of a certain figuration of the elements, present in the
Munster Library are no longer to be found in the Luxor
Theatre. The Theatre project seems more to oscillate be—
tween the researching of a grand urban scale and an
experimental reusing common typological elements of con—
ventional theatre. But from behind this apparent normality
a new tension radiates, a new unbalancing suggested by
the transfer processes by the incongruous and unexpected
combinations. These indications  scattered in the Theatre,
and around it suggest, after the urban investigations of the
Library and those of the >>-Eurolandschaft<<<  the opening,

for Bolles+Wilson, of a new field of research.
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Luxor themes

Texts, photographs and images
Bolles+Wilson
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