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Nio's final thesis work 1- “The Villa for Michael Jackson”

A Generic Panorama

Paul Virilio was one of the first intellectuals to depict the
change of the urban condition from a planned system to a
deregulated one’. In 1989, he described the contemporary
city as “overexposed”? by reflecting on the configuration
and meaning of the boundaries in the cities of the time?3.

The seminal (and various) cultural works of the intellectuals |

of so-called postmodernity by the end of the nineties had
brought such a level of doubt concerning views of the
world that society had become ready to look at the world
as something continuously changing. Because reality
was uncertain, the relationship between reality and its
manifestations was considered a spiky question, difficult
and dubious in the approaching.

From a cultural point of view, society was ready to
welcome, or at least tolerate, a certain amount of doubt
in terms of looking at the world. The modern principle
of a world “conceivable as something objective” was
definitely over and almost abandoned. It is worth noting
that in 19894, it was relatively easy for young architects
to feel comfortable in a world composed of the doubts,
contradictions and complexities of the society.

In the same period, a distinctive sort of consciousness

was emerging in various parts of the world. Passing
through the reflection of several intellectuals such as—
amongst others—British theorist Terry Eagleton, cultural
considerations of the post-post modern condition were
framed by a neologism coined by the French anthropologist

Marc Augé. 5The lucky expression Non-Lieux (1992) ended

up being employed to indicate those places burgeoning
from the supermodern society which were afterwards
dismissed as generic. In his essay “Generic City,"®
Koolhaas introduced that term in 1995 as a description
of a contemporary city that Tschumi had appraised as
“deregulated””. Generic denotes that “general urban
condition” which is “happening everywhere” and whose
“very characterlessness provides the best context for
living.”® This particular adjective assumed a fundamental
role in forthcoming architectural productions and theories.
“Generic” are those places in which the (super)modern
person gets lost? or has the feeling of being nowhere."

In the Netherlands some years later, Dutch critic Hans
Ibelings, in his essay “Supermodernism” (1998)," drew an
outline of the architecture of supermodernity, an approach
to architecture featuring a “sensitivity to the neutral, the
undefined, the implicit; qualities that are not confined to
architectural substance but also find powerful expression in
a new spatial sensibility.”"?

Nio's final thesis work 2- “The Villa for Michael Jackson”

Maurice Nio

Having clarified this generic scenario, we can consider
where and how to place—although with some careful
precautions—the figure of Maurice Nio.

Nio studied at the Faculty of Architecture at Delft University
of Technology for about ten years. During this period, he
cast doubts on what architecture really was. “| actually

did not want to be an architect after my first year at the
TUDelft,” he says. “l wanted to be a film director, but
stayed at the university. The first year, | started as a regular
student, following the prescribed program, but in the
second year it became clear that architecture was merely
about... designing buildings. The extra was maybe some
kind of social sauce to distract one from the fact that it was
an empty discipline. Nothing exciting.”"®

The diffused perception of architecture as something truly
ineffable soon became for Nio a primary reason for finding
his own way in the architectural field. “It was impossible
to ‘learn’ architecture, not in the university, not from good
architects outside of the university.” For this reason, Nio
sought cultural references in other cultural fields:

“We as students had to develop our own program. The
official architecture program took five years. We (some
friends and |) created an unofficial program which also
lasted five years, consisting in understanding philosophy
(reading Foucault, Deleuze, Baudrillard, all exciting French
writers, but also German writers like Nietzsche, Benjamin,
Kafka, Canetti), translating books like Les Strategies
Fatales of Baudrillard, experimenting with time-related
media-like video. “

Maurice Nio's reaction to the difficulties of understanding

a continuously changing reality and producing architecture
with a unique system of values would translate into an
attempt to enlarge the range of elements in architecture.
“Before architecture can exist, it can be understood” he
explains, “there should be first the understanding of culture
and the position of architecture in culture. During my ten
years of study, the most problematic thing was to bring
theory and practice (architecture) together.”

Nio's final project at TUDelft represents an important
landmark in his work. As he was initially more interested

in filming rather than building, his first proposal for the
graduation project was “to design the setting for a movie,
but my teacher said that it was not possible: it should be a
building with construction and details,” he explains. “So |
decided to make a design for the villa of Michael Jackson
(which is almost a setting for a movie).”

07
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After his degree, Nio “saw a chance to be an architect in
a 'liberated’ way, where theory and architecture (even on
a commercial, social, functional level) are not opposed
but intertwined in an ambiguous way.” As a consequence,
he became involved in the cultural atmosphere of the
Netherlands. Nio is locally known for his translation

of Baudrillard’s book Amerique. What Nio reports from
this period is a reflection on the coherence behind

the architect’s work. “An enormous weight fell off my
shoulders—the weight of coherence... the desire for
coherence is anywhere and always tangible, especially
within the circle of writers, artists, architects, etc.”"®
Within the construction of the picture of a fragmented
and elusive reality which other intellectuals were working
on, Nio speculated about consistency in the work of the

architect. “Where most of the architects have managed
to build a beautiful coherent style, with me every project
seems to erase the memory of the image of the previous
one”.'® Finally Nio reaches a conclusion which can be seen
as a guideline he would follow in his forthcoming works: “I|
understood that coherence could not be found in style, form
and the explicit, but in method, structure and the implicit.”"”
. —

1 - P

Nio's final thesis work 3- “The Villa for Michael Jackson”

Visions and Technical Concerns
If method, structure and the implicit are key points for
Nio in design, it is understandable that his architectural

productions will not present similarities in terms of language

or elements.” The coherence —if we wish to label it

such—or the red thread running through Nio's work, has to |

be found in the intention to confer on each project its own
identity. Whereas Nio’s background picture of the world

is of such a fast and changeable (unpredictable) reality

as to make cities generic and buildings blurred in a new
panorama each day, he reacts by staking his position in all
that. To try to confer a univocal identity upon each project
means to pop the building out of a generic background.
Maurice Nio’s answer to Koolhaas' generic city is a city
dotted by presences. From The Hulk to the Betty Blue,
each of his projects has its own name and—if you like—its
own story to tell.' Each project starts with a fascination,
an image or a sequence which leads the project to its final
result.2’ The method implied by Nio consists of two parallel
paths in which the design proceeds. On the one hand,

there is the initial image, the “beginning fascination” which |

gives the first sparkle and which appears several times
during the process as a “moment of truth” (key) to verify
the coherence (used literally) of all the developments; and
the initial fascination is eventually used to confront the

found outcome. The name of the project closes the circle by
compressing all the phases within a meaning, suggested by |

a name. The name is of course not coined by the architect:
he needs his project to refer to a story which already exists
as embodied in its title. The name thus stands for the

jmeaning that Nio wants to confer upon the project. Each
name is thus chosen for its evocative power.!

The second direction the projects follow stems from
technical concerns. On the one hand, if the fascination
issue leads and directs the project from scratch to the
end, its feasibility, on the other hand, makes the project
buildable and thus possible. Nio’s team pays a great

deal of attention to technical aspects in every project.
The structure and the air conditioning have to work “as a
project within a project,” as “a machine.” Nio knows that
a visionary project can be trusted (by clients, tenants,
investors, city halls...) and thus rendered only if it comes
with a clear and precise engineeristic (pragmatic) system
of solutions. If the vision pushes the design over the
conventional boundaries, the technical system brings it
back to the world of city regulations, budgets and physical
materials, and thus makes it possible. The more a vision is
needed to explore a mutating reality, the more a working
system of (technical) solutions makes it happen. The two
‘main directions run at the same speed in Maurice Nio's
office, although sometimes one may outstrip the other.

In The Fire Emperor—the competition for Rotterdam’s

new market hall—for instance, the images Nio creates
describe a world deformed by the presence of food in all its
declinations and possible forms. He explains:

“The supply of food and drink are often a reason to go out
of the house, into the city. Everybody has to eat every day.
For some, this daily routine of buying, cooking and eating
has even become a ritual. All these routines and actualities
we want to bring closely together, so the intimacy and
cultural richness of the food become clearer, more visible.
That is where the public and the private life can tolerate
each other wonderfully.”

As a counterpart, several of Nio’s projects realized in
leftover spaces (often in correspondence with a flyover)
can be called into consideration. In these examples, the
intention to recover and reuse a leftover space, say a
leftover condition created amongst the main urban and
infrastructural elements—streets, train ways, parking

and so on—is clearly visible. In such projects, a spatial

and pragmatic need demands a vision able to revitalize
particular urban spots. The usefulness and the requirements
lead the project, whereas—somehow—the vision aspect
makes it possible and desirable for investors, municipalities
and clients in general.

Nio's final thesis work 4- “The Villa for Michael Jackson”

Seeking an Identity

It should be emphasized, however, that the two main
strategies (or tools) Nio employs in his work have the
construction of identity as a final goal. This aspect is
the result of the combination of three factors. The first




is—as we have seen—related to his education and cultural

background—his studies of the cultural atmosphere

in which he started to ask himself which direction to
follow—an intense and complex period in which Paul Virilio,
Rem Koolhaas, Bernard Tschumi, Jean Baudrillard, Noam

Chomsky, Jacques Derrida were just a small part of a wide

corpus of intellectuals of reference.

The second aspect stems from the position Nio decided
to take within that cultural framework. Feeling, and
subsequently taking as a starting point, the consciousness
of an elusive, anonymous architecture, he decided to set
the trend on its head by challenging it with an architecture
featuring an extreme identity.

The third point is intimately related to Nio's peculiar
character and his personality. It seems to be among his
personal intentions to focus on contradictions within reality.
Contradictions reveal the fallibility of the interpretative
tools we use in understanding reality, in full accord with

the conditions of postmodern culture.?? The importance

of revealing the contradictions was something that had

already been declared by Robert Venturi in 1966.2 However,

Nio seems interested in investigating those contradictions
and using that investigation to react to generic-ness.
Working with contradictions means undermining certainty.

In other words, it means breaking the quietness of a clearly |

understandable and measured scenario. The presences Nio

places in the city are thus disquieting. They need to present

a certain amount of oddness to work properly.

Considering the type of projects Nio has dealt with can
also assist in this understanding. The list ranges from
incinerators to movable bridges, from flyovers to sound-
barrier housings. In terms of visions, he combines animals
(the appearance of beasts) such as wolves (The Monkfish
and the Waterwolf), birds (the competition for Oristano),
whales (the Amazing Whale Jaw) or flora, as with the White
Orchid. He even involves fantasy forms like the half moon
in the extension of the Museo Pecci in Prato (Italy) or the
X-men. In any case, he builds perfectly working machines
out of his visionary forms. The Garzetta bird for Oristano
becomes a remarkably elegant urban object in which the
wings are the car ramps to access the first floor of the car
park and the beak (the tower of the bus terminal) is an air
duct. Moreover, the oblong horn placed in the middle of the
semi-circular sharp volume of the Pecci extension works as
a structural element. This last example is emblematic. The

weirdly protruding horn shape may appear gratuitous at first
sight, but it confers on the new Pecci Museum a globally
recognizable (yet elegant) identity while at the same time
addressing technical concerns: “lIt is an antenna, horn or
sensor. It scans the waves of the future. And in a practical
and functional sense, it is the stabilizer when an earthquake
will occur,” Nio explains. The horn is representative of the
design method of Maurice Nio. In a sense, it is the essence
of his architecture.

A further aspect should be highlighted at this point. The
plants, animals, and shapes Nio uses in his design are
chosen in an ambiguous light. The animals are wolves,
praying mantises, reluctant or ferocious species caught in
extremely elegant or proud poses. The clearest example
of this tendency is the stuffed pelican whose beak is
impending a few centimeters from the meeting table at his
office in Rotterdam. A meeting in his office starts with this
bizarre yet elegant image from nature.

Shapes, originally basic shapes, during the design process
are deformed, corrupted, disfigured—whereupon the
elegant yet intriguing appears. The interest is heightened

by the lack of clarity: a building suggests a significance
through its shapes and name, but does not declare it
openly. Stories in Nio’s projects are hinted at, but not
definitively explained. This difficulty makes the stories
unclear or—better—quasi-clear, which is the quality that
inspires curiosity and attention. His projects are allusive,
indeterminate and therefore ambiguous and disquieting at
the same time, especially placed as they are against the
background of a generic urban panorama.

Poggiomarino - “Basic instructions before designing the train station Vesuvio Est.”

fWhat is the Value of Maurice Nio's Work in
Contemporary Architecture?

The question which necessarily closes a presentation of
Nio’s work concerns the results he has thus far achieved as
he pursues his conception of architecture. Having clarified
the premises of his research as executed through his
several projects, we may speculate as to what he achieved
in his buildings and other built identities—but to venture

a final answer is premature. In 2011, Nio has a great many
projects to work on and—as we have seen—his approach
to design is under continuous development.

The beginnings of an answer, however, can be articulated
as follows. Some architects realize extremely precise
buildings, highly technological or intelligent, sustainable
and almost self-sufficient, buildings with the aim of
representation or honoring cultural heritage, or even
buildings that are experiments in new ways of living. Amid
all this, Nio does not focus on one building as a part of
his personal way of conceiving of architecture.?* Rather,
he has built over the years a family of monsters based on
flora, fauna and inanimate objects—an entire world of
presences created to disturb tranquility and constantly
raise questions and doubts about the way we see reality
every day, because our contemporary reality is doubtful.
Will these disquieting presences finally emerge from the
generic panorama?

Captions:

' Cf. Bernard Tschumi, “De-, Dis-, Ex-,” in B. Kruger and P. Mariani, (eds.),
Remaking History (Seattle: Bay Press, 1989).

2 “The urban has lost its form, with the sole exception of the form image
without dimension, the point or punctum which is everywhere, while the
measurable length is nowhere. In the manner of the nodal or Pascalian mode,
this center which rejects all circumference and even the very concept of
periphery is the uncertainty principle applied to the world geomorphological
continuum.” Paul Virilio, “The Overexposed City” (“La ville surexposée”),
from L'espace Critique (Paris: Christian Bourgeois, 1984); translated by Astrid
Hustvedt in Zone 1-2 (New York: Urzone, 1986).

3 For further readings, see Paul Virilio, L'espace critique, op. cit and Bernard
Tschumi, “De-, Dis-, Ex-," op. cit.

# The date corresponds to “De-, Dis-, Ex-,” Bernard Tschumi’s essay, but it

is also quite important to remember that on November 9 of the same year




10

the Berlin Wall officially fell, initiating a re-configuration of the world's
arrangements and initiating a new balance among nations.

5 Marc Augé, Non-Lieux: Introduction @ Une Anthropologie de la Surmodernité,
Le Seuil, 1992.

¢ “The Generic City” is the concluding chapter of the book S, M, L, XL by Rem
Koolhaas and Bruce Mau, published by Monacelli Press in 1995 in New York.
7 Bernard Tschumi, “De-, Dis-, Ex-," op.cit.

8 Rem Koolhaas, “From Bauhaus to Koolhaas,” interview in Wired 4.07, July 1996.
9 Cf. the film Crash, 2004, directed by Paul Haggis, and Concrete Island, a
1974 English novel by J. G. Ballard.

10 We might say “elsewhere”: cf. Marc Augé, “Near and Elsewhere,” in Marc
Augé, Non-Lieux: Introduction & Une Anthropologie de la Surmodernité, (Le
Seuil, 1992), English translation: John Howe, (Non-Places: Introduction to an
Anthropology of Supermodernity), Verso, London, 1995.

" Hans Ibelings, Supermodernism: Architecture in the Age of Globalization,
Nai Publishers, Rotterdam, 1998.

2 |bidem.

3 All quotes from Maurice Nio in this text, except those from the Peak

publication, are from interviews with the author between December 2010 and :

January 2011.

4 During the eighties the Netherlands recognized the necessity of opening its
architecture to the “cultural component of architecture.” Cf. Bart Lootsma,
“SuperDutch Afterthoughts,” in Post.Rotterdam, 010 Publisher, Rotterdam, 2001.
15 NIO Architecten: 02 Design Peak, Equal Books, Korea, 2010.

'8 |bidem.

7 Ibidem.

8 The work of several architects is recognizable for the presence of key
elements or features that are part of the architect's vocabulary. One example
is the use in the oeuvre of Aldo Rossi of certain shapes which he inherited from!
his childhood.

9 The relationship between the name of the film and the specific project can
“The titles of the projects are not always titles
of films. Sometimes we dream a film. In a way all projects are stories, as all

be found in Nio’s explanation:

films are dealing with a narrative line.” (From an interview with the author in
January 2011).

20 Maurice Nio explains concerning the genesis of a project that “there is
not really a start. The projects were already started. We just jumped in, on a
moving train. If we are lucky we find an image we can hold on to, but most of
the time we are puzzled and lost in the process. If we are lucky we understand
the project when it is built, but sometimes we still cannot grasp its meaning.
We can communicate with clients and contractors (of course) but we do that
in the language which everybody understands.” (From an interview with the
author in January 2011)

21 The Incredible Hulk, named for the Marvel Comics character, suggests

the features of the Waste Incinerator in Twente (NL): an enormous monster
that performs superhuman feats like pulverizing and consuming garbage.
(“Hulk crush!” the character says in the Hollywood movie.) The monster
is—obviously—Ilit by strong green lights.

22 Although PoMo has early origins, the cultural scenario described in the first
part of this text can be seen as one of the consequences of the PoMo period.
2 The book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture was published by
The Museum of Modern Art Press in New York in 1966.

24 To do so is precisely what Nio denied by calling it “style”; cf. the interview in
02 Design Peak, Equal Books, op. cit.

Note: from above, the images of Nio's final thesis work and Poggiomarino are
provided by Maurice Nio.
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