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“Don’t avoid the complexity of reality, let it take you beyond
your personal and professional comfort zone.”
Anonymous student Workshop GUC
Academy of Architecture Amsterdam, Cairo, 2017

Tabula Scripta is a study by Floris Alkemade, Michiel van lersel
and Jarrik Ouburg at the Academy of Architecture Amsterdam.
This study — spanning several years — sees the complex reality in
which we live and work as an inscribed page that we must read
and understand in order to write more on it. The study’s subject
is the attitude and working method of the architect who does
not look at the layered context of a project as a parameter that
lies outside the design brief, but as that which defines the design
briefitself.

A Bad Start

From an economic perspective, 2012 was the worst year for
Dutch architects in decades. Architectural firms lost half of their
business and many architects found themselves out of work.'
The crisis which the once so illustrious Dutch architecture found
itself in was remarkable and, in my view, had a twofold cause: it
was a “double dip”.

Dutch architects had become very dependent on commercial
commissions and, following the 2008 financial crisis, their
clients had reached the end of their financial reserves by 2012.
There were hardly any investments in building and therefore
architects were getting much fewer commissions. It became
painfully clear that, through the years, building had increasingly
become an economic act and much less a cultural or societal
effort. It had become a goal in itself, a tool for creating square
metres and making money off them; it was no longer an
instrument to raise the quality-of-life, provide decent housing, or
create comfortable workplaces. The clearest illustration of this
would be the new offices that had been built and left to stand
empty. By making themselves dependent on a finite economic
revenue model, Dutch architects had literally and figuratively
priced themselves out of the market.

In addition to this cause, which could be argued to lie outside
of the domain of architecture, there was a second cause that
played a more intrinsic part in its domain. This was not because
of an over accommodating attitude or modesty, but rather the
opposite. During its heyday, the architectural profession had
perhaps placed itself on too high a pedestal, as illustrated by
the term “starchitect” - the architect as a pop star performing
his trick. In the Netherlands, we took this one step further
and elevated architecture itself to the same height. In 2000,
the book SuperDutch was published which presented Dutch
architecture as the super architecture. This designation was
placed over our architectural climate like a glass dome,
presenting it as an exhibit, but gradually this climate began to
suffer from a lack of oxygen. More and more, designing was
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about the need to perform. The radical image of a building
became more important than its societal or functional qualities.
Architecture became a goal in itself and no longer a means to
achieve that goal. Building for building’s sake, and architecture
for architecture’s sake. They were two bubbles that burst at the
same time.

Coincidentally, 2012 was also the year | was asked to become
head of the Department of Architecture at the Academy for
Architecture Amsterdam, for a 4-year term. My task would be to
make young students enthusiastic about and prepare them for

a glorious career in architecture. It didn’t take me long to say
“yes”. The question did, however, give rise to many subsequent
questions, such as “how” and “to what end” does one train
students during such times when our future and the very reason
for the field’s existence are being questioned. These questions
took a little bit longer to answer.

“L'avenir n’est plus ce qu’il était” (“The future is no longer what
it used to be”), the French poet and philosopher Paul Valéry
wrote. A thought that may evoke nostalgia or melancholy, but

at the same time, it can be a source of energy. Education, with
all its opportunities and freedom to create a parallel world
alongside the intractable practice, proved — on second thought —
to be just the place to explore this, especially if one is able to do
so with a new generation of architects for whom their future will
soon become today.

How can architecture — like the Baron Munchausen® — pull itself
out of the mire by its own “ponytail”? The greatest lesson to

be learned from the crisis was perhaps that architects, in order
to pull off this feat, should be less concerned with their own
“ponytail”, with the brilliant sketch on a virgin white sheet of
paper, and with the building as a solitary object. In order to
grasp the new societal role and develop a new attitude, architects
should rather study the mire, which in our situation refers to
the layered built environment that after generations of building,
demolishing, and renovating, produced the complex context
where we live and work. Architects should not see this changed
context as a threat, but rather as the inspiration, motivation,
and the origin of a project. If they do, the study of architecture
no longer focuses on what is on the virgin white sheet, but on
the inscribed page - the state of the Tabula Scripta.

In order to take this inscribed page as a starting point to write
more on it, or perhaps delete parts of it, we must first read

and understand it. To do this, we have formulated research
questions and established research methods in the form of verbs
(action words), by which we as architects can respond better
and smarter to what is already there. This leads to actions and
reactions with an awareness that they should add value to what
is already there instead of diminishing it.
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These verbs are, in no particular order:

To eliminate — how can value be added by removing material?
Architecture is often seen as an act of adding (constructions
and materials) to the world. The opposite — taking these out of
a building or city - is often a forgotten instrument for creating
spatial quality and forging necessary links, with just a fraction
of energy. In the age of sustainability, when some regions of the
country are facing declining populations and empty buildings,

this form of creative destruction should be taken more seriously.

To continue — how can we regard existing and new
buildings as an intermediate phase waiting to be
developed further?

In the Netherlands, as elsewhere, many buildings outlive their
designers. Buildings are constantly adapted, departing from its
original design. Therefore, as architects, we are accustomed to
building upon the work of our predecessors. Knowing this, it
should encourage us to disregard the idea of having our designs
as final destinations, and creating hermetic buildings that must
coincide with the artist impression. Instead, we could focus on
designing buildings that behave like intermediate, open-ended
stations, anticipating the next change for the next generation.

To obscure — how can invisibility create value by
liberating architecture from its obsession with image?

A reserved attitude with regard to modern architecture seems to
be getting the upper hand when we are dealing with the act of
building in an historical context. Above ground, accompanied
by a motto from the 1985 movie — Back to the Future, creating
new buildings that mimic the old seems to be the safest choice
for architects. However, as we shift our focus from the visible
to the invisible that is hidden behind a historical facade, it

is there that we can find the space for unconventional forms

of architecture, interior, programme, and use. In a historical
city like Amsterdam, it is underground - free from any form
of nostalgia and historic baggage - that there appears to be
unexpectedly much room for experimenting architecture;
underground stations and bicycle parking facilities are like
modern-day cathedrals, winning the most prestigious awards in
architecture.

To reconfigure — how can we frame our built
environment as a temporary configuration of material
components, waiting for a new arrangement?

New buildings are often designed for a specific purpose with a
specific form. The building elements (columns, floors, walls,
screws) are permanently fixed during the construction process
to serve the end result, with the perception that the whole

will be worth more than the sum of its parts. But what if the
building, the whole, no longer serves its purpose? What then of
the remaining value of its parts? Reusing old building materials
has a long tradition. In the so-called spolia in Greek and Roman
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architecture, parts of demolished buildings were used again in
new constructions. Perhaps, we ought to explore what a new
type of architecture could look like — in which the building parts
and their reusability will define the whole.

To repurpose — how can architecture be redefined by the
act of giving new purpose to existing spaces?

There are many definitions of architecture. One might be that
form and function, space and use, are so in line with each other
that the way they are combined, results in a surplus value for
both the space and its use. Translating this into the case of reuse,
a new dialogue emerges between an existing space and its new
function. If architects are experts in conceiving the best possible
space for a specific use, they, too, should be just as much experts
in conceiving the best use for an existing space. Redefining a
building from its function, is very much redefining architecture
itself, not from outside but from inside.

To densify — how can an existing situation be improved
by adding buildings?

For decades, the increase in dwellings, schools, and offices as a
result of growing prosperity in the Netherlands, happened only
to the existing city, and rarely inside it. Amsterdam’s surface
area doubled after the Second World War and in the newly
developed neighbourhoods, the available space was not always
utilized in the most efficient or effective manner. Buildings were
placed as objects in green zones where people could meet. As

a result, this surplus of public “space” did not have the desired
effect and before long, it became public “void”. Densifying such
neighbourhoods — by means of building among the existing
buildings - is a good example of how one can sometimes

solve other problems by solving an initial problem. This way,
we create more diversity, more community, and hence, more

quality.

To copy — how can we let quality prevail over originality
by copying what is already there?

Architecture is a combination of art and craftsmanship. In both
disciplines, the copying of an existing design or the thinking

of mass production when developing a new design, is not
something uncommon. However, in the architecture discipline,
simply copying a building is still “not done”, even though upon
completion of a building, its plans and blueprints are there for
the taking. It is rather like wanting to design a new “Billy” over
and over, when in fact, we ought to embrace the art of making

a good copy. In this way, by setting aside our ego and expressing
esteem for the work of our predecessors, we — as architects - can
rehabilitate the method of our own practice and regard a copy of
our own work as a compliment.

To overlay — how can existing spatial structures overlay
with new ones in a manner that each layer benefits?
Symbiosis, the Greek word for “living together” is an interactive
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form of coexisting. Unlike living in harmony which is based on
equality, with symbiosis it is the differences between organisms
that increase their importance and dependence for one another,
as in the case of the ox and the oxpecker. In architecture,

this means that the new layer, building, or function, above or
beneath an older layer, enhances and yields more quality for
both the old and new layer.

To reimagine — how can we change reality by changing
our viewpoint?

There is no absolute reality. The experience with the existing
built environment of each individual is unique - the physical
space itself plays only a small part, and for a much larger

part, it is based on the mental and cultural associations of the
individual. These associations, on the one hand, are based on
memories, and on the other, expectations. As architects, we
should recognize this fact and try to fathom how different people
react to a building, square, or street. From these studies, we can
design buildings that not only allow for multiple interpretations,
but also actively encourage them.

To (re)start — when is it justified to simply start from
scratch and ignore, or erase what already exists?

After carefully reading what is present, one may come to the
conclusion that what is written in the built environment does
not fit anymore and needs to be rewritten. Demolition and
building anew can also be the right method for improving an
existing situation. And sometimes, as it turns out, nothing was
written before. Much land in the Netherlands are conquered
from the water - entire cities have been built on the bottom of
drained lakes or an inland sea, without any referential context.
In those cases, one can build relying on the strongly developed
Dutchtradition in conceptual architecture, where everything
leading to the design is to be found within the project itself.

To abstain — when do we accept that a new building or
action does not contribute to the improvement of its
existing situation per se or solves a particular problem?

The last action is abstaining from action. One that requires

the greatest mental effort and control as an architect, and it
surpasses all the above 10 actions. “Protect me from what I
want” was a statement by Jenny Holzer on a large billboard in
Times Square, the center of capitalism and consumerism. It is
a warning to ourselves. During these times of carbon emissions
and large-scale use of finite resources, the same phrase may
serve as a reminder for architects to temper their frivolous
tendency towards new buildings and producing more which in
the end turn into waste.

In addition to the 10 (plus 1) methods mentioned above, there
are certainly a diverse array of alternative methods that originate
from other perspectives, building cultures and sustainable
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practices. Hence, a design does not always have to be limited to
just one method. On the contrary, the most interesting projects
often involve multiple actions. A hybrid approach provides
choices like — breaking through an obstacle here, building
something extra there, imitating a space, building on top of this
building, demolishing a part, or doing nothing at all.

A Happy End?

At the time of this writing, the situation in the Dutch
construction sector — especially in Amsterdam - is completely
reversed compared to the situation in 2012. The economy

has been back on the rise. For some time now, once more,
developers are looking for real estate opportunities to make
money, the sound of construction by the builders on site can
be heard, architectural firms are working overtime, and the
academy sees a great influx of enthusiastic students from all
over the world. “Business as usual” one could say. It not only
illustrates the resilience but also the opportunism in Dutch
architecture. Yet, the real societal questions remain unsolved,
making the role of the architect in society as unstable as before.

Not just in the 7 lean years, but especially in the prosperous
years with high construction activity, we architects should work
more with what is already there, with those who are already
there, and with what we still have left — in terms of natural
resources. Much more is required from an architect. We need
more involvement, more creativity, more intelligence — and we
will need it all for the coming of the next mire.
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Jarrik Ouburg is one of the partners of HOH Architecten, based in Amsterdam.
He is a professor of Architecture at the Amsterdam Academy of Architecture,
where he headed the Architecture department from 2012 until 2016 and initiated
the research program, Tabula Scripta. The book ‘Rewriting Architecture, 10+1
Actions for an Adaptive Architecture: Tabula Scripta’ will be published by Valiz
Publishers in 2020.
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