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Only A Boundless Curiosity Can Save Architecture

Can you talk about the history of Archis? It was founded in 1929?
For 86 years now, Volume magazine and its predecessors have been
investigating the reason for architecture - not just presenting what
happened in the built environment, not just presenting how things
were made, not just creating exposure to the people who did it.
Rather than asking ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘by whom’, The R.K. Bouwblad,
Goed Wonen, Tijdschrift voor architectuur en beeldende kunsten,
Wonen TA/BK and finally Archis, ask the ultimate question to the
raison d'étre of architecture as a medium of culture - Why? All these
titles didn’t satisfy themselves with updating their constituency with
the latest professional news. Rather, they explored the cultural
motives within the architectural dimension of society.

In the last ten years, under another title and completely
internationalized, this tradition has been continued by Volume. In the
wake of a massive disruption of architecture due to globalization,
digitization, neo-liberalism and the introduction of technologies
interfering with the essential features of the architectural discipline,
Volume went beyond the question of ‘why’ per se, and began to
explore how architecture could find new territories beyond itself. An
agenda for a new self-confidence of the oldest human endeavor: to
create a place on earth.

You'd been working as the editor-in-chief of Archis magazine for
ten years (1996-2004) before the magazine was changed to
Volume. Why it was changed? And why you took this name?

The change in 2005 has a long story, but the essence is that as
editorial team we realized that our mission (and hence our unique
market niche position) resided in the role of architecture explorer.
Noticing undeniably market forces, in which architecture criticism
became torn between a mainstream focusing on trade journalism and
an avant-garde still fond of architecture as an intellectual pursuit, we
radically chose for the latter. We lost readers expecting information
from us, we gained readers in search of ideas. So we wanted to
explicit make clear that this magazine was made for them. And to
mark that clarity, we chose a new name Volume. New, but upholding
a proud tradition of 75 years. Volume, because this name embodies
what we saw as essence of architecture: to be a physical reality and
to be a cultural energy at the same time.

To emphasize this vision, we coined a motto that has been upheld
ever since: To Beyond or Not to Be. It’s the wording of a quest for a
raison d’etre, that can be found on the spine of every issue of the
magazine since its beginning. It was meant to convince people that
ours was not just one of the many missions for architecture. It’s the
one that pre-empts survival. Any architecture that cannot prove how
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it makes sense or is relevant is a dying architecture; a narcissistic
architecture that recycles its heroes, sticks to its routines, ignores the
course of history, approaches the abyss of ridicule and
eventually oblivion.

In 2005, we intuited this decay was about to manifest itself, but it
lacked analysis. One of the biggest crises in the history of
architecture was about to begin, but nobody seemed to care. The
credit crunch. The ubiquity of the smart phone. The internet of things.
3D printing, you name it. We believed our magazine could offer a
guide to help architecture to understand all these things and to
provide a survival kit to cope with it. To beyond or not to be, is a
about a hint of redemption and an imperative of perseverance at
once. Volume’s claim is that only a boundless curiosity can
save architecture.

Volume is composed by three important organizations - Archis,
AMO and C-Lab. What are the functions of the three?

As editor of Archis, facing existential questions and believing that
curiosity could be our only way out, | turned to two people | consider
as among the most explorative and inquisitive people in the last half
a century of architecture: Rem Koolhaas and Mark Wigley. Koolhaas,
whose hallmark sense of urgency had been institutionalized as AMO
within the OMA portfolio for a few years, didn’t hesitate at all to join in
to a project carrying on the best of 75 years of architectural thinking.
Wigley, about to begin his deanship at Columbia University’s
Graduate School of Design, Planning and Preservation, looking for a
global platform to test and show ideas in an academic environment
that he revamped as entirely global. What C-lab could do within the
school, could Volume do outside. So, one could say, partnering with
Rem and Mark was about creating a braintrust. But of course, they
also represented institutions somewhere active in the chain of
architecture. They complemented each other, the school preparing
for architecture, the office producing architecture and the
magazine disseminating architecture. We all believed that an
editorial agenda across those components, could cater all
three in developing content, education and design ideas.

Koolhaas is frequently mentioned when talking about Volume.
Can you talk about how he is involved in the operation of the
magazine?

He is not involved in the operation. That’s always been done by
Archis. But he has endorsed the Volume project from the beginning
in its efforts to show how architecture can go beyond itself. First, by
feeling responsible for a great tradition in peril. Then, by writing some
essays. Then, by engaging AMO in some crucial special issues, like
the two Al Manakhs on the urbanization of the Gulf. In a way, one can
say, Volume benefited a few times from the adventure Rem Koolhaas
makes of his life.

Our Reader's Base is Usually Our Writer's Base

It is very interesting that each of your themes is trying to analyze
architecture in terms of society and culture. How did you choose
these themes?

| think basically, it’s a matter of intuition. What is going on in society,
immediate, or latent, and how does it affect architecture as a medium
of culture, as an art, as a discipline, as a social service. Every single
issue, this approach revealed a power of architecture that has hardly
been celebrated before, but for us would indicate its quintessential
potential.

Between 2001 and 2005 we transformed those topics even into
personalities themselves, by stating “Archis is Paranoia”, or “Archis is
Africa”, or “Archis is an Island”. We covered issues like terrorism,
power and debt crisis. We also covered an “ubiquitous China”,
presenting China no longer as an emerging country, but as a way of
life, a global phenomenon. And of course, we always came back to
the analysis of the architectural dimension of those issues.

What is going on after setting the theme? We can see many
analytical charts and site photos when looking at the magazine.
The way of working has changed tremendously over the years. When |
began there were not even desk top computers. Now we can create
entire issues on WeChat and WhatsApp, by way of speaking. As a
consequence, the core team has become smaller, but the
contributing circle around it much bigger. One could say that since
Volume started, the editorial board has become global.

Most themes are still set at the Amsterdam office, although regularly
others submit ideas for it in the editorial spirit we like. Very often the
themes are developed in association with other organizations, and
they help to provide a writer’s base for it, making sure we collect very
diverse voices. In working with these authors, a strong emphasis is
put on the quality of visuals, both info graphics and photography.
Already in the 90s, Archis gave up on relying on official project
documentation to make our case, as most of the time this is
completely controlled by designers. To develop an independent
critical mind, you cannot rely on traditional architecture photography
as it tends to perpetuate the myth of the designer’s hero that has
turned out very detrimental to architecture. Instead, the photography
in Archis and Volume has become much more “situational” and
contextual.

A final observation to answer your question is about the role of our
subscribers. As Volume became a magazine for free thinkers, for
most of them it is not just a medium to be informed by. It also
provides a platform to share things and to find like-minded people.
As such, Volume’s writer’s base is not so different from its reader’s
base.

One of the targets of its research on cities and spaces is to offer
suggestions to the governments and NGOs. Do you have any
successful cases?

This is a tricky question. Yes, we do believe that Archis, Volume and
even the NAi has provided concepts that helped solve big issues. For
the NAI | would find it easier to claim so, as it was its deliberate policy
to contribute to real solutions. It ran a program called “Architecture of
Consequence” which explicitly aimed to rewrite the script of
architecture and connect the discipline to the biggest issues of our
time, such as climate, food quality, water management, health care
and social harmony.

For Volume it would be harder to make this claim. Asking why in life
does not always lead to better solutions. Asking why can be ignored,
sidelined, even silenced. Asking why is revealing inconvenient truths.
But I'm quite sure that 100 issues of Archis and Volume are full of
ideas about a better society and sometimes even just in the waiting
room for being discovered once again. There is guidance to be found,

but no guarantees.

There seems no advertisement in the magazine? Where does the
money come from?

I will tell you a story about it. At the end of the year 2000, Archis was
in deep trouble. The publisher decided to kick it out of its magazine
portfolio as it never made more than 5% profit. The owner, the
national institute of architecture (NAi), was about to decide to
terminate the magazine as to avoid any economical risk. So as the
editor | had to find new partners. For that, | decided to ask advise
from McKinsey, who happened to run a pro bono program for
cultural initiatives. Well, McKinsey applied all the analytical matrixes
and parameters they could think of, to determine the actual product
that we were offering the market. Were we a trade journal, offering
professional information? Were we a special interest magazine to
cater a specific group on a clearly delineated topic? Were we a niche
title to identify with as an act of social distinction? Were we a human-
interest magazine with lots of gossip and feature portraits? None of
the above.

McKinsey advised us to choose one of these formulas to have a
chance to survive. So, in the spirit of timeless architecture, we picked
another alternative: to make a magazine asking the question “why”.
Suggesting that people leave their secure market position to enter
uncharted territories is not exactly the soundest of business
models. However, by addressing the global community of
architecture free thinkers (or the institutions and libraries which
believe they should serve them), all together there has been just
enough critical mass for the magazine to continue. For sure they
can be called ambassadors of the idea that architecture can still
create value, rather than just add some to the standardized building
process.

We heard about that you and your family plan to move to
Shenzhen for a while, and you’ve also started learning
Chinese. We wonder about what led you to take part in the
development of Chinese architecture and cities? And how you
would expect to participate in the environment of China, a
country that is so different from the West?

This year | began my job as founding director of a new Design
Museum in Shenzhen. Its mandate goes beyond architecture only. It
encompasses the entire field of design, including design thinking.
One key objective of this project is to explore, show and discuss how
design creativity can be stimulated across culture and economy and
which conditions need to be set to facilitate this. For a job like that,
building an institution, frequent visits are not enough. | need to live in
Shenzhen to do my work properly. But also to understand better the
drive behind this - the drive to materialize a grand social purpose of
social renewal on a magnitude scale.

Of course there are lots of differences between China and the West,
but as a cultural historian, | can say that this drive can be found
anywhere in some historical episodes. It’s the drive that defines ages
of prosperity, as the lack of this drive defines eras of decay. For me
it's a big step of course, but in some way it’s a sort of home coming.
To contribute to an effort to galvanize the will for quality in life.

01. Ole Bouman published The Invisible in Architecture in 1994 with the purpose to change the way people look at architecture. His later practices in various ares are
greatly influenced by this way of thinking, from editor-in-chief of Volume to director of Netherlands Architecture Institute, to creative director of Urbanism\Architecture Bi-
City Biennale of Shenzhen and Hong Kong. 02. The new Design Museum in Shenzhen where Ole Bouman is appointed as director. To be open in 2017.
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