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<We designed this project for ourselves so this was much more 
difficult. We tried to do everything here to make an interesting 
project and show people that we really are good architects. An 
advisor told us: ‘Your genius is that you are so simple, so make 
something very simple’. And that was exactly what we did.>
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CLaus en kaan OFFiCe | Amsterdam, The Netherlands | 2007



<... it is so small that it was a great pleasure to 
design this house - it really is like a caravan. You 
have no reference about this kind of space. I mean, 
you can imagine 4, 6, or 8 meters - but what is 2.10 
or 2.20? How can you decide?>
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HOUSE IN JINGU MAE | Tokyo, Japan | 2007
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NETHERLANDS INSTITUTE FOR ECOLOGY NIOO-KNAW | Wageningen, The Netherlands | 2011



<What I like very much in this project is the effect that 
- again for Austrians this must be very obvious but for 
a Dutch funcionalist thinker it was great to discover 
- that the plan can be a sequence of rooms, and it 
doesn’t have to be a corridor with aligned rooms.>
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Museum National Monument Camp Vught | Vught, The Netherlands | 2002
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RR_Felix, your lecture was a great review of your work 
but it was also like trying to find your way around. There 
are two terms which you used quite often: one is ‘simple’ 
and the other is ‘elegant’. Are these terms of any specific 
importance when you design a project? Is that the image 
you are constructing—trying to be both elegant and 
simple? Isn’t that a play with words though because what 
seems simple is actually much more complicated. 

FC_Of course, that is true! This is something that 
architects know: to make a facade with only a few lines is 
immensely difficult. So simple is a very dangerous notion 
to work with. On the other hand, elegance is more a notion 
for the one who is looking at the building, for the one who 
is reflecting. As a maker—I don’t use the word creator— 

you cannot think about something elegant. You can make 
something simple, of course, but you never set out to do 
something elegant. Until today, it is still a struggle in which 
you try to work very broad. And then you realize: Jesus, if I 
had tried this before, it would have saved me a lot of time.  
And often that is the simplest approach. So, simple is 
something that you can work with but elegant is not.

RR_But isn’t the simple also the minimal?

FC_Ah, well … this housing block on the corner that I 
showed earlier, a lot of people have asked themselves: 
‘What is this?’ And the mayor of the city said, it is a 
building with curved lines because I had a new girlfriend 
at the time. But in fact, the detailing is very abstract: all 
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the surfaces are flush and everything is perfectly simply 
detailed, just like in a project with straight lines. It only has 
this exuberance because the site asked for it.

AS_Is the materialization part of what constitutes simplicity 
in your projects? When do you start with the materialization 
in your projects? 

FC_That’s a good question! I introduced myself by saying 
that I am currently in a period of looking back and trying 
to organize the past. Looking back, I realize that, in a lot 
of cases, the question of material comes into the project 
naturally. I think every country or every climate zone has 
its specific material. Then again, there is also a joy in 
exploring new things. 

AS_Does the choice of material also depend on the scale 
of the project? You showed us a great variety of projects—
from small to very big. How do you work with scale? 

FC_Well, you must consider that most of the projects 
are in an urban context. And in the urban context of the 
Netherlands there are many institutions above you. There 
is an architect’s committee, often there is a supervisor 
and there are also political bodies. It is common to have 
some sort of aesthetic requirements that demand a certain 
material. So the choice of materials can be very limited.

RR_That is an interesting aspect: most of the projects 
you showed were realized in the Netherlands, they fall 

under very specific building constraints. Building in the 
Netherlands, as you put forward, has to be cost efficient. 
The rational voice comes in and is always in the back of 
your mind. You know that you have to hit certain targets 
otherwise you just cannot make a project. Once you have 
understood these rules, doesn’t it also become really 
tiring? 

FC_Of course, but it is also a natural development like 
the one our economy has seen. It had to come to a stop 
because there were so many automatisms. There were 
so many empty projects being produced and I am not 
saying that we did not take part in it as well. You are 
part of a certain momentum and you only realize that 
afterwards. I know that this sounds very pessimistic but 
this is the state of mind that we are in right now. A lot of 
my colleagues are trying to escape by going abroad and 
saying to themselves, ‘Oh, we are doing great!’ but I think 
it is something that belongs to the cultural development. 
It is an essential part of architecture. Architecture has 
always been like this: it has golden times and it has less 
interesting times. And in the less interesting times, there 
are more thoughts developed than in the productive times. 

RR_Well, there are good examples for that as well. But do 
you think that this turning point for your office is caused by 
the Dutch economic crisis or by having delivered so many 
projects?
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FC_I think it also has to do with your own development, 
for example, in relation to challenges of the commissions. 
If you do a challenging project of a certain scale or 
complexity—like this big justice complex or this big 
museum—you ask yourself, ‘Should I now go back to 
smaller projects and compete with young architects?’ It 
doesn’t seem fair to me. I was very lucky to start practice 
in a time when architecture really took off in our country. 
We grew and we made a profit from it. And I refuse to go 
back, so to say. 

AS_You are teaching in Tokyo. Do you use this work with 
students for reflection? 

FC_Hmm, no. I teach because I like it. I myself was a late 
student. I always wanted to study architecture but I never 
wanted to go to Delft. It’s just a small city. And when I 
finally went—at the age of 25—one of my teachers was 
Herman Hertzberger. I hated what he did but he was such 
a great teacher, full of enthusiasm. To get home, I had to 
be in the car for an hour but when I came home I still felt 
this great energy. This is what I feel when I am teaching. It 
is so nice if you can achieve that with your students when 
you are working and traveling together. So no, teaching is 
not a laboratory for me. It’s more like this other energy.

AS_Okay, I see. And how do you manage that: teaching 
in Tokyo, having offices in the Netherlands and projects in 
various locations?

FC_Well, we have a very experienced office and I 
concentrate on projects in the vicinity of my Amsterdam 
house. I want to do everything on a bicycle. I like to travel 
to work, but not for work. Imagine you come to Graz to do 
a project. There you have to go to meeting after meeting 
and then you go back and … what do you have? It is 
much more interesting to go somewhere and to profit 
from it by discovering other ways of doing or thinking. In 
architecture, those things are very helpful. Everyone in 
our profession has the same problems: there is the wind, 
the builder, the client and gravity. So to look at how other 
people deal with this is very interesting. And I think that the 
conditions for work, in your own environment—political, 
sociological, cultural—are always best. There are so many 
examples of foreign architects doing stupid projects. 

RR_There are certain topics which always come up in your 
projects. One is the topic of repetition which maybe is also 
related to your Dutch background. The interesting thing 
is how this way or this methodology of using repetition 
forces the project to become abstract, to be (de)utilized by 
whomever or whatever. The first project you showed was 
student housing and you made a joke about it being like a 
prison. The prison could be considered the most abstract 
structure we have. So it becomes a matter of convincing 
the client how to utilize it. Is this the meeting you are going 
for? 

FC_I think so, but as you say, it is very much facilitated 
by common understanding that repetition is good. That 



is a cultural starting point, or used to be because this 
is also changing now. We used to not have a problem 
with repetition whatsoever because it also gives you the 
possibility to make small individual adaptations to express 
your individuality. For instance, English terrace houses: 
you can paint them. They are all the same but one is 
pink and the other one is … in this sense, equality is a 
very important aspect. Equality as repetition. All men are 
equal. All men are the same. No one sticks out. This is 
very accepted in our culture. You also have to consider the 
communal element of public space that is very important 
in the renaissance in the south of Europe. In northern 
countries, public space was never very important. It is just 
a street, a functional space.

RR_With regards to public space, there is the topic of 
the facade as the interface between the public and the 

private. This seems to be a very small niche you are 
using to develop certain ideas, also making use of ‘the 
fake’ like when you imply something to be loadbearing 
when it is not. Is the facade the only niche you have in the 
Netherlands where you can show your creativity?

FC_Yes, I think so. The interior is totally dominated 
by the structural typology, which is always the ‘tunnel’ 
in housing. There is no freedom. There was a time of 
interesting typological renewal but the architects were so 
irresponsible that they came up with all kinds of strange 
typologies that nobody could use. The reaction of the 
market was that they only ask for standard typologies now. 
So the interior is very simple and the outside is limited by 
budget restraints. It is exactly like you said, this niche is 
very, very small.

RR_But this ‘tunnel’, as you call it, is that due to the 
formwork the construction companies are using? This 
would mean the construction companies are supervising 
the typology of housing.

FC_Of course. If I go to France, I have a beautiful lecture 
about the tunnel system which was a French invention. 
In France, if you do housing, each project has its own 
construction system. And they make fair-faced concrete 
in all kinds of complicated forms. There is no level of 
sustainability, there is no insulation. There is no quality of 
detail either because every project has another standard 
of detailing. The good thing about the Dutch housing 
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production is that it is very low-cost. The quality is perhaps 
not very high but it is guaranteed. So that is something. It’s 
not a lot but it’s something.

RR_But when pushing something to the extreme, finally 
there will be a breaking point. So in the Dutch architecture 
scene, if everybody has been pushed towards the rational 
and cost efficiency, one of these days—maybe now—
everybody will be fed up with it and there might be a 
revolution.

FC_Maybe. Well, there was a revolution, of course. If you 
look at the typical Dutch architecture of fifteen years ago, 
it was already an expression of poverty. Like MVRDV and 
all this kind of volumetric expressionism—very poor in 
architectural quality. I think we have always been more 
aware of our position as both architects and professionals. 
So like any professional, we want to be responsible in the 
sense that we deliver a service which requires knowledge. 
Our profession is also a profession of knowledge. You 
must know how high a table or a toilet is. If you don’t 
know those things and you just talk about intellectual 
concepts—like students of architecture in the United 
States—you cannot deliver as an architect. So I always 
enjoyed—and I still do—having all these responsibilities 
in the public life and to ensure that this aspect of the 
discipline is being taken seriously instead of just taking 
things to the extreme in a formal sense. 

AS_How do your clients handle the aspect of going to the 
extreme and testing things?

FC_You know in all the projects we did, we only had 
very few private clients. Our way of working is very much 
determined by working for professional clients. So you are 
always talking to a professional counterpart who knows 
what his responsibility is. One is looking for a program, 
the other one is checking the planning, the third one is 
checking the budget and no one is saying, ‘I would like 
another kitchen.’ I could not do that.

RR_Talking about the clients, there seems to be 
something like a hidden code, especially with public 
clients. The Netherlands can be considered a wealthy 
country, there is no real poverty. So there shouldn’t be any 
reason to build in the way that it is done. You don’t really 
spend a lot of money. Everything is really efficient. Is this a 
protestant approach?

FC_Of course! When I was working in Switzerland I 
discovered how similar we are to the Swiss way of 
thinking. We are so contrary to the Catholic approach 
because in Protestantism everything is abstract. We are 
very good at abstractions. Money is an abstraction! We 
are very rational. We can count and this is the only thing 
that matters. In France, people only want to talk. They are 
intellectual and want to talk about real things like food, or 
material in Italy. This is so alien to our way of thinking. We 
have no time for that. We must earn money. Yes, that is 



really true and it is very sad that these cultural issues are 
never addressed. It would be so nice because this would 
explain a lot of the great opportunities that you are passed. 
We are one entity but we have so many cultural variations.

RR_How would you categorize the strange developments 
going on in the Netherlands like say Prince-Charles-
Architecture? Is that Catholic?

FC_It is the end of an era and it also has to do with 
populism. I am not a Marxist anymore but I used to 
be. I know what great analytical power this historical 
materialists’ way of analysing things has. When we 
had this real estate economy, it was one—everybody 
was working together. The big banks, the development 
company, the construction company but also the urban 
planners, the politicians and the architects. Everybody 
was producing, producing, producing! And they produced 
something that normal people, at a certain stage, were 
told or had the impression that they did not want anymore. 
They wanted something else. And then, the same group 
of people, same industrial complex said, ‘Okay, I know 
what you mean. You want this!’ So this is a simulacrum, it 
is a panache for something else. There is no real freedom. 
This Rob Krier thing … they are products from the same 
industry, in the same scale, with the same repetition 
behind the door, but branded in a different way. 

RR_So Japan would be very similar. A society which is 
working day and night. Yet you come along and say, you 

suddenly had the ‘freedom’ of working on a very small, 
tight site in Tokyo.    

FC_Well, the great thing about Japan, apart from a lot of 
not so great things, is that there is no aesthetical control. 
That was very new to me. Everything is determined by the 
plan. They envelop the maximum floor area, the angle in 
which the light has to reach the street and that’s it. If you 
stay within those parameters you can do whatever you 
like. It is a strange kind of freedom. 

AS_Do you also do bigger projects in Japan?

FC_A few years ago I had the idea to establish an office 
there and I got some very interesting clients out of the 
mainstream. As a foreigner you would never get large-
scale projects in Japan and there is nothing comparable 
to a European tender system where you could compete. 
But I had some interesting clients and I thought it could 
be possible. But then the crisis hit and all those guys went 
bankrupt. Now I just like to be there without this restraint of 
having to comply with something. 

RR_How do you run your everyday life, jetting between 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam and Tokyo, the office in Paris and 
tonight here in Graz—jumping between very different 
societies?

FC_But in some way, they complement each other. We 
talked about Dutch society being very abstract but the 
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good thing about the Netherlands or Anglo-Saxon culture 
is that you don’t have to waste time. You can be very 
direct and say what you want without any fuss. The French 
quality of life is obviously much higher, no discussion 
about that. What is also interesting about France—and 
this may sound a little bourgeois—I very much appreciate 
the way people act in the public space: with respect and 
certain codes. I found this very comfortable since in our 
culture it is totally non-existent. Well, and Tokyo … I have 
to tell you that I have a Japanese wife. So that’s a very 
important reason I can be there at all. For me, it is great to 
be somewhere where you can be totally free of any visual 
or acoustic impact. I don’t know about you but a lot of 
architects are very visual so your eye gets always lost. For 
me, being in Japan is like being under water. It is extremely 
good for my concentration. 

AS_Also in Tokyo? 

FC_Yes.

RR_Apart from Tokyo, you have also been teaching in 
Zurich, Lausanne and at the Berlage. You always have 
to do with young people, different kinds of students. You 
said the Swiss society is very similar to the Dutch. I would 
agree, but then you have the ETH Zurich students and the 
Lausanne students which I assume to be different … and 
then you jump across to Tokyo. Which differences do you 
experience in that respect?

FC_Well, I could make general remarks about cultural 
differences but it is also important to point at the fact that 
a school has to be organized in a good way. The ETH 
has a great working atmosphere with the dean changing 
every three years, with the commitment of the professors 
and with the financial possibilities. At Lausanne, I found 
this atmosphere much more difficult because of a strange 
rector and unfortunate spatial conditions where one 
professor is here, one professor is there. Also in Japan 
where I worked in different universities, the conclusive 
element is how the school is managed and who is creating 
possibilities for you or for the students so that they can 
express their ambitions. If that is possible, it is a great 
luxury. That is more important than any cultural differences 
because teaching is always about working with young and 
ambitious students. 



RR_You started off by saying that one of your mentors 
was Herman Hertzberger and you hated his architecture 
but you appreciated the energy he put into teaching and 
the energy you got from him. Do you see yourself in a 
similar way? 

FC_Yes, I think so. 

RR_Do your students then have to hate your architecture? 
[laughing]

FC_Oh, they may. If we are in school we are all equal. 
And I’m not like Hans Kollhoff trying to create followers in 
an aesthetical way. I want to discuss things in an equal 
manner so I want students to be independent in the sense 
that they can decide for themselves. 

RR_Is this easy with the Japanese students? 

FC_Well, a big problem with Japanese students—apart 
from the language—is the fact that they lack the common 
reference of public space we have in Europe. That is 
comparable to the United States. American children come 
from big villas in the suburbs, they have no idea what a 
city centre is. And this is the same in China or Japan. It is 
a great problem if you try to educate them in architecture 
because for me architecture without a city is the loss of the 
political society.

RR_So when you teach in Japan, what are the topics? 
What are the briefs you give your students? 

FC_I always teach housing. Because in housing it gives 
me a level playing field in the sense that I don’t have to 
talk about what I think. You can really say, ‘This bedroom is 
not a good bedroom because you need space for a bed, 
a wardrobe, a small desk …’ This gives you all kinds of 
rational stuff to talk about.

RR_But the Japanese are lucky because they don’t have 
a bed. 

FC_Oh well, nowadays they have beds. [laughing] No, 
you know what I mean. It gives you a point of reference 
that makes it possible to have an unheated discussion. 
I remember myself being a student having discussions 
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with teachers about, ‘I think this is okay’ and the teacher 
said, ‘No, this is not okay’. It ends in frustration. I like 
housing very much for its typological aspects. You can just 
measure and if it works it is very nice.

RR_But are these housing projects for the Japanese 
students based in Japan or somewhere else?

FC_Yes, they are always in the neighbourhood of the 
school so that we can go there …

AS_… by bicycle.

FC_In Zurich, it was very nice because each semester 
every professor had to organize a tour. You could combine 
traveling with the design project. And there was funding. It 
is a great system. 

RR_Where did you go?

FC_Paris, London, Ljubljana, Zagreb, Tokyo, Chicago, 
Amsterdam …

RR_Yes, the Swiss have got a lot of money. [laughing]

FC_They have money!

RR_Tonight, you began your lecture as if you were going 
into your archives, picking out certain projects, not always 
in a chronological order. Are we experiencing something 

like a turning point this evening? If so, are there specific 
projects or other things you would really like to do in the 
future? 

FC_That is a good question! I am very ambivalent about 
it because if I look back, we did more or less everything 
that I would feel like doing. At the same time, I also 
come to a conclusion. Seeing a lot of new commercial 
buildings being demolished after 20 years of existence, 
seeing cities transformed from normal, equal cities into 
places of tourism and residences for rich people, I think in 
present day architecture there are some issues of higher 
importance than producing yet another building. How to 
deal with that is interesting to me. Given the fact that I 
know my limitation. I am not a politician. I am not a writer. 
I am an architect. I want to make something but there are 
some big questions I ask myself along the way. 

RR_As a very generalised question: do you think we have 
built enough in Europe?

FC_Of course! Our demography is not developing and in 
our buildings, we are not addressing the real issues. There 
is still a lack of housing for poor or young people. There 
are still big problems in care and education, in research 
and development. I think that the focus is not right. These 
issues should be addressed and I think it is our profession 
that should start. I notice that, today, students are much 
more interested in these kinds of issues—practical issues, 
political issues—than in the latest SANAA project. I am 



very happy that the culture of the image is coming to an 
end. When I talk to young people they don’t care about 
that. That’s very good. 

AS_Is this an effect of the crisis? 

FC_While we, as more or less established architects, were 
making projects and enjoying the fruits of the land, a lot of 
young people were thinking about other things and looking 
for a different meaning in architecture. If you look back in 
the history of architecture, this is only normal. When I was 
a student we read books. There were no colour images. 
There was no colour copier. We read books and then 
we started to work on the section and the plan. It is only 
recent that our architecture became so … perverted.

RR_Felix, I think this is a very nice closing sentence. 
Something we should all take home and think about.

FC_You made me say it!

RR_What are we as architects heading for and heading 
to? What are the young ones going to do? What will the 
future of architecture be like? It was a very nice talk and 
thoughtful evening with you. Thank you very much.
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