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In memory of Caca: ‘a heppy heppy ket.’
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Foreword
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This dissertation was used as an opportunity to experiment with

academic blogging. A weblog, called ‘no words no action’, was

established in March 2007 to act as a project diary, reading list and

point of contact between me and anyone interested in the project. It

was particularly useful when, en route to interview Ben Katchor, all my

dissertation notes were lost in the bowels of Philadelphia Airport.

Between March and October 2007, the blog received in excess of 4,000

unique hits. Visitors found the page on academic blog directories,

discussion forums such as The Comics Journal Message Board or The

Comix Scholars Discussion List. A number of important leads and

connections originated in comments left by visitors to the blog. The blog

is online (and will remain there) as a comprehensive diary, bibliography

and archive of the project:

http://nowordsnoaction.wordpress.com/

- James Brown, Sheffield, October 2007
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It is not space that takes the life out of time, but representation.

The real trouble is that the old equation of representation with

spatialisation has taken the life out of space.1

                                                       

1 Doreen Massey, The Weather Project (ed. Olafur Eliasson) London, Tate Publishing,

2003, p. 113
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An
observation
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Architecture is discussed, explained and identified almost entirely though

its representations. Indeed, these representations are often treated as

though they were architecture itself. Huge status is given to the imaginary

project, the authentic set of photographs of the eminent critical account.

This is a paradox. Architecture is fundamentally concerned with physical

reality, yet we discuss and even define architecture (as opposed to

building) through an elaborate construct of media representations:

photography, journalism, criticism, exhibition, history, books, films,

television and critical theory.2

If we, as architects, students and academics are already conscious of

the elaborate media constructs of photography, journalism, criticism,

exhibition, history, books, films, television and critical theory, why are

comic strips, cartoons and sequential art not considered as valid media

for the presentation and discussion of the built environment?

The depiction of architecture (normally at that brief moment between the

completion of construction and the occupation of the building’s tenants)

through images of frozen moments that are touched by neither

occupation nor time denies both the participation of the user and the

process by which the building was designed. It denies both the

presence and the participation of an ‘other’, elevates architecture from

its purposeful role to the realms of aesthetics or even high art, and

excludes those who will ultimately use the building. Judging and

appreciating buildings, space and place solely by the appearance of

their two dimensional representations blurs the line between the nature

of the building and the nature of the representation, negating and

eliminating both narrative and time.

Comics, comix and graphic novels, however, have three potential

advantages over traditional architectural photography. Firstly, sequential

strip cartoons almost always feature a narrative element, thereby

introducing a notion of time to the images. Crucially, it is not just the

sequence of picture frames that mediate the passage of time, but also

the space and time between the frames. Secondly, comics are unique

as a representative medium, since they allow the reader to control and

interpret the pace at which the narrative is experienced.3 And thirdly,

                                                       

2 Kester Rattenbury, This Is Not Architecture, London: Routledge, 2002, preface

3 Cinema and television cannot be adequately examined in a dissertation of this scale.

While those media are similarly dependent on narrative and a passage of time, they are
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since they are created with the entirely individual style and personality of

the artist’s hand, they cannot be read without an appreciation of the

artist’s interpretation. It is impossible to read a comic strip without

encountering the nuances and style of the artist. So do comic strips

offer a more sophisticated way of  looking at, discussing and designing

architecture? And can the particular narrative structure found in comics

help these architectural processes?

                                                                                                                      

controlled by the creator of the motion picture, and the audience is not an active

participant in the creation of this time frame.
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Part one:
the comic
architect
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A brief history

Figure 1: The Interior of Bedlam, from A Rake's Progress by William Hogarth (1763)

The relationship between architecture and comics could begin with the

prints and paintings of William Hogarth (1697 – 1764). It was the printed

versions of these ‘modern moral subjects’ which were his most notable

financial and popular successes.

[ A Rake’s Progress and The Four Times of Day ] confirmed his

increasing mastery of the series as a pictorial format: in both cases

meaning and narrative are generated not only by a highly innovative

manipulation of figures, architecture and space within individual paintings

and engravings; but also by the subtle pictorial relationships that he sets

up between the different images that make up each series.4

                                                       

4 Frédéric Ogée & Olivier Meslay, Hogarth, London: Tate, 2006, p. 16
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Hogarth’s well known morality series – A Harlot’s Progress (1731) and

The Rake’s Progress (1735) use the sequential art form (quite simply a

series of individual pictures, hung in separate frames, printed in order in a

newspaper, or shown on sequential pages in a book) to follow the

progress of two characters through a series of scenes and along a sharp

decline in fortune. A passage of time can be followed through the series,

and generic types recognisable to contemporary London society

populate the pictures. The changing architectural backdrop also mark

the changing fortunes of the subjects: Moll Hackabout’s descent into

prostitution in A Harlot’s Progress is partly illustrated by the changing

backdrop between the second and third scenes: from the aristocratic

townhouse of her lover to a cheap room in  a brothel in Covent Garden.

As in the theatre, the figures in these scenes play out the story against a

exaggerated backdrop; importantly this also allows the story to become

legible to an illiterate audience. Hogarth produced his series in a number

of different ways: as expensive oil paintings, relatively affordable volume-

produced prints, and as features for inclusion in the cheapest of

contemporary newspapers. Hogarth was one of the first comic artists to

see his sequential comic strips incorporated in the printed mass media.

This kind of modern storytelling could also be found in the popular press

of nineteenth century France, when a number of illustrated newspapers

and publications began to feature illustrations of contemporary Parisian

building sections. These were known as coupes anatomiques, or

‘anatomical sections’.

These sections reveal the anatomy of Paris at a glance. They use our

understanding of the domestic interior, particularly the way it regulates

activities and flows, to present a summary of the city through the

ordering of its constituent elements. A hybrid of the technical drawing,

that shows construction and infrastructure, and of an assembly of

pictorial tableaux, they are seductively banal. Seductive, because they

give us an overview of the normally hidden world of the interior, made

miniature and caught between the pages of a book or magazine. Banal,

because in doing so, its mysteries are laid bare. The systems that

structure the city, from its social divisions to its networks of electricity

conduits, are explicitly set out.5

                                                       

5 Diana Periton, The ‘Coupe Anatomique’: Journal of Architecture, vol. 9, p. 289
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Figure 2: Coupe d’une maison parisienne by Bertall (1845)

Hogarth’s pictures played on contemporary themes, such as the early

morning encounters in Covent Garden of the previous night’s raucous

party-goers, in The Four Times of the Day (1738). The French coupes

anatomiques, by comparison, connected directly with the reader’s

personal understanding of familiar domestic environments. Diana Periton

charts a short history of three of these Parisian coupes anatomiques.

The first is of a single five storey Parisian town house by the French

writer, photographer, illustrator and caricaturist Bertall (real name Albert

d'Arnoux 1820 - 1882), first published in 1845 (figure 2). The second

(figure 3) is from 1769, and is a much earlier but wider section through

an (idealised) Parisian street by the architect Pierre Patte (1723 - 1814).
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Periton introduces the third as a ‘hybrid’ of the first two: it is by the

writer and history Baron Alfred-Auguste Ernouf (1817-1889) and comes

from his 1885 publication l’Art des Jardins. Bertall approaches his

section of the Parisian town house as a caricaturist, presenting a series

of stacked vignettes. Patte, with the concerns of an Enlightenment

architect, shows the houses, the street and even the drains below the

surface of the paved street as a complete urban system. His rooms are

noticeably vacant of human occupation. In these two sections, we

already have what would appear to be the first seeds of the seismic gap

between the way that architects and cartoonists present buildings.

Bertall embraces the variety of human activity in the building. Like

Hogarth in the century before him Bertall regarded himself as a moralist,

and used the readily accessible and affordable mass media to present a

series of vignettes, acted out by illustrated characters, partly

recognisable in the wider and fractured French society by the levels of

the building that they occupy; from the grand first floor rooms to the low

and angled ceilings of the cheaper and unornamented and sparsely

furnished garrets. Bertall uses a Parisian apartment block to provide a

framework to his anthropological and sociological observations. Patte’s

coupe is, however, very different. It is, in effect, a new kind of

architectural treatise, but one that considers the infrastructure of the

entire city rather than just one building at a time, a view which was to

become more and more relevant with Baron Georges-Eugène

Haussmann’s (1809 - 1891) renovations of Paris (1852-1870).

Figure 3: Profil d’une rue by Pierre Patte (1769)
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Patte uses his drawing to decompose the street, a section of the city,

into a series of elements that can then be arranged to generate a new

and ideal territory. If we allow our eye to move around the drawing by

following the labelling system .. it is in order to understand how each

element of that territory functions with the next. Patte’s ideal city is a

system of instruments, designed to regulate the fire, water, filth and

people that come into contact with it. Patte frequently assures his

readers that the aim of conceiving the city in this way is to ensure ‘the

happiness of the inhabitants’, to bring about a ‘genuine sense of well-

being’. But as he shows it, the city is unpeopled.6

Patte was perhaps, like Baron Haussmann, well meaning in his desire to

cleanse, simplify and re-organise Paris into a more ordered and more

sanitary metropolis.7 But in doing so, Patte’s drawings present the city

without any acquired character or human marks.

The Parisian coupes anatomiques of the nineteenth century used the

architectural section of a building to provide a framework to a visual

impression of the city. These apartment buildings separated the different

classes of Parisian life into strata, and the coupes of Bertall and others

used the commonly understood social separation of the different storeys

of a multiple-occupancy building to assist the viewer in understanding

the different characters depicted on each storey.8 To a modern eye,

these coupes resemble primitive comic strips: sequential picture boxes

that have an intrinsic relationship to the boxes above, below, before and

after them, and the semi-public circulation spaces become useful points

of contact between separate social strata.

Yes, it could begin this way, right here, just like that, in a rather slow and

ponderous way, in this neutral place that belongs to all and to none,

where people pass by almost without seeing each other, where the life of

the building regularly and distantly resounds. What happens behind the

                                                       

6 Diana Periton, The ‘Coupe Anatomique’, Journal of Architecture, vol. 9, p. 293

7 There is much to suggest that Haussmann’s redesigns were favoured by Napoleon III

because the wider streets facilitated the movement of troops and hindered the

construction of barricades by rioters.

8 The etymological derivation of both the words ‘story’ and ‘storey’ comes from the Latin

historia, meaning both a narrative or a single level in a building. One possible explanation is

that the facades of churches and other large buildings in the Middle Ages were decorated

with rows of stained glass windows that could be read sequentially.
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flats’ heavy doors can most often be perceived only through the

fragmented echoes, those splinters, remnants, shadows, those first

moves or incidents or accidents that happen in what are called the

‘common areas’, soft little sounds damped by the red woollen carpet,

embryos of communal life which never go further than the landing. The

inhabitants of the building live a few inches from each other, they are

separated by a mere partition wall, they share the same spaces repeated

along each corridor, they perform the same movement at the same

times, turning a trap, flushing the water closet, switching a light, laying

the table, a few dozen simultaneous existences repeated from storey to

storey, from building to building, from street to street … Yes, it will begin

here: between the third and fourth storey at 11 Rue Simon-Crubellier.9

This same social interpretation of the relationship between architecture

and occupant returns a century later in French literature, in George

Perec’s (1936 – 1982) novel Life A User’s Manual (1978). Perec uses a

nine storey apartment building on a fictional Parisian street to construct

the novel, and populates it with an assortment of characters who rent

different units in  the building. Each occupant has a different and largely

independent history, but the building becomes a unifying structure for

their stories and relationships. To further the stories of the inhabitants of

11 Rue Simon-Crubellier, Perec illustrated his texts with diagrams,

calling cards and maps. He supplemented the text of the novel with a

diagram at the end of the book to help the reader understand the

location of the building’s different tenants relative to each other. The

basic shape and form of the building (which might not have been familiar

to a non-French contemporary reader) are established and then

elaborated upon in the book.

                                                       

9 Georges Perec (tr. David Bellos), Life A User’s Manual, London, Harvill, 1996, p.3
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Figure 4: Apartment building diagram from Life A User’s Manual by Georges Perec
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Chris Ware: Building Stories and building storeys

Figure 5: from Building Stories by Chris Ware (2000-2007)

Some thirty years after the publication of Life A User’s Manual, the

American illustrator and comic book artist Chris Ware (b. 1967) has

used a similar apartment building – this time in Chicago - as the

framework for a series of interdependent stories in a weekly comic strip

entitled Building Stories.10 The architecture of a building has, once again,

been used as a structural, social and narrative framework to tell a story.

Ware’s artistic style is significant for an exploration of architectural

typologies in sequential art, because it is not only the shape and form of

architecture that structures his stories, but also the spatial techniques of

designing buildings as series of interconnected and related spaces that

helps him arrange both individual pages and entire stories.

                                                       

10 Chris Ware, Building Stories. Syndicated comic strip, to be published London: Random House, 2008
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Figure 6: from Jimmy Corrigan, The Smartest Kid on Earth by Chris Ware (2001)

Chris Ware’s most successful graphic novel prior to Building Stories was

Jimmy Corrigan, The Smartest Kid on Earth (2000). The book won

 (amongst many other accolades) the 2001 Guardian First Book Award,

and is now credited as one of the first non-superhero comics to bring

popular appeal to the nascent ‘graphic novel’ – a book that is longer

and than the French or Belgian comic album and which is comparable in

complexity to a written novel.11 Ware’s drawing style is notable not only

for the shape, form and colour of the individual panels, but the entire

visual structure of the page (and therefore novel). Speaking about Jimmy

Corrigan, Ware explains:

                                                       

11 There is some speculation to suggest that the term ‘graphic novel’ was created by

publishers and/or major booksellers to find a new category in which to shelve this new

type of novel in mainstream bookshops. Ware, fully conscious of the difficulties some

bookshop employees might have find a place for his work, helpfully suggests on the dust

jacket of Jimmy Corrigan: ‘File under: Literature/Self-Help’.
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Well, it's full color, but in most cases it's a two-color palette for each

segment or set of panels; a two-tier sequence will appear that's blue and

yellow, and three-tiered sequence will follow that's red and yellow. That's

a reflection of the limitations that I had in New City [ magazine ] when I

started out, because they were only running two-colors plus black. So I

designed the strip with that in mind. In most cases I kept them that way

because it seemed to make them like memories or fragments -

unpleasant to look at, or unappealing … Actually, if you draw something

using a two-color scheme, you can highlight important areas with a third

color, and maintain a pretty rigid composition. I think that's essentially

what Hergé did with Tintin. It's somewhat of a simplistic approach,

though it works.12

Occasional abstract pages, such as figure 6 (from Jimmy Corrigan),

depart from the traditional format of rows of sequential panels to present

complex interconnected characters, events and places. In this instance

the life of an adopted character in the story is put into the context of her

single mother’s (brief) relationship with her father and her subsequent

adoption. Space and time are disassembled and reassembled

pictographically, with key moments in the woman’s life placed in

(generally non-linear) relationships with others. Recognisable

iconography (a school yearbook, a wedding photograph etc.) create an

assembled page of information like those one might find in a neglected

desk drawer.

Ware’s Building Stories allows us to investigate the parallels between

the aesthetic and structural techniques of Ware’s artistic and narrative

style and those of an architect: the story’s setting in a Chicago

apartment block is developed through the use of axonometric and

cutaway axonometric views. In the second page of Building Stories, it is

not only the physical attributes of the building which are established.

Through small annotations written in the precise hand (as if in a

landlord’s ledger or a tenant’s rent book) the building’s history is

revealed through an audit of events, objects and people that have taken

place or existed inside the building: ‘527 keys’, ‘617 dead plants’, ‘886

screams’ etc. The building becomes a witness to the passage of time,

and the concept of a memory in the very fabric of the building is

established.

                                                       

12 Gary Groth, interview with Chris Ware, The Comics Journal no. 200, December 1997
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Ware compensates for the page breaks in the composition by

deliberately placing recurring images and visual motifs in an identical

location on their page spread, visually linking parallel emotions and

events in the lives of the Corrigan men … to nudge the memory and help

the reader see more of the book at once. This points out what we might

call the architecture of comics.13

Architects may repeat elements, materials or colours in a building to aid

navigation, or to draw attention to features such as, for example, the

circulatory core on different levels or in different parts of a building. The

act of reading a comic book can be compared to moving through a

building; an act that engages the occupant of a building. The reader can

be reminded of previous pages by repeated images or motifs,

maintaining continuity with the parts of the story that are no long visible.

Ware also acknowledges a parallel between reading a comic strip and

playing a musical instrument. Through the participatory act of reading,

he explains how the reader brings a story to life by introducing an

element of time to a narrative.

‘What you do with comics, essentially, is take pieces of experience and

freeze them in time,’ Ware says. ‘The moments are inert, lying there on

the page in the same way that sheet music lies on the printed page. In

music you breathe life into the composition by playing it. In comics you

make the strip come alive by reading it, by experiencing it beat by beat

as you would playing music…’14

Reading a comic strip makes one complicit with its story. The act of

reading a comic strip (or a piece of music, or a novel) advances the

story. But the techniques of comic strip artists allow the pace and

rhythm of the story to be carefully controlled, even varied. Unlike the

viewer of a film, a comic book reader consumes and digests the story at

a personalised rate. This passage of time in comic strips will often be

manifested through dialogue, but Ware also controls the pace of his

comics by the use of ’silent’ panels, or repeating images that slow the

                                                       

13 Daniel Raeburn, Chris Ware (Monographics), New Haven, Yale University Press, 2004,

p. 25. The ‘Corrigan men’ are the three generations of principal characters in Jimmy

Corrigan: The Smartest Kid On Earth, London, Jonathan Cape, 2001.

14 Daniel Raeburn, Chris Ware (Monographics), New Haven, Yale University Press, 2004,

p. 25
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tempo of the strip. Adam Stephanides explores this in a recent volume

of Ware’s Acme Novelty Library (published intermittently since 1993).

This combination of irregularity with regularity, producing an almost

Mondrian-like effect, creates a sense of rhythm, much more so than in

Jimmy Corrigan or [ Acme Novelty Library ] # 16. In contrast, a page

showing Alice looking for the bathroom is divided into 12 equal-sized

panels, giving a feeling of stasis, as do two pages divided into six equal-

sized panels, depicting Alice’s homesick memories of her old home and

best friend. In a way, issue # 17 is a return to Ware’s early short comics,

which were often about rhythm as much as anything else, but Ware’s

approach to rhythm is much more sophisticated than in those comics.15

Many of Ware’s panels are wordless, demonstrating that unlike

literature, in comics a truly silent space can be described without the

use of words. And when a comic strip is silent, it is truly silent, as Scott

Figure 7 from The Acme Novelty Library # 17 by Chris Ware

                                                       

15 Adam Stephanides (Review of Acme Novelty Library #17) The Comics Journal no. 282, April 2007.
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McCloud deftly explains in this sequence from his handbook

Understanding Comics.

Figure 8: from Understanding Comics by Scott McCloud
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Figure 9: from Building Stories by Chris Ware
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Ware warns against a simplistic use of words in comic strips. If they are

to maximise the potential of their visual narrative, they must adopt a

more integrated approach to including dialogue as part of the image.

‘The basic idea of comics is just slapping word balloons on top of

drawings,’ Ware says. ‘That is so boneheaded.’16

Ware’s narrative techniques use sophisticated structures that ensure the

dialogue bubbles of a comic strip are integral components of the

drawings. What is apparent is that he has also developed an incredibly

adept manner of using architecture – buildings, spaces and places – to

forward and develop a narrative. To use Ware’s own terminology, it

would be apposite to suggest that it is not only ‘boneheaded’ to slap

word balloons on top of drawings, but it would also be simplistic to

employ architecture as a two-dimensional backdrop to a sequential

narrative of words and pictures. Unlike Perec’s apartment building at 11

rue Simon-Crubellier in Life A User’s Manual, in Ware’s Building Stories

there are thought bubbles emerging from the apartment building itself.

The building has a persona, a character and a voice which expresses

emotion. The almost absolute necessity of narrative structure in a comic

strip has led Ware to experiment with letting the built environment

become a narrative voice. The architecture lives.

The architecture that Ware depicts is generally that of the region he

inhabits: Chicago and the mid-western States of America. Troubled

father-son relationships (in Jimmy Corrigan), unhappy childhoods (in

Rusty Brown) and inelegant interpersonal friendships (in Building Stories)

are set in a built environment that is frequently cold, lonely and

unwelcoming.

Gary Groth: Your main complaint against modern architecture is that it

doesn’t fulfil human needs?

Chris Ware: Essentially, yes. Again, I think we're living in a culture right

now that mocks us. Buildings are the most obvious ‘conflation’ of art and

function. Why would anyone want to be anywhere near a gigantic,

featureless metal box with windows that didn't open? I swear I feel when

                                                       

16 Daniel Raeburn, Chris Ware (Monographics), New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004,

p. 10
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I'm in downtown Chicago that the modern buildings are laughing at me.

They have no respect for the occupant, or for the viewer. And they've

displaced all these incredible, beautiful, delicate, almost vulnerable

buildings that took years and centuries of craft to create. I get tense and

angry when I'm in any of those metal buildings' It's a visceral reaction,

you know? …  they have no sense of dignity.17

                                                       

17 Gary Groth, interview with Chris Ware, The Comics Journal no. 200, December 1997
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Joost Swarte and the Haarlem Toneelschuur

Gary Groth: You make a distinction between real drawing and

cartooning?

Chris Ware: … I think drawing is ‘about’ - or at least good drawing is

about - trying to see. It's more about detail and looking. Whereas

cartooning is making a story happen with symbols ... cartoon drawings

are - just by nature of how they're used as symbols - in a lot of ways not

really drawings, because the information that they have is so

rudimentary, or conceptual. Joost Swarte's ‘drawings’ are a good

example of this idea. He's about the only cartoonist I can think of who's

pushed cartooning to this sort of level. But I try to use ‘real’ drawing

occasionally, or sort of a looser drawing, as a way of anchoring a sense

of place or a feeling. By either floating it below or above the story it

seems to take on this sort of tonal quality, like a long note held.18

What Swarte had always visualised in two dimensions, the comic,

dramatic side of everyday life, could now be materialised in three

dimensions – in every respect, since his architecture would become the

tangible décor for the play of life that is played inside.19

Figure 10 (left) The Toneelschuur Theatre, drawing by Joost Swarte

Figure 11 (right) The Toneelschuur Theatre, as built

                                                       

18 Gary Groth, interview with Chris Ware, The Comics Journal no. 200, December 1997

19 Paul Hefting, Toneelschuur, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers, 2003, p. 201
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In April 1995, the Dutch illustrator and comic book artist Joost Swarte

was invited to design a new building for the Toneelschuur Theatre in

Haarlem. He had worked as the designer of the Toneelschuur’s house

style for more than a decade, creating programmes, brochures, tickets

and a house typeface, but never before had he designed a building, nor

had he ever received any formal architectural training. Swarte accepted

the proposal, and developed a design for the theatre which, with the

help of the architect Henk Döll, would become a memorable, coherent

and practical design for a new theatre and cinema complex, on an

unusual inner-city site on Haarlem’s Lange Begijnestraat. The building is

believed to be the first example of a major public building principally

designed by a cartoonist.

The Toneelschuur Theatre was established in 1968 in Haarlem, fifteen

minutes west of Amsterdam by train. The first three decades of the

theatre’s life were spent in a decidedly non-theatrical space, with most

of the theatre’s most famous productions being staged during a stint in

the attic of a youth club on Smedestraat in the city. Established well

outside the mainstream theatre circuit, the Toneelschuur is credited as

being the first permanent theatre in the Netherlands to not have a raised

stage. Jan Tromp, the chairman of the Toneelschuur board explains

why:

The lack of a raised stage is an absolute must. It guarantees direct, if

necessary physical contact between the actors and the audience. It is

egalitarian theatre in every respect. Away with the pompous frame

around the stage, away with the moat that usually maintains audience

and players at an infinite distance from one another … The Toneelschuur

stands for a mentality of involvement, a spirit of change, and

enthusiasm.20

Joost Swarte was born close to Haarlem and has spent much of his life

living there, and Henk Döll was born in the city. Like many Haarlemers,

they were astutely aware of the cultural impact that the Toneelschuur

had, despite its diminutive presence in the city.

James Brown: What is your first memory of the Toneelschuur?

                                                       

20 Jan Tromp, Toneelschuur, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers, 2003, pp. 29-30
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Joost Swarte: Well just sort of a development of experimental theatre.

But I didn’t go there too often. I was more interested in pop music and

cinema. But at a certain moment it struck me, I think it was in 1981, I

guess, that they had a huge performance, a huge play – the name was

Whatever Happened To Majakovsky? and it was a collage thing. There

was a story of Majakovsky, a love story. It was used as a framework, and

in between all the scenes there were all sorts of experimental things, and

I think that it probably had the same impact on me that avant garde

theatre had in the early twentieth century in Moscow. It was really

constructivist and people all over the place like Stepanova, Rodchenko

and Tatlin did beautiful things. This play, they didn’t do things from the

early twentieth century, but they did things in the same spirit. It had a

great impact on me.21

The framework to which Swarte refers can be seen as a model for the

Toneelschuur Theatre. The alternative theatre space that it provides is

the physical and organisational structure which productions and

activities occupy ‘all sorts of experimental things.’ This, in turn, is a

concept for understanding architecture: it is the combined total of a

framework and the ‘things’ that happen within it.

Joost Swarte’s professional relationship with the Toneelschuur

developed when he was invited to design a logo and publicity for the

theatre.

James Brown: How did you develop this identity for the theatre?

Joost Swarte: Well it just worked. The first thing I had was what I did in

this first poster, in that you do not just show a theatre play but you also

show what is necessary to make a theatre play. And it has to do with a

code. Old fashioned theatre is a sort of a recreation of reality. And you

are looking at it in a sort of a box and you see something, say a room or

a forest and it develops from reality. The more it looks like reality, the

better people like it, but that’s a bit old fashioned. In the Toneelschuur

they often showed the changing of the costumes as part of the play. So I

expressed this in the poster that I did for them. It was a grey-ish poster

… As you see, here on the stage is a theatre play with all sorts of

metaphors in it. A sort of divorce scene. But here in the margin you see

everything what is necessary to make this play.

                                                       

21 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, pp. 30-31.
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Figure 12: Poster for the Toneelschuur Theatre by Joost Swarte, 1984

JB: … In a sense it’s an image which could be lifted out of a comic

book…

JS: Yes it’s a one image story.

JB: And you described that the theatre reproduces these scenes in

boxes, which is essentially what a comic book is, it’s a story told in

frames.

JS: That is what the old theatre was – it told stories in boxes. But the

new theatre is outside that box, and showing what is outside that

box.22

                                                       

22 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, pp. 57-58
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The long and complicated birth of the new Toneelschuur Theatre is well

documented in an excellent monograph.23 The independent status of

the Toneelschuur and the lack of readily available civic funds created a

difficult period of stasis in the project.

Joost Swarte: Well there was a political problem. There was money

reserved, but not yet half of the money necessary to build a new theatre

… at a certain moment the director of the Toneelschuur and the board of

advisors around him thought that if they were to wait for the city council

to come up with more money, the struggle will be lost because it would

never happen. It’s best to take initiative, so what they decided is to try to

have a new theatre designed on the spot that was to be given by the

community and present it as if it were already there… So they needed

designer with two qualifications, a sort of architectural qualification and a

sort of presentation qualification and preferably somebody who

understood what sort of theatre, what sort of building fitted best in the

context of what was presented.24

The monograph on the Toneelschuur includes the words of the theatre

board’s chairman (Jan Tromp) and the collaborating architect (Henk

Döll), and the images of Joost Swarte.  What remained to be

understood, and what lead to the conception of this dissertation, is the

design process of Joost Swarte. How did a comic artist approach the

design of such an important and complicated cultural building when he

we asked to make the leap from graphic designer to theatre designer?

Joost Swarte: It was a crazy demand. A new challenge, a new

experience. I’m very interested in new architecture. And I thought this is

the chance of my life. You only get this once. So of course in my head

was only the word ‘yes’. But it’s better not to say that immediately. So I

said, give me one week to see. I used this one week to see if I had

enough architectural brains to solve major problems. So what I read from

the brief was the surface of the different rooms, the connection between

the rooms. It had to have a garage, two theatres, two cinema halls, a

foyer, a café, offices etc. You could not go higher than 12m, there were

all these limitations. So I thought that if I can find a solution in one week,

then I consider my brains architectural enough to continue and to say

yes.

                                                       

23 Paul Hefting, Toneelschuur, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers, 2003

24 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, p.59.
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James Brown: So you began with the brief and then identified a key

problem?

JS: Yes, asking myself what is the major problem? The major problem

was [ the loading bay ]. And it was sort of an analytical approach to the

problem. There was one less interesting corner of the site, so I wondered

if I could put the garage there, then what would be the effect. How could

I arrange all the other rooms? And from this a second concept for the

building came up, and that is how do you build a huge building in the

centre of an old medieval city? Because I didn’t want to have one huge

volume in this place, because it would certainly have given problems and

I think it’s not very respectful for [ what ] people did in earlier ages …

JB: And when you say that you wanted to see if you could fit everything

on the site, was that a matter of drawing the site and then drawing the

square metres?

JS: Sure. I cut with my scissors little pieces of paper and I shuffled them

around. I had a friend who is an architect and asked him to visit from

time to time, and said ‘if you have any criticisms, please tell me all.’  And

there was one point early on when he said ‘When you draw a wall, you

draw it with a thin line. That is not reality, the walls are about 15% of the

surface of the building.’ So I thought ‘ok’ and I changed that one. There

are some thick walls in the Toneelschuur. The big theatre wall has about

80cm thick walls.25

                                                       

25 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, pp. 33-34.
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Figures 13 and 14: Two of the four screen prints of the Toneelschuur by Joost Swarte

used in the campaign for a new theatre.
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Swarte proposed to arrange a presentation around four silk screen

prints of the building that he had designed. These four silk screens

showed populated views of the interior and exterior of the theatre and

cinema complex.

James Brown: I notice that quite a lot of character is given to objects in

your drawings. And in these four images of the Toneelschuur …. you

have populated the building … What I like is that it makes it more real

even though the characters themselves are slightly unbelievable, like the

woman with a fountain pen on her head…

Joost Swarte: Yes there was one with a fountain pen, and then there

was one with a leg from a ballet dancer [on her head] and one with

trumpet on his head who is walking a goose, a goose which is a

saxophone. And there is a man with a bike. But we needed him here to

show that there is some space here. And here we have a girl who is

making the shadow of a dog on the back of this man; they’re walking

into the cinema so she is making a sort of projection …26

Swarte’s illustration of the Toneelschuur foyer is one of the most

sophisticated descriptions of the then largely un-designed building. The

insertion of a motorcyclist in the middle distance ‘to show that there is

some space’ transforms the role of the foyer into a lived space. The girl

‘who is making the shadow of a dog on the back of this man’ brings

metaphorical references of cinematic projection to another part of the

image, contributing to a picture that is remarkable for its many layers of

spatial and allegorical understanding.

James Brown: I’m interested to ask you about how you portray

something with humour, or with lightness which makes it less heavy.

Joost Swarte: Relativism… that’s a way of thinking … The message in

my drawing could always be that life is different than you think it is. Could

be different. Don’t be too fixed on a certain interpretation of things. And

showing that is related to humour.27

Knowing that it would ultimately be very difficult to build the

Toneelschuur without the professional input of an architect, the board of

                                                       

26 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, pp. 66-67

27 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, p. 67
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the Toneelschuur invited Henk Döll of Mecanoo Architects to join the

project, and to work with Joost Swarte to realise the design. Döll recalls

the initial meeting with Swarte, and the process of assessing the

cartoonist’s design.

Henk Döll: First I had some meetings with Joost to find out if it would

match and I found out very quickly that he was very eager to realise the

building, but realising that when you draw something in a cartoon making

it in reality is very different ... We first did some quick research, some

quick analysis … We found out that the main layout was ok but there

would have to be major alterations to improve things and I remember

three main things: first of all was that the way that the layout was for

larger crowds which is a problem in a theatre it was a difficult; they had

to go around one corner and around another so it was not clear. …

Another thing that we introduced was the technical slab … where we

combined all the more technical things and the infrastructure, the stairs

and through that all the different theatres are linked to this slab which

makes the theatre technics more easy … So we had these kinds of

things in the beginning and we also made an agreement in the beginning

that Joost would be completely involved in the design and in the

following stages … We made a contract also dealing with what would

happen if we didn’t agree on certain points.28

The collaboration between artist and architect was so successful that

Swarte has subsequently lead or contributed to the design of several

other buildings, including the Johannes Enschedé Hof (1999 – 2007), a

housing project on a plot of land adjacent to the Toneelschuur. The

success of the Haarlem Toneelschuur suggests something to the

architectural profession that is either fundamentally challenging or

fundamentally liberating: non-architects are apparently just as capable

as architects at successfully designing sophisticated public buildings.

Formal fine art programmes that focus solely on comic strips and

sequential art do exist, but it seems that an self-taught comic artist can

be just as well suited to designing buildings as an architect.

James Brown: Do you think it’s possible to teach how to be a comic

artist or do you think it’s necessary to have a personal interest that

develops outside the academic environment?

                                                       

28 Interview with Henk Döll, appendix II, pp. 86-87
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Ben Katchor: I think it’s like anything you can study. Parsons, The New

School, is a university of many divisions. Someone who is studying

comics here should be spending half the time drawing and the other half

of the time studying architecture, or philosophy or history, and not have a

traditional art school curriculum. All these departments exist because of

specialisation. Writers don’t think that they have to be able to draw and

draughtsmen don’t think that they have to be able to write. All of these

crazy specialisations happened only in the academic world. In the real

world people make comic strips – they use words and images.29

                                                       

29 Interview with Ben Katchor, appendix III, p. 97-98
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Walter Benjamin: the flâneur of Paris

In part one we examined the Parisian coupes anatomiques of Bertall

and Pierre Patte. Patte’s sections through the newly modernised French

streets record the development of the city by Baron Haussmann, and

demonstrate the sophisticated drainage systems and broad streets that

were, amongst other things, designed to facilitate the flow of human

waste away from the city. As part of this massive refurbishment of Paris,

a number of the city’s distinctive covered arcades were lost. These

arcades (of which there were as many as one hundred and fifty

examples during the nineteenth century) were to become a profound

source of inspiration for the German philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892

– 1940). Benjamin wrote about them at length in The Arcades Project30,

an uncompleted anthology of essays about the typically Parisian manner

in which these urban spaces were used: as the stomping ground of the

aimless flâneur. The Arcades Project was started at a time when the

impact of Haussmann’s reorganisation of Paris was beginning to be

appreciated, and when a nostalgia for a rapidly disappearing urban

typology was being realised. Through the essays of The Arcades

Project, Benjamin returned to these public indoor spaces, celebrating

their patina, details and activities through his own meanderings that

would subsequently influence the dérive of Situationists in the nineteen-

fifties and sixties31 and Rem Koolhaas’ Delirious New York32 in the

nineties.

Paris created the type of the flâneurs. What is remarkable is that it wasn’t

Rome. Does not dreaming of itself take the high road in Rome? And isn’t

that city too full of temples, enclosed squares, national shrines, to be

able to enter tout entière – with every cobblestone, every shop sign,

every step, and every gateway – into the passerby’s dream? The national

character of the Italians may also have much to do with this. For it is not

the foreigners but they themselves, the Parisians, who have made Paris

the promised land of the flaneurs – the ‘landscape built of sheer life,’ as

Hofmannsthal once put it. Landscape – that, in fact, is what Paris

                                                       

30 Walter Benjamin (tr. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin), The Arcades Project,

London, Belknap, 1999

31 See Libero Andreotti, Guy Debord, Ivan Chetglov, Xavier Costa, Theory of the Derive,

Barcelona, Actar, 1996

32 Rem Koolhass, Delirious New York, New York : Monacelli Press, 1994
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becomes for the flaneurs. Or, more precisely: the city splits for him its

dialectical poles. It opens up to him as a landscape, even as it closes

around as a room.33

Ben Katchor: the flâneur of Manhattan

Nathalie op de Beeck highlights a cultural inheritance from Benjamin’s

Arcades Project to the cartoonist Ben Katchor (b. 1951).

Katchor’s characters, so reminiscent of the flâneurs and small-time

gamblers of nineteenth-century Paris, are the wanderers of late-twentieth

century Manhattan.34

Katchor is the New York comic strip artist behind the long running

syndicated comic strip Julius Knipl: Real Estate Photographer. Knipl

lives in a city not unlike New York City, and wanders the streets of the

city between jobs, photographing buildings for estate agency

advertisements. The unnamed city that he inhabits looks and feels like

New York City, although it is not the New York City we might recognise.

It is, as Michael Chabon explains in the introduction to the first collected

volume of Julius Knipl strips, a ‘crumbling, lunar cityscape’;

…a world of rumpled suits, fireproof office blocks with the date of their

erection engraved on the pediment, transom windows, and hare-brained

if ingenious small businesses; a sleepless, hacking-cough, dyspeptic,

masculine world the colour of the standing lining of a hat.35

Katchor’s occasionally imprecise hand (the cartoons are drawn directly

in ink without a setting out phase in pencil) presents a dreamlike

interpretation of a familiar urban environment.

James Brown: Michael Chabon described it as being very woozy and

dreamlike because you draw with a precise line. But it has an impression

of being a sketch.

                                                       

33 Walter Benjamin (tr. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin), The Arcades Project,

London, Belknap, 1999, p. 417

34 Nathalie op de Beeck, (Found Objects), Modern Fiction Studies vol. 52, no.4, 2006,

p.817

35 Michael Chabon, Julis Knipl: Real Estate Photographer, New York City, Little Brown,

1996, introduction
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Figure 15: The Breakfast Special by Ben Katchor

Ben Katchor: Well it’s because it’s drawn directly in ink. It incorporates

some accidents and errors. It’s autographic, it’s my handwriting. In most

commercial comics one person draws in pencil, another person goes

over in ink and tightens it up, makes it looks like this finished thing and

another person letters it and yet another person colours it.36

Katchor describes his style as ‘authographic’: a fusion of biography and

graphic that represents his self and experiences through his hand made

images.  The Julius Knipl strips (now discontinued) are formatted for a

syndicated monochrome newspaper slot. There are never normally

more than eight panels in any instalment, and (with only a few

exceptions) the stories do not run over more than one instalment. Julius

Knipl himself does not always show up either. When he does appear, he

is often there simply as an observer, sometimes engaged in a

monologue that ignores the conversation being made by other

characters. He becomes both a narrator and a vessel for the reader as

he stumbles across an eccentric commercial enterprise, a particular

character or a remnant of the city’s fabric that has been forgotten. Julius

                                                       

36 Interview with Ben Katchor, appendix III, pp. 106-107
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Knipl Real Estate Photographer suggests to the reader an almost

tangible comprehension of time before the narrative in the comic strip.

The occasional appearance of dates and years on calendars in the

comic strip remind us that this strip is supposedly contemporary, but it

feels more like a nostalgic vision of New York City in the fifties or sixties

than an imagined modern day world.

So it’s the past but at the same time not the past, it’s very much the

present – though maybe it’s true that that way of looking has been dying

out. Everywhere you go these days, there’s still so much of the old stuff

preserved, as if in a state of perpetual decay, right there, just beneath all

the superficial modernizations – the buildings with their sleek new

lobbies, and one flight up you’re back in the nineteenth century. And this

gives me a chance to catalogue all that, to work toward something like

an encyclopedia of the city. My utopian city, with all its little horrible

things. Or maybe not utopian – idealized, rather. The strip is the closest I

can come to approximating my perfect city.37

In one of Knipl’s extended stories (the strip was formatted to a regular

one page slot for weekly newspaper syndication) Knipl discovers on a

subway train a crumpled copy of a nightly newspaper called The

Evening Combinator, which publishes the dreams of the city’s sleeping

citizens. The lead story of the edition is titled ‘Incest Party Resumes at

Synagogue Laundromat’. In this dream-like world, Katchor adds another

layer of dreams to remove us one step further from any actual city we

might be thinking of. Further on, The Evening Combinator continues with

an encounter with Selladore the architect, whose grandiose scheme for

a vertical city are suddenly stalled by scandalous revelations from his

dreams.

The passage of time in Katchor’s comic strips is not expressed solely

through the momentary changes from panel to panel, but by the subtle

and underlying expression of emotion and regret with regard to the

passing of time.

                                                       

37 Ben Katchor, quoted by Lawrence Weschler, A Wanderer in the Perfect City – A Profile

of Ben Katchor, The New Yorker, 9 August 1993, p. 62
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Figure 16: two panels from The Evening Combinator by Ben Katchor

Katchor is more – far more – than a simple archaeologist of out-moded

technologies and abandoned pastimes. In fact he often plays a kind of

involuted Borgesian game with the entire notion of nostalgia itself,

proving that one can feel nostalgia not only for times before one’s own

but, surprisingly, for things that never existed.38

Did Knipl’s city ever really exist in reality? Or is it just imagined nostalgia?

Ben Katchor: It’s not specifically described as a history of New York.

People who read it in other cities on the east coast [ of the United States

] think that it’s their city. It’s a certain period of a city.

James Brown: And it’s deliberately not specific.

BK: It just becomes more fun for me. I don’t just have to be a historian. I

can be a tourist and walk around this invented place. I can invent it as I

turn a corner. That’s what it developed into.39

Nathalie op de Beeck suggests that Julius Knipl signals ‘a contemporary

American mode of theorizing memory and urban decay.’40 Knipl’s city is

                                                       

38 Michael Chabon, Julius Knipl Real Estate Photographer, New York, Little, Brown, 1996

39 Interview with Ben Katchor, appendix III, p. 100.

40 Nathalie op de Beeck, (Found Objects), Modern Fiction Studies vol. 52, no.4, 2006,

p.807
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not our own, but it inspires a subtle sensation of nostalgia that makes

the reader return to their own environment with an altered sense of

perspective. The small businesses that Julius Knipl finds on his

exploration of the city are very different from those that line many

American streets today. In a world in which corporate branding and big

business dominate the commercial urban landscape, Katchor’s strips

sound a resonant note with contemporary readers.

James Brown: The street level nostalgia is interesting because the

commerce, the enterprises and the businesses that you see in the Knipl

strip are almost impossible to find in New York City. They have an

individuality about them.

Ben Katchor: Well that’s a recent development. If you move out to the

edges of New York City where the rents are lower you can still find

privately owned businesses. It’s just in the last ten or fifteen years that

every ground-level store is  run by a large corporations - the only entities

that can afford these spaces. Small businesses can’t afford them. You’ve

got to go to Brooklyn – anywhere in Brooklyn, Queens. That’s just

Manhattan and it’s creeping further uptown. That’s real estate. There are

companies that want to have a million branches, so they need the real

estate. That’s a recent phenomenon.

JB: Do you think that heightens this sense of nostalgia that the city is

changing?

BK: Yes, I mean for young people who’ve never know a city of small

businesses unless they’ve read about it. They probably still can’t quite

understand what they’ve missed. I’m sure they probably miss earlier

McDonalds. Your nostalgia only goes back to your childhood unless

you’re a historian.  If you have a sense of history then you’re nostalgic for

ancient Greece, you’re not worried about New York City. Nostalgia for

the old western civilisations. I don’t know … it comes up sometimes with

students. How they think of the streetscape, it bothers them.41

Ben Katchor was inspired to draw Julius Knipl by the details of urban life

that he found on the streets of New York City. Similarly, Walter Benjamin

was motivated by the arcades of Paris. But neither man has created an

accurate map or archive of these cities.

                                                       

41 Interview with Ben Katchor, appendix III, pp. 101-103.
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Certainly, [ The Arcades Project ] as a whole is unfinished; Benjamin

abandoned work on it in the spring of 1940, when he was forced to flee

Paris before the advancing German army. Did he leave behind anything

more than a large-plan or prospectus? No, it is argued, The Arcades

Project is just that: the blue print for an unimaginably massive and

labyrinthine architecture – a dream city, in effect.42

Ben Katchor’s dreamlike interpretation of New York (and other American

cities) is deliberately unspecific, imprecise and unfinished. The freedom

from obligation to declare the urban environment exact or ‘finished’

allows Katchor to remain free to show its very human details – those

things that could not otherwise be explained or justified.

Like Cohen, Katchor does not create literal documentaries of

changing times, but in his best pictorial sequences, he shows how

we encounter (and generally ignore) dusty or gummed-up traces of

the past in the material layers of shop fronts, sidewalks, and alienated

commodities. His comics use visual and verbal cues toward the same

philosophical ends as Benjamin's compilations, getting readers to

pause long enough (often in a state of boredom) to observe neglected

shop signs, seldom-noticed monuments, nearly obsolete careers, and

the circulation of capital in the urban space.43

And Katchor is not the only comic strip artist to create an urban

environment to support the process of developing a story. The

Canadian comic artist Seth (real name Gregory Gallant, b. 1962) has

been writing the history and designing the buildings of Dominion, a

fictional city in Ontario, to provide the context for an work in progress.

I had an idea for a series of stories, and I thought I’d like to begin doing

some work on envisioning a back story about the history of the town

itself: where everything takes place. When I started, I thought that I’d

work out some of the businesses, get a feel for the history… then, for

some reason, as I was working it out, I began building a couple of

models of them, and it got a bit out of hand and became a project in

itself. I’ve got about thirty buildings now, and am working toward a

                                                       

42 Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, foreward to The Arcades Project, Belknap,

London, 1999, p. x-xi

43 Nathalie op de Beeck, (Found Objects), Modern Fiction Studies vol. 52, no.4, 2006,
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minimum of fifty. Although I can’t imagine stopping there. It may turn out

to be a lifelong occupation. They’re all cobbled together from mixed-up

sources. I might take the basic shape of something I’ve seen and add on

a tower from some other building, etc.44

Figure 17: model buildings of Dominion, Ontario, by Ben Katchor (2000-2004)

                                                       

44 Gregory Gallant (interviewed by Todd Hignite) In The Studio, New Haven, Yale

University Press, 2006, p. 199
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A conclusion
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Comics are where words and sequences of pictures meet. There is the

potential to craft powerful narratives about people, places and emotions.

And yet the potential of employing the graphic and narrative techniques

of comic strip artists are rarely employed by those discussing

architecture. Perhaps the three comic artists discussed here can

suggest different ways of presenting architecture.

Buildings occupy a time as well as a place. If we explore this time

through images, we do so mindful that there is no single universal

experience of a given event. Although we may be guided by a narrator,

we bring our own experiences to the story. This becomes more difficult

if we use the traditional photographic representation of architecture:

static, made at a certain moment and in precise meteorological

conditions.

Joost Swarte: There is an essential difference that a drawing is very static

and a building you are moving in. Photographs of buildings are very

much an interpretation of a building and it is a personal interpretation of

the photographer. If you walk in a building it is totally different. You don’t

have that ‘ideal’ view maybe from just behind this wall, for example. If

you don’t want some unwanted details from a building then you can just

step 30cm behind and then you have a beautiful clear view out.45

But if taken sequentially, over a period of time, could photographs be

used instead of hand drawings? Perhaps. But as Ben Katchor explains,

hand drawings have the edge.

Ben Katchor: One of the powers of the comic strip is that it can give you

a visceral sense of space. Text and photographs can, but usually a

drawing is more vivid because it’s a conceptually based image. It’s not

based on photographic reflection. It’s filtered through your understanding

and so it’s clear and hopefully more vivid, otherwise there’s no reason to

make hand made pictures.46

                                                       

45 Interview with Joost Swarte, appendix I, p. 61.

46 Interview with Ben Katchor, appendix III, p. 96.
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Appendix I: Interview with Joost Swarte

Having worked for a number of years as the graphic designer of the

Haarlem Toneelschuur Theatre in the Netherlands, the comic artist Joost

Swarte was invited to design a new theatre and cinema complex for a

tight sight in . This interview was conducted in English in the Joost

Swarte’s studio on Kromme Elleboosteeg in Haarlem, in the Netherlands,

on Saturday 18 August 2007 and was co-edited by Joost Swarte and

James Brown.

James Brown: What I want to ask you about is the Toneelschuur

theatre. You are from Haarlem?

Joost Swarte: Yes. From the surroundings. I was born in a little village, a

suburb of this provincial town.

JB: And you went to school here?

JS: Yes, for high school. I didn’t finish high school, and then I went to an

art school and focused on industrial design. After three years I quit, and

started my own comics magazine. At that period, design was too much,

in my opinion, a one way street direction Switzerland. The idea was that

if you have the Helvetica [ typeface ], which is such a rich typographic

family, why use other letters? I had the idea that expression had been

put aside. So I decided to quit design school and start my own comics

magazine.

JB: Was the school particularly technical?

JS: Not just technical, it was founded as a arts and craft school, but it

developed more to a design education, and now the school is quite

good, and I did some workshops there as a design professor. It’s well

organised, it’s a good design school.

JB: You didn’t receive any qualification from that school?

JS: No.

JB: So you made a positive decision to end up and to start drawing

comics?
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JS: Oh yes. It has to do with my personality structure. I think I learn best

from practice, from experience. So if I experience things then has a

better impact than studying from books.

JB: So when you started doing the comics, was it a financially viable

situation? Was it something you were able to live off?

JS: It took about two years before I could earn a living from making

comics. I intended to make comics for adults, inspired by the

underground press; but drawing comics for children gave me a living,

and also made it possible to continue my work for underground press.

JB: And did you start to work in commercial illustration?

JS: No, not at all. I never did commercial illustration. Well I say never, it’s

not entirely true, I sometimes did, but I preferred not to do too much,

because I thought that if you present yourself with the things that you

really want to do, after some time people come to you with assignments

in this field, so it helps you finally to do what you really like.

JB: You started working for the Toneelschuur in the early eighties?

JS: Well, the Toneelschuur, I started in the early eighties, yes, to do

some graphic works for them. Because, after I started my comics

magazine, I found out about graphic design, about magazine design,

about making books. I did the graphic design of my first collection of

comics and so I learned a lot from this all. And at a certain moment I

was asked to do posters. It started with posters for French musical

festivals and they were quite successful, and a certain moment the

theatre here in Haarlem, which you could name as a sort of avant garde

theatre for young people, they asked me to do a poster. And from that

moment on I did a monthly magazine for a certain period, their tickets, I

advised in colours, for paint etc. So I was a sort of art director for this

theatre.

JB: Was this a voluntary position, since it was for a young avant garde

theatre?



55

JS: Yes it was because I liked it. It’s always adventurous in my

profession. If there is something new to explore I like to do it, to study it,

to do something new. What they asked me to do were things that I

hadn’t done before, but I did it because I wanted to experience it.

JB: Was this your first work for a theatre?

JS: Well, I guess not, because I did some work for a theatre in Brussels.

After the divorce from my first wife in 1981 I lived for one year in

Brussels. I had a good contact with my friend and colleague Ever

Meulen and he worked for a modern theatre in Brussels and after some

time they asked me to make some posters for them.

JB: The Toneelschuur is, I understand from the history of the theatre,

unique in the Netherlands. And I believe that it was also the first theatre

in the whole of the Netherlands without a raised stage?

JS: When they started, yes, they started without a raised stage. I don’t

know if they were the first or just the first successful theatre to do so.

They started in, I think, the end of the sixties. As an experimental theatre

with volunteers etc. And they developed as a professional stage, and

many young people who had just started their career did their first

directorship in the theatre.

JB: What is your first memory of the Toneelschuur?

JS: Well just sort of a development of experimental theatre. But I didn’t

go there too often. I was more interested in pop music and cinema. But

at a certain moment it struck me, I think it was in 1981, I guess, that

they had a huge performance, a huge play – the name was Whatever

happened to Majakovsky? and it was a collage thing. There was a story

of Majakovsky, a love story. It was used as a framework, and in between

all the scenes there were all sorts of experimental things, and I think that

it probably had the same impact on me that avant garde theatre had in

the early twentieth century in Moscow. It was really constructivist and

people all over the place like Stepanova, Rodchenko and Tatlin did

beautiful things. This play, they didn’t do things from the early twentieth

century, but they did things in the same spirit. It had a great impact on

me.
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JB: Haarlem today is regarded as more a cultural city than an industrial

city.

JS: Absolutely.

JB: And that is a change that has happened in the last hundred years?

JS: Yes, long ago Haarlem was the fifth biggest city in the country, so

quite big. But because the boundaries couldn’t stretch any more, it was

limited in surface so that they couldn’t build any more houses. So

150,000 inhabitants is about it, the most that the city can handle. So if

there are more people, they move out of the town. So the town stays at

around 150,000 inhabitants but there’s about another 150,000 living

around it in villages, so the function is more than just this 150,000. But

the town still has some old organisations, old foundations, not only the

city council and political groups that decide what is happening (in the

country), but also many organisations that do their own bit to create a

lively society.

JB: With a small country there is obviously a very important relationship

between the towns. Being fifteen minutes away from Amsterdam, do

you think this has nurtured a sort of ‘otherness’ about Haarlem, about

being outside the biggest city?

JS: Yes, I feel that is often people’s opinion. They judge Haarlem in

relation to Amsterdam, which isn’t fair. It is a provincial town, it doesn’t

have all the cultural institutions or possibilities of a big city, although

Amsterdam isn’t that big either. But if you look at the qualities of

Haarlem, I think there is so much, and it so easy to go to Amsterdam.

On the other hand there is a lot of people who go from Amsterdam to

the Toneelschuur Theatre because they see this also as an important

thing. We have an art house cinema, we have interesting museums, and

it’s close to Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Schipol Airport, so if you want to

go elsewhere, don’t worry, just do it. And the seaside is about 6km from

here so we go there by bike, it’s quite comfortable.

JB: Do you think that this has contributed to a character in the arts

scene in Haarlem?
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JS: Historically there was probably more of an arts scene here than in

cities of the same amount of inhabitants in the east of the country.

JB: How did your working relationship with the Toneelschuur Theatre

start? Did you approach them, or did they approach you?

JS: No, they approached me. I think it has to do with my brother who is

a theatre director who has his own company and he always had his

premieres and openings in the Toneelschuur. But I think it also has to do

with the director, who is very keen of what is going on in town, and if we

can do it together then let’s do it. I think the first thing they asked me to

do was to work on a poster for them.

JB: And since then you have been working on the magazine, the

posters…

JS: Yes all different sorts of things.

JB: Has this brought you into the theatre a bit more?

JS: Yes, I guess so. I went to the theatre more often, I was interested in

it, I loved it.

JB: And have you ever worked in theatre? Have you ever acted or

directed?

JS: No. That’s not my profession, I guess.

JB: Was it an exclusive relationship [ designing for the Toneelschuur ] ?

JS: Yes.

JB: The character of the Toneelschuur is very evident in the iconography

that you designed. I’ve seen one which is a capital T with a smiley face. I

suppose now it would be called branding or publicity, but how did you

develop this identity for the theatre?
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JS: Well it just worked. The first thing I had was what I did in this first

poster is that you do not just show a theatre play but you also show

what is necessary to make a theatre play. And it has to do with a code.

Old fashioned theatre is a sort of a recreation of reality. And you are

looking at it in a sort of a box and you see something, say a room or a

forest and it develops from reality. The more it looks like reality, the

better people like it, but that’s a bit old fashioned. In the Toneelschuur

they often showed the changing of the costumes as part of the play. So

I expressed this in the poster that I did for them. It was a grey-ish

poster. [ JS finds a reproduction of the poster ]. This was the poster for

them, As you see, here on the stage is a theatre play with all sorts of

metaphors in it. A sort of divorce scene. But here in the margin you see

everything what is necessary to make this play.

JB: It’s a portrait format poster with a yellow box in the middle which is

the same line drawing as throughout the page; it continues into a grey

band around the side which is the theatre, which is the backstage, and

there is the electrics, the microphone, the costumes, the paintbrushes

and the middle bit which is the theatre stage. In a sense it’s an image

which could be lifted out of a comic book…

JS: Yes it’s a one image story.

JB: And you described that the theatre reproduces these scenes in

boxes, which is essentially what a comic book is, it’s a story told in

frames.

JS: That is what the old theatre was – it told stories in boxes. But the

new theatre is outside that box, and showing what is outside that box.

JB: Do you think that there is a parallel in any of your cartoon stories,

where the story isn’t limited to a sequential set of images?

JS: Well, in fact, I developed my own storytelling from comics to tell your

story in one drawing, but I still do occasionally a comic story, and I love

it. I think the main importance is that you tell your story clearly, that you

do whatever is necessary to make the message come across.
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JB: I’ve read the monograph that was written about the Toneelschuur

Theatre. But part of the reason that I wanted to talk to you was that I

didn’t feel your part of the process was told very clearly. As I understand

it, you were invited to take part?

JS: Well there was a political problem. There was money reserved, but

not yet half of the money necessary to build a new theatre. And

politically there were some other problems in the town. And the project

of the new Toneelschuur was shuffled underneath a pile of a paper, and

at a certain moment the director of the Toneelschuur and the board of

advisors around him thought that if they were to wait for the city council

to come up with more money, the struggle will be lost because it would

never happen. It’s best to take initiative, so what they decided is to try to

have a new theatre designed on the spot that was to be given by the

community and present it as if it were already there. So these two

elements were important. And they didn’t have any budget. So they

needed designer with two qualifications, a sort of architectural

qualification and a sort of presentation qualification and preferably

somebody who understood what sort of theatre, what sort of building

fitted best in the context of what was presented. So they already had

their programme for the new building, there was a book of about 120

pages and at a certain moment they asked me ‘could you be that

person?’

JB: I understand that you had to think about this.

JS: Well, yes. I didn’t have to think about it. Of course you say yes. It

was a crazy demand. A new challenge, a new experience. I’m very

interested in new architecture. And I thought this is the chance of my

life. You only get this once. So of course in my head was only the word

‘yes’. But it’s better not to say that immediately. So I said, give me one

week to see. I used this one week to see if I had enough architectural

brains to solve major problems. So what I read from the brief was the

surface of the different rooms, the connection between the rooms. It

had to have a garage, two theatres, two cinema halls, a foyer, a café,

offices etc. You could not go higher than 12m, there were all these

limitations. So I thought that if I can find a solution in one week, then I

consider my brains architectural enough to continue and to say yes. I

read it and the same evening I came up with a solution of the major
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problem which is a garage for the truck to come in. The theatre is in the

old centre of town and by law you must have a garage for the changing

of the sets: a European truck should be able to manoeuvre into the

garage. And the easiest way was to have a garage parallel to the street

and a huge door so that the truck can easily go in and out. But then you

don’t have any face left over for the theatre and people in the theatre

can’t look out any more, so there were a lot of other problems. So I

decided to make a new alley: a new moving room for the truck and lift

up the cinema halls so that the truck could go under it.

JB: So you began with the brief and then identified a key problem?

JS: Yes, asking myself what is the major problem? The major problem

was this garage. And it was sort of an analytical approach to the

problem. There was one less interesting corner of the site, so I

wondered if I could put the garage there, then what would be the effect.

How could I arrange all the other rooms? And from this a second

concept for the building came up, and that is how do you build a huge

building in the centre of an old medieval city? Because I didn’t want to

have one huge volume in this place, because it would certainly have

given problems and I think it’s not very respectful for [ what ] people did

in earlier ages. So I found out that if make a kind of collage building –

and I did this by giving each function it’s own face by using another

material or another colour - it would be a sort of little cultural village in

town, people could easily find their way around it. It has also to do also

with clear storytelling. You can always make one building and you can

make corridors and put signs and say you go to the left here if you want

to go there. You can solve this problem that way, but by giving all rooms

their own identity then people can come and see immediately where

they have to go to. That gives a good feeling.

JB: And you did this in the first week?

JS: Yes.

JB: And when you say that you wanted to see if you could fit everything

on the site, was that a matter of drawing the site and then drawing the

square metres?
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JS: Sure. I cut with my scissors little pieces of paper and I shuffled them

around. I had a friend who is an architect and asked him to visit from

time to time, and said ‘if you have any criticisms, please tell me all.’  And

there was one point early on when he said ‘When you draw a wall, you

draw it with a thin line. That is not reality, the walls are about 15% of the

surface of the building.’ So I thought ‘ok’ and I changed that one. There

are some thick walls in the Toneelschuur. The big theatre wall has about

80cm thick walls.

JB: Just to clarify this, your education in industrial design had no real

architectural education?

JS: No. Construction-wise I had some notion but there was no

architectural experience. I think that when I started doing comics in the

seventies there came a sort of new re-evaluation of the thirties

architecture in Holland. So I studied what was called the Amsterdam

school of architecture, which was very much in bricks; Expressionist

architecture. Of course I was, like everyone in my generation, very

interested in what Reitveld did and the Constructivists did. And I

continued to study but not in school, but personally in my own time,

buying many books and magazines. All new architectural magazines

that came out I bought, and I had an enormous input, but that could be

as documents for when I made buildings in comics and in this case it

helped me.

JB: Were you interested in these examples, in how the building was

drawn or how the building was designed. I suppose what I am trying to

say is were you interested in the plans, sections and elevations, or the

photographs?

JS: Both. There is an essential difference that a drawing is very static

and a building you are moving in. Photographs of buildings are very

much an interpretation of a building and it is a personal interpretation of

the photographer. If you walk in a building it is totally different. You don’t

have that ‘ideal’ view maybe from just behind this wall, for example. If

you don’t want some unwanted details from a building. then you can

just step 30cm behind and then you have a beautiful clear view out. I

would prefer that a documentary of a building be on film so that people

can move through a building instead of making photographs.
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JB: And of course this influences some architects who design a building

with a specific view of it in mind.

JS: Yeah. Well, what I did was when I started was making photos of not

only the site but also many photos the surroundings of the building.

What is the floor plan and so forth? What are your direct neighbours?

But also is there a very good view from the building that you could take

profit of.

JB: Were there any other theatres or public buildings that you were, at

the time when you started to design the Toneelschuur, thinking of?

JS: Not really. What I did was when I found this collage concept for the

building, I kept in mind that this part could be designed Van Lochem an

old Dutch architect from the thirties or forties. And that part would be

better if it were designed by Johannes Duiker which is another architect

which works in another style. But in fact you had to do two things. You

have to sort of mettre à penser for one part of the building, and another

mettre à penser for another part of the building, but they need to be in

the same family as well. You did not want this to be a complete collage.

There is an interesting thing in Spain, in Barcelona, where I once visited

a little village that was designed for a world fair, I guess, called Puebla

Nau. It’s a sort of park where they built different houses from the

different parts of Spain, so that if you visit this park you have a good

idea how different the different regions of Spain are. And I think that was

in my head when I came up with the idea of this collage thing. But you

cannot make one stair for one part and another stair for another part,

you wind to bind it together as well. It should also be a coherent thing.

But that’s more in the detailing.  But while thinking about it I had these

different architects in mind.

JB: How did you begin to bring these different parts, or these different

architects together?

JS: I think that happened at the same time. There is no chapter this and

chapter that. It happened in the development of the building. The

concept was clear. I was very happy that the group of architects

Mecanoo from Delft were willing to cooperate with me and make a
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building together. They have good experience in detailing a building and

in order to not make it too complicated, one of the first studies they did

was to see if the different levels of the building could be shuffled so that

we needed only two elevators instead of four. That’s a sort of practical

thing. And as the building was to be built with money from the

government and the local government and some sponsoring, we didn’t

have a sky-high budget. So it was a very wise idea to see if we could

make it more practical.

JB: So even though you did start in a very practical way by taking the

lorry entrance, were these things that you don’t think you would have

foreseen?

JS: No.

JB: Is that because of a lack of experience in designing buildings?

JS: I don’t think you can foresee everything. I continued doing

architecture and right now I am working for a residential building in the

centre of Amsterdam and each project is different. But if you have more

experience you can foresee some things.

JB: And that was the role of Mecanoo, to bring that experience?

JS: And the funny thing is that during working together, at the

beginning, they asked questions of almost everything I had in mind, and

tried to find a better solution. I’m very lucky that at the end my solutions

were proven to be good ones.

JB: Did you find that that process was difficult?

JS: Not really. At the beginning we had a contract, and in the contract is

that my concept – because that was embraced by the municipality, and

on the basis of that design, money was raised. In the contract was that

my concept would be guiding in the development of the building. But

something that I said to the architects was that if we find a better

solution for one thing or another, I am open to it, because there is only

one goal, and it is not  making my building but making the best theatre

possible for the Toneelschuur.
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JB: And you had a written contract between you?

JS: Yes.

JB: Was that helpful?

JS: Oh yes. That was quite good that all problems that could arise, you

discuss before you start working. That’s wise.

JB: Were there any that you didn’t foresee?

JS: There was one moment that I wrote a letter to the architect in

charge, Henk Döll. I said that I think in realisation and in the materials

and in some decisions that it’s going too far away from what the

concept is and I don’t think that this is necessary, so I want to discuss

it. And we discussed it and he was very reasonable. I had to learn how

architectural processes work. You start with one thing but when you

have a good idea then all the advisors on construction, on installation,

on sound, and they advise on something and you have to see what is

left of your concept. Some times you have to change your concept a bit

to make a good professional building. But that’s normal, I learnt from it.

JB: Do you think that you were thinking in the process of a theatre

rather than the process of making a building?

JS: Yes, absolutely. In the beginning while working together with

Mecanoo Architects as a designer, I changed my role into the defender

of the typical Toneelschuur Theatre place so to make it possible to

design auditorium for new theatre so that directors could realise

whatever they want. That was my position at that time. And I had in

mind the design and of course we talked about this design but I very

strongly set on that idea. And later on when the development came out

well, I was more strong on what would be the realisation of what the

building would be.

JB: I want to go back a step to this first week when you came back and

said yes and the committee of the Toneelschuur wanted to propose a

building ‘as if it existed’. So you had to design it and then you had to
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present it. How did you approach the presentation of the building as you

had begun to design it?

JS: One of the things that I proposed was to present it in a portfolio. To

make four silk screens of important places in the building or from the

building, so as to have an introduction story with sketches and

photographs to give people a very clear idea what the building will be.

JB: Was this a story of the building, or the people?

JS: No, more the building. We wanted to be really be strong in making it

possible. So what’s happening inside a normal theatre building, only the

cultural community knows about. Most of the politicians are only

interested in musicals. I didn’t need to convince them on the contents of

the Toneelschuur, it was more that they attract a lot of attention in the

national press so it was more we wanted to show them what making a

building is in the old centre of a town. That was the main thing. So I said

I will design a portfolio that will have an advantage not only to explain

about the building but also that we can sell it, but that we can leave it to

journalists, they can talk about it and for future sponsoring use it as

presence and we can sell it as well to comic fans. So we made a sort of

book production of it. And then the presentation was in one of the

theatre halls and we invited politicians. That took about one year.

Between the portfolio being ready and to find the proper time to make a

presentation. We kept it silent all the time. nobody knew about it. And

about half a year before the presentation we informed some of the

politicians and we had in our group [ Jan Tromp ] a national political

journalist who had a lot of respect and he was a journalist who was very

well respected on the national television. And we had a politician who

was in the second chamber of parliament and he could use his influence

on local politicians in the same party to make it happen. So we had a

sort of strategy. And we found out that the moment to present it should

be the moment when there are not too many political problems. So we

made an audio-visual presentation with music, images, with a voiceover.

Three months before the presentation, a journalist from the local

newspaper came to me and said ‘did I hear well that you – a comic

artist -  will be designing the new theatre?’ And it was quite a tricky

thing. And I said ‘yes, you are absolutely right. I have been asked to

design the new building, and now I am going to ask you something that
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you shouldn’t ask to journalist – not to talk about. Please don’t talk

about it. The risk now is so high that if it now presented from the

newspaper questions will be asked etc and probably the thing will never

happen. But if you want to be so kind as not to talk about it, come to

me two weeks before we do the presentation – and I will tell you

everything about it. You will not just have a small scoop, you will have

the whole story and you can present it on the day of the presentation.’

And the journalist accepted this counter offer, and the beautiful thing

was that after the presentation for the new theatre, when the politicians

came out, the edition of the local newspaper with the whole newspaper,

as a sort of souvenir, could be taken with them.

JB: And by then it was quite permanent?

JS: Yes. It was so well followed in the press. And it was also a colour

image on the cover of the most important newspaper in the country.

JB: It’s interesting to see this circle here, because for many people read

comics in the newspaper, and to see a comic artist designing a building,

and to have this breaking news in the newspaper…

JS: Yes, absolutely.

JB: …did you consider how the pictures would work in the colour

processes of a newspaper?

JS: Oh, well, yes. My work is easy to reproduce. My style is based, I

mean based on the techniques that were used by comic artists in the

first half of the twentieth century because the printing process was so

bad in newspapers that they drew in a thicker line because they knew

that if they drew fine it would never be possible to print it properly in

newspapers. Yes I knew that this would be well…..

JB: The ‘clear line’ style? You described it as your style… I notice that

quite a lot of character is given to objects in your drawings. And in these

four images of the Toneelschuur …. you have populated the building. In

the first one we’re in the street, and there is someone leaning against

the theatre…
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JS: …a sort of Hamlet figure holding a skull in the street

JB: … yes, which reinforces the theatre announcing itself. But what I like

is that it makes it more real even though the characters themselves are

slightly unbelievable, like the woman with a fountain pen on her head…

JS: Yes there was one with a fountain pen, and then there was one with

a leg from a ballet dancer [ on her head ] and one with trumpet on his

head who is walking a goose, a goose which is a saxophone. And there

is a man with a bike. But we needed him here to show that there is

some space here. And here we have a girl who is making the shadow of

a dog on the back of this man; they’re walking into the cinema so she is

making a sort of projection.

JB: These details of people in the drawing, I presume you developed

some ideas from comics to show them?

JS: Yes. I just wanted to show that here it’s not just a theatre for play,

it’s for dancing, it’s for written theatre plays, and we can have music

there and we can have film there.

JB: And that you can have fun here.

JS: Oh yes.

JB: I’m interested to ask you about how you portray something with

humour, or with lightness which makes it less heavy.

JS: Relativism… that’s a way of thinking and doing and if you don’t you

make it too heavy. I often have…. the message in my drawing could

always be that life is different than you think it is. Could be different.

Don’t be too fixed on a certain interpretation of things. And showing that

is related to humour.

JB: And in these two images we have one in the theatre, where there is

an incredibly complicated scene, which is finely balanced.

JS: Here we have probably a relationship between a man and a wife,

she is held with a dog leash by the man, but the man is sitting on a chair
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balancing on four knives. So if she walks away or if he tightens the leash

he will fall onto the knives. This is a very tense moment. And here is the

writer, and here he has on his table the metaphors of the people, writing

these sheets of paper falling into a box. I have fun making such sort of

things.

JB: What sort of conversations did these drawings produce?

JS: People see these images, they see it one time the theatre, but they

are not only judging is the corner beautiful or not, but also it makes it

come alive. It’s different. And the same thing you see in the photographs

in the book. The photographer that we cooperated with for making this

book – he decided not to make photos of just architectural pictures

without people on it, but he decided to make these photographs in the

first week that the theatre was open, so there were many people

inhabiting the building.

JB: Which is funny of course because many buildings are photographed

in the first week, but not with people. So from the very first time that you

presented it, you showed the theatre with people in it

JB: Obviously you talked about the process and how that interests you.

I wanted to ask you about the process of working with Henk Döll and

Mecanoo Architects. You were asked to design the theatre, and you

took a week to think about it before saying yes. At what stage did

Mecanoo join you?

JS: After my design was presented and it was embraced by the

municipality and they designed to finance it. It was a logical and

necessary step to follow to make it possible. We had a possibility to

have architects work on it.

JB: Beyond your close relationship with the Toneelschuur, can you think

of any reason why the committee decided not to go straight to an

architect from the very beginning?

JS: Well I think it had to do with two things. They couldn’t afford it and

the design and the presentation should have been two different
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qualities. So they probably would have needed an architect and then a

group for the presentation etc. And in my case they had it all in one.

JB: The building was approved in 1997 and then it opened in…

JS: …in 2003. That had asked me in 1995, and it was in 1997 that we

started together with Mecanoo. It must have started on site in 2001.

JB: How did the working relationship with Mecanoo begin and how did

it evolve?

JS: Well we restarted the whole thing. Although the concept of the

building was a starting point we had a contract that this would be

guiding in the building. I think it’s quite professional to start with asking

questions and to see if this concept has open spaces or not-yet-

thought-about parts in it.

JB: Can you recall that first meeting?

JS: I was happy with the choice of Mecanoo. I loved them from the first

project that they did. I knew that they could work with different

materials. They made beautiful things. It was one of the best choices

that we could have made. The first talk was about how our relationship

would be, and from that would develop the agreement that we made.

So we grew in it. The great advance was that beside Henk Döll, who

was the leading architect, there were some young architects who were

working at Mecanoo who worked in the detailing of the buildings and

that were the best sessions when I went to their office and we had all

sorts of detail questions that we discussed and we started sketching at

the table. That was fun.

JB: There seems to have been several different methods of drawing

here. For the presentation there were the beautiful finished silk

screens…

JS: Yes.

JB: … then it became a process.
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JS: Oh yeah, and we were sketching all the time. My role in the

meetings was, because each design meeting I was there, if the advisors

came with an idea that could change the whole thing, I could make

sketches at the same time and what the impact would be on the

building. Henk Döll, he was more making notations of everything, and

would later on work with his assistants, after the meeting. But I could

already work during the meeting and see what implications the remarks

had. And just after the meeting discuss with Henk or the young

architects what could be a proper solution to solve this design problem.

That was a very privileged situation. Everybody in the meeting should be

very focused and make proper notations of what’s happening, and I

could have my fantasy rolling around.

JB: How often did you meet and for how long?

JS: It was weekly during the two years.

JB: What did you think about the way that the architects worked? Were

you aware of a difference in the way that they approached these

meetings and the way that they thought and worked?

JS: I always had in mind that although for the press it was presented

‘comic artist designs new theatre’ I understood this headline because

that’s news. But in fact I was always thinking how to design the best

theatre. That was my purpose. It wasn’t my purpose to translate

storytelling into architecture, although I see a parallel in it  but it’s more I

think good architecture is also a storyteller. You want to let people

understand your building. You want you’re story to come across, but

that’s something else than translating a comic into a building, so I, from

the beginning, the goal was to make the best theatre possible.

JB: And you found that broadly you worked in a similar way of asking

questions?

JS: I guess, yeah, before I started on the theatre I experienced some

design problems when I made an extension of my own house with a

kitchen and a bathroom in it. So all problems on installation that  could

occur I once had. That experience also helped me when I got the

assignment of the theatre. I knew that if a hundred times the problems I
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experienced in this extension would be the case in designing a theatre I

still would accept it. So I had already some experience in what is the

relation between the inside of a building and the outside. how do you

mix this thing without disappointments. So I had some experience…

JB: So in fact the Toneelschuur is the second Joost Swarte building?

JS: Yes, the first one is the extension of the house and a kitchen is quite

an interesting thing in a house. I love to cook, so I think that the kitchen

is quite important in the house. I want to have my potatoes stored in the

best possible way, dark and not too far from where I clean them. I

designed a kitchen in which on one side you work on preparing the meal

and then on the other side you do the dishes afterwards. That’s a sort of

analysis of how you use a kitchen, so I used this analysis and we’re still

very satisfied with the kitchen.

JB: I don’t want to force the analogy, but between a kitchen and a

theatre there are some similarities. Especially when you have friends

over to eat, there is some spectacle…

JS: Yes, absolutely.

JB: …and you produce something.

JS: I think the process in a building is the main thing. It is not a static

thing, it’s not a sculpture, it’s something that people should live in and

should use. So, I had for instance, in the Toneelschuur, I knew that the

[staff[ kitchen was the centre of the whole building. Spiritually it was the

centre of the building. The working people, the staff, the chauffeurs, the

actors, they all come together in the kitchen. If you have a good lunch

prepared, and people come together there, they solve artistic problems

during their lunchtime. If you have a huge building and people have their

lunch in their specific corner and they don’t come together then they are

nine to five employees but if they all come together in lunch and they are

aware of other people’s problems in the procedures of making a theatre

play. So I decided to have the lunch kitchen of the Toneelschuur in one

of the best places with a very good look over the old town and with the

stairs up to the roof if they want to smoke a cigarette and sit in the sun

and discuss some little problem then they can do that there. And they
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have the best place in the theatre. You can see it here [shows book]

there’s a huge kitchen counter that I designed too, and you have a look

out through this window into the foyer to see if people are coming

already and this is the outside window and through that you can see the

old city. We can pass after we have spoken. Is walking with whiplash

OK?47

JB: Yes I think it’ll be fine. Do you go back to the design academy

where you studied to teach?

JS:  Not on a regular basis, no, but I taught masters…

JB: …in industrial design?

JS: In industrial design, yes, but more free direction. That is to say that I

proposed two problems to the students. I had an international group, a

little group of seven students, and I had one project that was called the

musical house and another project that was called organise a party for

your enemies. And the idea of these assignments to the students was to

think differently. And so as for instance music in a house there is music

in a house, the house makes music, but you have to hear it. But you can

also design it. For instance if you are walking up a stair there is a certain

amount of steps and you make a sound and this sound could be

considered as a rhythm. When I ride in my car on a highway, and there

is white stripes on the side and when I go with my right tyre on it –

kdung kdung kdung – I hear a sound like in a train. And I had an idea for

the roads on sections where people normally get tired and there is a risk

of falling asleep to put music on the streets. That is to say for instance

the solo part on the right side, the base part on the left side of your tyres

and then you could make a very good composition. You could even ask

composers to make a specially composed piece of highway music for it.

So you switch off your radio and you hear real life music. Your car is the

loudspeaker and that could create beautiful things. That was an old idea

for me but I presented this idea to the students and said you could think

differently in the house and you could think of music. There was one guy

who made, who studied the sound of wood blocks from drum kits and

designed wood blocks as stair steps and he made a whole programme

                                                       

47 The interviewer had been involved in a car accident earlier in the morning.
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that if you needed a stair for your house you could go to this sort stair

shop and order your own melody. So if you walk on the step – doo doo

du doo du doo – while walking on the stairs you have a melody. He also

advise to wear clogs on the steps, so that you could walk harder or

softer on the steps. That was a nice project. And there was another guy

who developed the idea that if you are vacuum cleaning a floor different

materials give a different tone on the motor in your vacuum cleaner. So if

you make a carpet in different materials while cleaning this carpet you

have a melody in your vacuum cleaner. That would liven up the whole

thing. Anyway that was a nice experience.

JB: And you will continue to teach?

JS: Maybe, yes. That worked out quite well and if they ask me again

they I will probably do something.

JB: What I like about the idea of teaching is – one of my interests is how

architecture is taught, this is another project I’m doing …….

JS: One other thing I also did with the students, that was in primary

school if it is a Christian school they start with a morning prayer. And I

thought – I don’t believe in god so I don’t have anything to do with it –

that idea of starting to convince people – that would be a nice start of

the day and a good introduction to the day. What I asked of the

students each time we came together, each student had the

opportunity, they were given five minutes, in these five minutes they

should present something that they really liked to the other people in the

room in a way that after these five minutes that everybody should say

‘this is a really good idea’ or ‘this is a very specific thought’ or ‘this is

very interesting’ and some students came up with very good storytelling.

In art school it is not only making a product but it is to convince people

and to convince people you have to have a very clear story. You have to

think about it and you have to work on your concept. With a strong

concept it’s easy to convince other people so to work on your concept

was the reason that I asked them to start with a five minute story.

JB: It’s also interesting because I’ve seen in many architecture schools

that there are some students who are very good at talking about a

project; they can talk about a building but it’s sometimes obvious when
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there’s a difference between how well they can talk and how well they

can design and they can sometimes hide one behind another.

JS: If you cannot talk you are lost.

JB: Yes.

JS: Have you heard of John Hejduk who taught at the Cooper Union in

New York City?

JB: No.

JS: He was interesting. He was a teacher there. Quite interesting. He

illustrated, wrote poetry, he designed buildings, he was also an artist

and he came up with a lot of interesting ideas. For instance, the Wall

House. There is one of his Wall Houses built in the northern part of the

Netherlands, in Groningen and I was recently asked to work on an art

project in homage to this architect, which I will do in partnership with a

musician. I don’t know yet what will happen but I visited the building and

it was an interesting building and I learnt something about this man. He

is interesting.

JB: In the book about the Toneelschuur, Paul Hefting says that as a

child you and your brother designed a house for your father. He says

that the house was very efficient and inventive … quote impracticalities.

Do you remember ever considering being an architect?

JS: I think it helped in developing architectural brains. Another story was

that a children’s book – King Babar by Jean de Brunhoff was such a

nice and touching story about an elephant who lost his mother and

finally became king of his group of elephants and wanted to make a

better living for his group of elephants. And he came up with the idea of

building or having built for each elephant a sort of little villa with a view of

the lake. And on top of the hillside there would be the palace of the King

Babar in the middle, and then on the left a school and a library on the

other side. And the idea of creating society or creating a possible living

and a nice living for elephants, that gave us an idea that you could do

something… I mean the surroundings that you create help to have a

nice living. But also to refer to what Paul Hefting said that helped too.
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JB: Do you know why you didn’t study architecture?

JS: I never wanted to make my homework. That was the bad thing. I

didn’t finish high school, but I was good enough to enter this school of

design. And I didn’t finish design school. I think I learn from practice, I

think that is my habit.

JB:  So you did it for long enough until you didn’t need to continue?

JS: Yup. And what I continued to study were things that I really liked. I

mean reading books and magazines could be considered study. But it

was my own personal study. I really liked it. I am easier to motivate on

things that really get my interest. But it’s not focused on a profession.

When it came out to be architecture I’m not against it, I love it.

JB: A general question about architecture. The way that architecture is

taught and practiced – I believe it’s the same here in the Netherlands –

it’s very protective, it takes a very long time to become qualified and

then you are legally entitled to call yourself an architect. You have a legal

protection to that title. You worked with Mecanoo because you needed

their experience but also because you wouldn’t have been able to legally

continue without an architect. Do you think architecture is open enough

to working with other people from other disciplines?

JS: I guess so. It is what is happening. I think the structure of what is

happening… I mean the laws of building in the Netherlands make it

possible. Everybody in Holland could build, even if you are not an

architect but the design stage should be judged by the government and

they should judge positive on the design. But it’s different, for instance,

to a country like Belgium where only the controlling of the quality of a

building is in the hands of the architects. If there is a signature of an

architect on the drawing then you’re able to build. So in my case it is

possible in Holland and it wouldn’t be possible in Belgium although

everybody finds a way. The fact is that in Belgium many people design

their own maisonettes and they go to an architect and ask for a

signature. There is always a way.
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JB: I came here on the train from London via Brussels, then through

Rotterdam, the Hague and up to here. The urban landscape changes

very suddenly as you cross the border.

JS: Absolutely.

JB: Do think this is a difference in the Dutch system or the Dutch

sensibility?

JS: It has to do with both the Dutch system and sensibility. In Holland

everything is organised. There is a saying: God created the world and

the Dutch created the Netherlands.

JB: It’s the apex of all achievements?

JS: Yes. The advantage in Belgium is that there seems to be more

possible. You have always in Holland the idea that everything is thought

about and organised, sometimes it’s too much. It seems as if the liberty

of creating is sometimes framed. But on the other hand it is some times

necessary. There are not only structures on reigning a country but also

reigning water, because otherwise we have wet feet. There are many

many things necessary to keep a country going. I think in Holland it’s

common to think on different levels.

JB: Being the only country below sea level…

JS: …Yeah, yeah. It’s quite bizarre. We have some problems to face in

the future. We have the pumps already. But if the sea level is rising too

much then I’m sure we’ll be in trouble. It is not the sea that it is the

problem but also the water that is coming from the countries and it

should be set free into the sea. Which means that if the sea comes up

two metres then a dyke around the country is not enough but all the

rivers should have the same or we should allow water to come in and

make floatable houses. Which exist…

JB: Chris Ware talked about a distinction between drawing and

cartooning. Because in one his of books he filled a page with drawings

of buildings and he said that it was a nice transition and it became the

only page of real drawing. Good drawing is about trying to see, it’s
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about detail and looking, whereas cartooning is about making a story

happen with symbols. He says that your drawings are a good example

(quote). Do you see a difference between drawing and cartooning?

JS: I think that it’s a different sections in work. It’s more each drawing

that you make, each work that you do, you should reconsider

everything. It’s like inventing. I don’t feel like part of a certain profession.

Each work that I do I have to reinvent things. I cannot judge work like

saying this drawing is more cartooning, this drawing is more drawing.

Each work has its own merit.
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Appendix II: Interview with Henk Döll

Henk Döll was one of the founding architects of the Dutch practice

Mecanoo. He collaborated with Joost Swarte on the design and

construction of the Haarlem Toneelschuur Theatre. This interview was

conducted in English at the offices of Döll Atelier Voor Bouwkunst on

Haringvliet in Rotterdam on Monday 20 August 2007. It was edited by

James Brown and Henk Döll.

James Brown: Two days ago I met Joost Swarte and we talked a bit

about [ the Toneelschuur Theatre in Haarlem ] that you worked on

together, and I wanted to ask you some questions about the project

from your point of view, as the project architect. I’m also interested in

talking to you how about how the building was presented in Joost’s

cartoons and the photographs post completion.

Henk Döll: This theme of architecture and photography is very

interesting.

JB: Kester Rattenbury, a British architecture critic, edited a book called

This Is Not Architecture,48 named after the Magritte painting The

Treachery of Images.49 There were a lot of essays in that book that got

me thinking about that relationship. This is my opportunity to look at

whether narrative techniques in a comic might help architecture.

HD: We have commissioned a photographer every once in a while to

photograph the people in a building or around a building and through

that make physical how the building works. She also made quite a few

nice pictures of [ the Toneelschuur ].

JB: This is the same photographer whose images were used in the

Toneelschuur book50?

HD: No, not in that book, another one, and in our little brochures. She’s

called Janine Schrÿver. And she does that also for other buildings and

usually after a while, once the building is really functioning.

                                                       

48 Kester Rattenbury (ed.): This Is Not Architecture, London, Routledge, 2002

49 See figure 8 in part one.

50 Paul Hefting, Toneelschuur, Rotterdam, NAi Uitgevers, 2003
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JB: Does she do these photographs for you?

HD: In this case I commissioned her for this, but she is not really an

architectural photographer. She makes portraits and groups of people,

things like that.

JB: I spoke to Joost because I had the impression that I didn’t know

everything about his contribution to the project. The Toneelschuur book

talks about your contribution at Mecanoo; Jan Tromp, chairman of the

board of the Toneelschuur writes a chapter, and then Paul Hefting

writes another chapter but I wanted to ask Joost about how he worked.

So that I can have some background, are you born and bred in

Rotterdam?

HD: I was actually born in Haarlem, but my parents moved before I was

two, so I grow up in the east of Holland in a village near a city called

Arnhem. Actually near where I grew up, I didn’t know this at the time,

we have two famous Rietveld buildings from the late fifties. I remember

knowing that they were special houses, that they were different. One of

them is still owned by the original owner, a sculptor who is in his eighties

or something. It is the only Rietveld building that is still in it’s original

state, it hasn’t been changed. They renewed the kitchen, but apart from

that it’s very original. So that’s where I grew up, and I studied

architecture at Delft University and I founded with two other students in

the early eighties the office of Mecanoo.

JB: In what year was that?

HD: Well we were still students when we participated in a competition in

Rotterdam. We won that competition in 1981 but we were still studying

and then we got the commission to realise it, so we first had to finish the

working drawings and then we could finish our studies.

JB: So you never worked for anyone else after you finished your

studies?

HD: This competition was won in 1981, and at the time we were just

with three students. After a while we decided to found Mecanoo, that
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was around 1983 or 1984 that we established ourselves in Delft. I didn’t

work at another firm, but I did do an internship, which in those days was

obligatory, at an office called De Nijl. So I did that for about a year, but

that was before I finished my studies.

JB: From time to time there are students who will leave university and

start working on their own projects immediately, without getting

substantial experience working for someone else. I imagine that would

be considered quite a brave or unusual thing to do?

HD: Yes, it was rather unusual, especially at that time. What I didn’t

realise at that time but what I found out later when we started was that

the [architecture] business had gone down a lot, so there were a lot of

firms that went down, and even firms that went bankrupt. So in the

beginning of the eighties the market was actually very bad. But we were

not fully aware of this at the time.

JB: So the naivety was useful?

HD: Yes. At the same time the architecture being produced in the

Netherlands was really quite bad [ HD gestures out of his window

across the Haringvliet quay to some non-descript apartment blocks ] So

we tried to get more attention to, let’s say, also the aesthetic dimension

of architecture.

JB: So you’ve chosen an office here in Rotterdam that looks out across

at exactly what you were trying not to build?

HD: Yes. Well I think that some of these buildings that you see in

Rotterdam from the late seventies and early eighties … we used them

as examples of what not to do, especially in housing. In that time there

was a lot of emphasis on urban renewal in Dutch cities, let’s say on

areas from late nineteen and early twentieth centuries. From an urban

and social point of view that was very successful. It stopped the decline

of typical workers areas. So in that sense it was successful but not in an

architectural sense. So we tried to work within this social structure with

a lot of participation from inhabitants but add a lot more attention to the

architecture. So that was twenty five years ago by now. It was very

difficult at the beginning. Although we had won this competition and
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although at a certain moment it was realised, it was very difficult to get

work. But once it had started it slowly got better and better.

JB: So through the eighties and nineties you just worked on housing

projects?

HD: We started with housing, especially social housing in the

Netherlands, and urban renewal. Later on we got commissions for

extension projects for developers and also some more urban planning,

at a more concrete scale, and so we developed.

JB: You started by knowing what you didn’t want to design. But as the

office developed, do you think you developed a character in Mecanoo?

HD: Yes, but that also developed through the years. Let’s say that in the

eighties it was very much attention to typology and architecture in a

contemporary interpretation of the modern movement, and gradually we

developed to what you could say were more sculptural buildings.

Especially when we got the commissions for buildings. So it developed

gradually. It changed also a little bit in the late eighties and early nineties.

It developed more like this building in Rotterdam, which is opposite the

Dutch Architecture Institute. Or this building, the public library that I

designed in 1991, which I think was important for the Toneelschuur. It’s

in Almelo, a provincial city in the east of the Netherlands and was, let’s

say, in the outer part of the inner city, so with some historical references.

But it was a relatively large programme, so that’s why we decided to

divide it up into elements to fit it into that part of the city. And that was

also what we did in other buildings at that time. You could say that they

were a little bit fragmented buildings. And then after that, especially in

my work, we developed again towards quieter and less fragmented

projects with a little more sculpturality. There were some apartments for

senior citizens; or this in a small scale area in Hilversum, a building

which is one complex yet consisting of two parts, one is apartments and

one is offices. Or for instance this building which in the city centre of

Alkmaar, which houses in one part the public library, the city museum

and the city music school, and there we tried more to make one building

where only if you take a closer look you recognise the different

functions. You have in each, especially in the interior, their own

character, but the outside is in the scale of the whole building.
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JB: My perception of Dutch architecture as a student in Britain in the

late nineties was largely influenced by the book SuperDutch51 which

presented an image of Dutch architecture being very lively and colourful;

and if it was fragmented it was very legible like the Toneelschuur of the

Library here. Do you think that was a generalisation of that period?

HD: Yeah, because it doesn’t …. in my architecture and also at

Mecanoo you develop as an architect, well hopefully, which means that

through the years you develop your language and our more recent

projects are much more sculptural forms. So this SuperDutch, this book

is you could say in a way a bit of a caricature and also it maybe reflects

the situation of the nineties. But it’s not very actual any more.

JB: You left Mecanoo in…

HD: …2003. And I started this new office.

JB: Döll Atelier voor Bouwkunst?

HD: Yes.

JB: What were the reasons for leaving Mecanoo?

HD: Well there were various reasons. At that time Mecanoo was around

75 people, and I had been a partner from the beginning. And I wanted

to make a certain stage shift in my career you could say. When you have

such a large office you need to spend a lot of time on organising and

managing your office. I wanted to work with a smaller entity and also

make something that you can found an office that you for 100% can

direct in a direction that you want. If you are in a larger office with more

partners, especially after a while everybody develops themselves. And of

course you get a little bit more different directions which in itself is pretty

natural actual. So that was some reasons that I wanted to found a new

office and yes, you could say I could have done it earlier, but…

JB: How many people do you have here at Döll now?

                                                       

51 Bart Lootsma, Superdutch, New York, Princeton Architectural Press, 2000
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HD: At the moment around 25. So we started… that was also when I

left Mecanoo we were from the beginning about 20 people who came

with me.

JB: All from Mecanoo?

HD: Well about 18 or so. And we had some new people as well. And

also my projects which I was working on at the time moved with me.

JB: So was it an easy birth of the new company?

HD: Well on the one hand we could continue on the same projects we

were working on but you have to do a lot of things at the same time.

You have to find a new place to work. This [ office ] was completely

renewed. You have to get all new computers, which is nice because you

get to see what is the best programme or what are the best computers

for this moment. So you have to develop house style, you have to get

people to know you. Of course people knew me, but when you found a

new office the office has to found itself and settle so that is, especially in

the beginning, very difficult. And what I also didn’t realise at that

moment is that I don’t know of any example in the Netherlands of a

company which starts with 20 or 25 people. So that was after I didn’t

realise. I know also from previous people who left Mecanoo with five or

six people or who started with ten people. I know from colleagues

because it happens every now and then when people who are in a

larger firm start again a new firm but then it’s always a small group and

when it’s 20, 25 people you belong in the Netherlands to the larger

group of offices. The average is five or six. But that was a lot of fun and

still is.

JB: So the Toneelschuur was one of the later projects at Mecanoo?

HD: Well it was actually more or less finished when I just started the new

office and some other projects which were developed in Mecanoo like

this one was also finished here. But you could say that the Toneelschuur

was one of the last projects and we did some additional work here

because afterwards you always have extra work to finish. And more

recently you may have seen the Johannes Enschedé Hof which was
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recently finished. So that is something we had already started but I think

we had the preliminary design but we made all the drawings here and it

was realised here.

JB: Let’s go back to the Toneelschuur. How do you know the

Toneelschuur before the project? Did you know of the theatre in

Haarlem?

HD: Well I knew of the theatre but I didn’t know the people. I know the

work of Joost Swarte but I never met him before in person. It was very

funny because when we were students every now and then we used his

cartoons, maybe in a essay or in a project as some sort of comic strip or

illustration, or in pamphlets for student movements. We sometimes used

his drawings so I knew of him. But I didn’t know him in person.

JB: How did you regard the Toneelschuur Theatre and their work?

HD: Well their work was always, let’s say, more experimental, avant-

garde. So in that sense was part of a whole circuit in the Netherlands of

smaller theatres and movie theatres. When I went to college in Arnhem

there were still these theatres; also in Delft, Rotterdam or The Hague

when I studied.

JB: For me there is an interesting parallel because the Toneelschuur

always wanted to produce theatre that was not like the mainstream, that

was different. Similarly Mecanoo wanted to design architecture that was

not like the mainstream. There seems to have been a similarity. Do you

think you were aware of this, or is it just hindsight?

HD: No, you are aware that we were working in that time at Mecanoo

not really in the mainstream. We did hardly any standard office buildings

so it was always buildings that were a little more experimental, or

buildings that were a little more cultural, like libraries and things like that.

Even now in my office we do more and more things like that. We do

schools and we do projects that you could say were a little more social.

We are now working on a building for homeless people in Rotterdam

commissioned by the city. We are doing a school for children with social

and learning problems. So a little more not standard, but especially I do

more these kinds of things.
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JB: When the Toneelschuur came to you, can you remember exactly

who brought the project to you, and how it was offered to Mecanoo?

HD: Joost Swarte made, let’s say, the first sketch design with the

cartoons, with some sort of sketches of the layout and the things like

that, but then on the basis of that the Toneelschuur, the board could

have said we just bring this to some sort of facilitating offices who just

do drawings. But they said, and they were right, there should be an

architect involved because as the plans are now it really not function

very well so there should be redesigns and then realised. So that’s why

they came and then they were looking for architects who could do that.

They also talked to a local architect from Haarlem. But they decided  to

ask Mecanoo, but also with reference to, for instance, this library in

Almelo, which Joost also liked very much. So the director of the

Toneelschuur came to us with Joost and also somebody else, an

advisor to the board, three or four people, I think, they came and asked

if we would like to do that. Of course we had to consider it, because we

had also our normal architectural work and I must say that within

Mecanoo we had with the partners a discussion if we should do this.

Because there was already a design and we are not like these facilitating

offices who just make the drawings. But I was very much in favour from

the beginning because I find it very important but it’s also something we

are doing a lot more here than at Mecanoo to work with people in

disciplines other than architecture so we work also more with a lot of

landscape architecture, also with artists, we work with researchers, we

do some research things. So I like to do that. We do that, fortunately,

much more here than at Mecanoo. Well within this idea I was already

thinking a bit more about this, so to work on this with Joost Swarte, a

cartoonist and artist, for me it sounded interesting. But I said two things,

on the one hand we must be able as architects to stand behind the

project although it’s not 100% our design and we must for that we want

to have the freedom to review the whole thing and propose changes.

JB: Would this have been the first time Mecanoo had started project

that was already substantially designed?

HD: Well we did once in the eighties work on a project by Alvaro Siza

from Portugal on a small project that he had designed where we did
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basically just the technical drawings, the working drawings. Which was

for us, at the point in I think about 1985, a very learnful experience as

we had not worked in offices so now we worked with Siza and it was a

really intensive project where he would come let’s say every month for a

day or sometimes for a weekend or sometimes even a week to work

with us on the project. So we had done that before but that was a long

time ago.

JB: And that must have been like a tutor correcting his students?

HD: Yeah, but that was in the very beginning of our office at this time.

But sometimes we advised some architects, like some years ago when

some Danish architects did a music theatre in Amsterdam. We

sometimes advise or supervise them or link to the client. But not really

working on the project.

HD: But at the same time that was the board of the Toneelschuur said

to me. That was a little bit confidential at a certain moment, but they

said to me that they were also afraid if Joost as an artist with no

experience of architecture would – how you say, it’s not a good

expression – freak too much but they were afraid that that would

happen and the project would never be realised. So they said that on

the one hand you have to respect the original sketches but on the other

hand you have to take the project from him. So that was also a bit of a

complex question. But we managed. First I had some meetings with

Joost to find out if it would match and I found out very quickly that he

was very eager to realise the building, but realising that when you draw

something in a cartoon making it in reality is very different. And he had

also shown in his work also for his graphic design and working for

various clients that he could deal with restrictions of a budget and how

to make things, how to print things that he was also creative in that

sense. So we had still this debate within the office and I said that I would

like to do it and we did. And what we did to start with was to review

what was there. We first did some quick research, some quick analysis.

Let’s say the main layout was the proper one or if we do it differently.

We found out that the main layout was ok but there would have to be

major alterations to improve things and I remember three main things:

first of all was that the way that the layout was for larger crowds which is

a problem in a theatre it was a difficult; they had to go around one
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corner and around another so it was not clear. So that’s why we

redesigned the whole entrance area, the foyer and the way to go to the

four different theatre halls: two theatres and two movie theatres. So that

was one thing. Another thing that we introduced was the technical slab,

which is this thing, where we combined all the more technical things and

the infrastructure, the stairs  and through that all the different theatres

are linked to this slab which makes the theatre technics more easy. And

the third thing was that in the plan of Joost he had proposed to leave

some old facades here but they were not really worked out, just leaving

the facades and building behind. At this part I said we should research

and see if we could not leave the whole structure and use that and add

it to the new parts. The facades here, which were nice but not really

historic, we decided to break it down and make a new façade here. So

we had these kinds of things in the beginning and we also made an

agreement in the beginning that Joost would be completely involved in

the design and in the following stages.

JB: And this was a written contract?

HD: Yes. We made a contract also dealing with what would happen if

we didn’t agree on certain points. He was, as it turned out, in the regular

meetings and we had a lot of meetings together also so that went very

well in the end but you don’t know that at first, of course. So we made

an agreement that would also deal with what to do if you don’t agree.

We never had to use it afterwards but anyway that’s also very good

when you do that before then you know when you don’t agree how to

act. And then the project can still continue without delay.

JB: Would you use a contract like that again?

HD: Yeah, maybe we would make it a bit more simple, but we even

sometimes work regularly with other disciplines so sometimes we use it

as a basis, or a part out of that contract as a basis.

JB: So this was the first time that this was done, it was a kind of

experiment.  Because this is interesting to understand how someone

who is not trained or legally capable of being an architect – because

architecture protects itself as a profession – that there should be an
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agreement between the architect and someone else who contributes to

a design.

HD: Well what the Toneelschuur wanted and what also happened is that

we as a firm got the commission. And from that it was in the contract

that we would keep him involved and pay him a certain sum for his initial

project and his work during the whole process so that was all arranged

because the client wanted to have a firm with insurance and all those

kind of things. So Joost became a sort of sub-contractor to us.

JB: So in financial terms was it the same as employing an architect?

HD: Yeah, you could say that. I don’t really remember any more, we

made a sum for his original design which we took over and that was

related to what we would get for a preliminary design and a certain

percentage of the rest. But it was very important that we had this at the

beginning and we went together to a layer to arrange it. Afterwards we

never used it. And there was even in that somebody involved that if we

would not agree – a mediator. He was never needed. When you have

arranged that in advance it is much easier.

JB: When you had the first meeting – and I understand that you met

maybe once every week for the duration of the project. And when you

sat down to look at the building you already said that spatially it was ok

but it needed to be rationalised to make it work. Would you say that it

was a good starting point and a successful way of designing the

building?

HD: Yeah, I think so. What we did first we had his drawings and we did

some analysis. The main thing in the project was that he had designed

the garage in here for the trucks, the big theatre hall on the ground floor

and upper levels, he had a movie theatre pavilion and the small theatre

which was initially like this, at ninety degrees to the rest. Our first

analysis was first perhaps whether we should have the big theatre hall

here or the big garage here, so we did some quick studies to that but

we found out that this was basically logical. It had to be improved.

JB: You said that in some of your projects you had separated out

functions into objects which is exactly how Joost described designing
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this building, taking the building’s functions apart and putting it back

together again.

HD: Well that was exactly what was happening here, also because it’s a

relatively small scale area. It was one of the first settlements of the city

here. They also found some archaeological remains – nothing very

special – when they demolished the old buildings to begin construction.

So that was the concept which we respected so that it had different

elements. But in that we had also some sort of debate, as to how far

should you go. At a certain stage it looked like it had become a little too

fragmented. When you make what I would call fragmented buildings you

have to be a very sensible about how fragmented it is and how much

coherence it needs. Some times things can fall apart too much. So we

had some discussions about that, for instance. At a certain point, so this

front façade already consisted of various elements and at a certain

moment it was even more fragmented. That’s why we had some

discussions to make it more coherent and to make it a little more

rational. I feel now that it is a very nice balance. I go there sometimes

myself as a visitor, for openings and special events or because I have

other business in the city. Sometimes I stay overnight and I can go as an

anonymous user to the theatre or the cinema.

JB:  When you go as an anonymous user, what do you enjoy most

about the building?

HD: Well I was there not so long ago, on just an ordinary Wednesday

evening in April or May, and what first struck me was how many people

there were, because usually people go out in the weekends in Holland,

Friday, Saturday, Sunday. And also how relaxed the atmosphere was;

that was something that we had designed more or less but which really

works, that in this foyer is this entrance area. If you stand back a little bit

in the foyer you can see all the entrances to all the theatre halls – the

space is on one point diverse but on the other hand very clear. That’s

what I find very important in a public building, in general, but also in a

theatre, that as a visitor that you can oversee a building, and see what is

where and where to go. So that is something I find we do a lot in our

work. Although you can have diverse spaces and diverse architecture

that you can oversee the building. And which really works and through

that the atmosphere is really relaxed.
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JB: One of the very first images that Joost drew is one of the silk

screens for the very first presentation with people going into the cinema,

someone standing downstairs and someone on a motorbike riding

through it in which you can see different ….. [ HD looks through the

Toneelschuur book ]  …. this one.

HD: Well in that sketch this space was much too small, so we also

discussed in the beginning that we would always try to keep this kind of

atmosphere without trying to build these cartoons, and that was also

what Joost wanted.

JB: The photograph of the foyer here and this sketch are different, but

of course they have the same elements. The idea of the staircase lifting

up and the balconies connecting.

HD: Yeah, we had also some debate about this and about this element

because he was always referring, and it took some time to understand

this to a staircase, a kind of traditional staircase. And it relates to this

whole foyer had already been enlarged and we said it’s a space with

stairs, balconies and galleries to the theatre halls and that’s why we

brought in this element. From one point of view it is one big space and

from this element and through some other elements it’s a bit

subdivided.

JB: And it’s also a frame, a box through which you can see.

HD: Yes. Through which you can. But from here it also frames very

nicely a view to one of the church towers.

JB: Joost showed me one of the first posters that he designed for the

Toneelschuur. Which was, a picture of what he said was important him

about the Toneelschuur, in that they showed what was on the stage and

what was around it and how the theatre worked. So there was a

coloured box in the middle and around the edge was a grey

monochrome band continuing it into the side of the theatre where the

electrics were, where the costumes were kept and so forth. He

explained that he understood the Toneelschuur to be a theatre that

showed you the process and showed you how the theatre productions
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were made. Do you think that the way that the theatre operates is as

visible in the building?

HD: Well in a way if we talk about the public spaces and maybe the café

here where the people and the artists also come after a performance,

yes, but as a visitor you are not allowed into the other backstage parts,

like the backstage area. So you don’t really recognise that, I would say.

So let’s say that for the visitor that is less visible but of course you don’t

have a separate bar for visitors and performers so that makes, especially

on the ground floor, the kind of atmosphere where you are really

experience the whole thing. You also see from the bar, for instance, the

street and you see especially through this that part which we restored

so although people come here on the ground floor what we did was … I

proposed to leave and reuse and restore these old buildings. And show

parts of the old façade and having here this used to be in the very old

days an alley, and we covered it with glass so that light comes from

above. And from here you can see the façade of this old alley, so from

that you can experience what is going on here. Although in the evening

there isn’t much going on here. And what was also a very important part

not for the people who visit the theatre but for the people who work

there as artists who are maybe rehearsing or working here is in this

space – this is the kitchen. During the day this is some sort of central

point in the building that is very important for the atmosphere for the

people who are working there which was an element which was also

very important in the old building. Not just the kitchen, but large tables

where people would have a coffee or have meetings. This got to the

position here, a very central position, people can overlook the street,

which goes like this so that you can really overlook it and you can look

into the foyer. That was very important as an element. And on the

ground floor you have this library where, for instance, they discuss when

they start a new play or new work, so that is not so much for the public

yet it is visible and it is on the street. People can pass by and see the

artists working.

JB: You had design meetings throughout the design and construction

process. Joost told me that he visited the site frequently once it was

under construction. How was the working relationship once the building

was building constructed. Did you spend equal amounts of time there

once it was being built?



92

HD: No, because of course as an architect we have a whole team

working on the project.

JB: How many people were working on the Toneelschuur at Mecanoo?

HD: Well at the same time it was because… it was not so many. All

over, around six to seven people and at the same time three to four,

because through different reasons we had a relatively long time for the

preparation because all kinds of procedures took relatively long. We did

it, I think, with an average of three people. One of them was a project

manager, one was the architect. Especially when the building is being

constructed it is the project manager who goes to site every week. The

architect is there more often and then, unless things happen, I’m there

maybe once a month. And Joost lives there so he was probably there

more regularly than I was.

JB: Was there anything that changed during the construction process?

HD: Yeah, because you can imagine that this kind of building is to detail

and to have all the corners exactly. So during the construction there

were different things that arose that had to be dealt with, which happens

more in the Netherlands. I don’t know what exactly is the process in

England but we have in principle when the construction starts our

drawings more or less finished but there are always things that have to

be further explored. We get questions from the construction company,

we have questions from the people who make the certain parts that

have to be adjusted, some details that have to be thought about. There

is still a lot of detail to be thought about and work to be done. The

colour scheme usually is a bit later. There is a lot of things that still

happen during the building process.

JB: Is there anything in particular that you remember being an issue that

you were able to work out between you and Joost?

HD: There was not a issue between Joost and us, but there were a lot

issues between us and the construction company. It turned out at a

certain moment that a structural engineer had beams where we had

windows so these things had to be changed or altered. But I cannot
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really recall that we had anything during the construction process. We

had of course also more to the end some elements of the interior had to

be designed or redesigned. This is a working drawing of the interior of

the bar. Later we got the commission for the interior of the bar so things

had to be changed and altered. Maybe Joost knows more things …

JB: No, he seemed to have a very fond memory of the process.

HD: Yeah it was really nice although it was for me more difficult because

when we had problems with the construction problem on a higher level I

had to solve all these things. Sometimes we really had to force him to

make decisions and when it was too late I had to deal with phone calls

from the construction company or the client because I was responsible

on the end. So I had some difficult conversations because, of course, I

had to back him up.

JB:  Would you say that Joost thinks and designs like an architect?

HD: Well the main difference what I really realised, which was a nice

experience, is that the difference he once explained to me. He, of

course, designs more from the image point of the view – of course as an

architect you also do that as well, but you also think about structure …

So what he once explained is that he has only two walls and of course a

floor or a ceiling. So you have to put everything into these two walls, and

of course in a building you have four walls. One thing that became much

clearer also when we had this debate at a certain point that it may be

getting a little too much, a little too fragmented…

JB: …do you think that that was because they were always considered

as different views?

HD: Yes, I do. So that’s what I said earlier. We had to balance that to

make a really good coherent building.

JB: You’ve just recently finished working on the Johannes Enschedé

Hof. Was this a project that you started and that you invited Joost to join

you with?
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HD: Yes. That was a little bit the other way round. This area was more

or less left over after they demolished the existing complex which was a

former printing factory. It was leftover during the construction of the

Toneelschuur because it would have been a bit awkward. And this

(adjacent) is a very historical court. Haarlem is known for its courts

which were originally for older people.

JB: Hofjes?

HD: Hofjes, yes. Which were usually in the back gardens of well to do

merchants who founded them as acts of charity. So these hofjes have

always been named after the person who gave the land. But it still

functions and this one dates back to sixteenth or seventeenth century,

and it is still for elderly ladies, and it is governed by some sort of board.

So in that sense it’s still really classical. So the idea came up by the

municipality to make a new hofje, a new court, here in a certain way. So

the board of this hofje – it is more or less voluntary work the people who

own it and who manage it – went to a housing corporation to have this

realised and they came to us to have it designed. We designed first the

urban layout, also urban studies, because the initial idea was just to

enlarge the original court into a bigger one. But we said that if you do

that you destroy the intimacy of this one so we decided that we would

just turn it around and make something like this, yet connected while

having it as a separate entity. So we designed first the urban plan and

from the very beginning, because we were already working on the

Toneelschuur there was already the idea that he would be involved. And

then Joost designed certain elements that would be in the façade.

Because the typical idea of the hofje is that the houses are reached from

the interior court and here we have a small street, so that would mean it

would be a relatively closed and boring façade. So we asked Joost to

design various elements in the façade.

JB: The gate at one end and the door at the other…

HD: Yes. So we also discussed at certain points part of the design and

parts of the court layout which was done by a landscape architect. But it

was not as intensive as the Toneelschuur.
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JB: Joost showed me around the building and I saw this image here,

one of his very early drawings of the building. The working relationship

must have been very good if you have come back together again to

work on a new building.

HD: Yes, and we’ve even discussed other things. There is still

something in Amsterdam that might work, but depends on the planning

process.

JB: What would you describe as the advantages of working with a

cartoonist like Joost?

HD: Well the advantages…. well maybe even in general with artists or

people with whom you work together is that you have a more intensive

debate on the project. On the quality, on the image. On all kinds of

aspect of the project. We also do that here. We have internal workshops

where we also discuss with our architects who are not really involved in

the project. We have reviews which is very helpful often. And when you

work together with someone from a different discipline then it enriches

the final result.

JB: Thank you very much for your time.
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Appendix III: Interview with Ben Katchor

Ben Katchor is a comic artist who has achieved his most significant fame

from the series of comics Julius Knipl: Real Estate Photographer. This

interview was conducted on Friday 14 September 2007 in Ben Katchor’s

office at Parsons School, in New York City, USA.

James Brown: Do you teach here [ at Parsons ] now?

Ben Katchor: Well I start next term. I’m developing the curriculum this

term.

JB: What is that curriculum?

BK: Visual narrative in illustration, which is pretty broad. It’s anything you

can do that combines words and pictures. It overlaps. There’s a theatre

department, there’s a media department. The speciality here would be

hand made pictures as opposed to film or theatre. Staged pictures. I

guess that’s the only defined thing. It’s in the illustration department.

JB: Is there any connection with architecture and the built environment?

BK: Yeah, there’s an architecture department here too and one of the

powers of the comic strip is that it can give you a visceral sense of

space. Text and photographs can, but usually a drawing is more vivid

because it’s a conceptually based image. It’s not based on

photographic reflection. It’s filtered through your understanding and so

it’s clear and hopefully more vivid, otherwise there’s no reason to make

hand made pictures.

JB: I’m glad you started with that. After my undergraduate thesis in

which I looked at photography and architecture I’m looking a bit closer

in whether there’s potential in comic strips and sequential narratives to

describe buildings and peoples’ experiences of buildings. I know that

you have subsequently done a lot of work in other areas, but I’m going

to go back to the Julius Knipl strips. They’ve been really important to

me. But I came to your work through Metropolis magazine, there was a

strip of a skyscraper.



97

BK: Yes, I do a monthly strip for them. For the last eight or ten years I

think. That was A Date in Architectural History.

JB: It registered well with me and my architecture student friends

because I work in a building just like that one.

BK: So you’re studying architecture as a historian or a practitioner?

JB:  As a practitioner. You have to do a degree and a diploma, although

my school has converted the diploma into a masters course.  Comics is

generally a self taught profession, isn’t it?

BK: Well, yes, historically. Since the fifties there has been the School of

Visual Art – originally the Illustrators and Cartoonists’ School, but I don’t

know how they taught it at that time or what sort of curriculum they had.

I taught there for the past eight years, part-time, but using my own

curriculum.

JB: One popular image of the comic artist is that of a solitary figure who

spends long hours at the drawing board and possibly has a low opinion

of his work because he’s so removed.

BK: Well, that’s changed. I mean in Japan they’re superstars. In the

earlier part of the twentieth century if you had a syndicated comic strip

in America you were a celebrity. You had a studio and you had to work,

sometimes with assistants, but you’d become a public celebrity. I have a

good sense of my audience and get lots of feedback.

JB: Maybe I’ve read too many interviews with Chris Ware.

BK: I don’t think that’s historically the case.

JB: Do you think it’s possible to teach how to be a comic artist or do

you think it’s necessary to have a personal interest that develops

outside the academic environment?

BK: I think it’s like anything you can study. Parsons, The New School, is

a university of many divisions. Someone who is studying comics here

should be spending half the time drawing and the other half of the time
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studying architecture, or philosophy or history, and not have a traditional

art school curriculum. All these departments exist because of

specialisation. Writers don’t think that they have to be able to draw and

draughtsmen don’t think that they have to be able to write. All of these

crazy specialisations happened only in the academic world. In the real

world people make comic strips – they use words and images. There’s

even specialisation in the commercial end of the industry. My hope is to

change that curriculum. I never studied comics. When I went to school I

studied art, painting and art history and took a lot of classes in literature,

psychology and history. No one was teaching comics - that word and

image combination - and if I put narrative into my paintings my teachers

were incredibly confused and said ‘I can’t talk about what’s going on

here’. I mean, literally they could only talk about the formal elements, the

spatial clarity, the composition. Not what was going on from a narrative

point of view.

JB: So you found that problematic to introduce narrative to your visual

art?

BK: Yes, as an art student. They grew up reading comics and looking at

movies, like everyone else. They all knew what how word and image

operated, but in their role as a painting teacher that they couldn’t

address it. I had one drawing teachers who had been a comic fan when

he was a kid and he knew exactly what this combination was about.

They knew you had to learn how to draw – figure drawing. There were

exceptions. A lot people who go to art school have it beaten out of

them, this desire to produce ‘impure’ art forms, and they stop. The

purity of these disciplines just doesn’t exist in popular culture. These

departments of English and Art are holdovers from 18th century

academic divisions, but it’s slowly breaking up. Hiring a cartoonist to

rethink about curriculum means that universities are thinking about how

these disciplines are interrelated.

JB: And that’s how you came to be working here?

BK: Yes.

JB: Were you invited to apply?
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BK: No a position was created and I applied for it. I taught part-time at

the School of Visual Arts for many years. I wanted to be connected to a

university and have access to libraries and a community of scholars.

JB: So that I can get your background. You’re a born and bred New

Yorker?

BK: Yes, from Brooklyn.

JB: And I understand moved around a bit to Crown Heights, to Coney

Island…

BK: …no, never to Coney Island. Bedford-Stuyvesant, to Crown Heights

to a place called Kensington. It’s all within a few miles. My father moved

from Warsaw, Poland as a young man and I was born in Brooklyn.

JB: And how did he adapt to the move?

BK: He learned English and he made a living.

JB: What I have been looking at most recently are the Julius Knipl strips,

which you haven’t drawn now for a few years.

BK: Yes, I ended that series and did a few others since then: The Jew of

New York, The Cardboard Valise, Hotel & Farm and most recently,

Shoehorn Technique.

JB: Because my understanding of Knipl, his character and the strip, has

become a sort of encyclopaedia of details.

BK: Yes.

JB: The impression that I got from the New Yorker profile of you that

came out almost thirteen or fourteen years ago is that you used the strip

as a way of recording these things that you saw in the city. And these

little details developed with a certain amount of imagination?

BK: Well, I mean once you start looking at these things you realise that

they are just someone’s idea. And you think, well I can make up things
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too. Architecture just starts as an idea. The built world is just an idea.

Someone said ‘I’m going to put up this building on this plot’. It starts on

paper like a drawing. I would notice things. All kinds of details in the

function of the city - some physical, some architectural - and then try to

explain them. Usually not always a socio-economic explanation but the

poetic logic behind the thing. And then I think that as that strip

progressed I started making up my own urban details. It would just

occur to me… what if we had mustard foundations. Or why couldn’t

there be other possibilities I my invented city?  It’s not specifically

described as a history of New York. People who read it in other cities on

the east coast [ of the United States ] think that it’s their city. It’s a

certain period of a city.

JB: And it’s deliberately not specific.

BK: It just becomes more fun for me. I don’t just have to be a historian. I

can be a tourist and walk around this invented place. I can invent it as I

turn a corner. That’s what it developed into.

JB: The character of Julius Knipl is interesting to me because he very

rarely has an important role in the strip. He’s a bit like the box in which

the strip takes place.

BK: He’s just there. I think that toward the end he’s not even there. At

the beginning he was just an excuse to be on the street, and to have

someone who was looking at buildings for an absolutely functional

reason: to make a photograph. I wanted to look at the city for all the

other possible reasons. It was a strange framing device for these stories.

JB: Did it take long to develop this character?

BK: No. It’s a real profession that I had heard of. And when I thought

about doing this strip for this new weekly paper and the editor hinted

that this should be set on the streets of New York, he didn’t say a city,

he said New York. I said well, ok, then we need a character that puts us

on the streets of New York.

JB: Looking at the city.
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BK: Yes. It could have been a bus driver. It could have been other

things. I loved that idea of the job, the real estate photographer.

Because of the way that it combined these two powerful businesses,

you know, photography and real estate into this pathetic job. So it

amused me when I first heard of it and subsequently I’ve met lots of

actual real-estate photographers.

JB: Are any of them like Julius?

BK: No, no. They’re all aspiring to be other sorts of photographers. And

that’s all Knipl did as far as I know. He aspire to take other sorts of

photographs.

JB: When I started looking at the photography of buildings I looked at

professionally made photographs of new buildings that were

photographed as art. Usually without anyone in them.

BK: Like sculpture, with perfect light, early in the morning.

JB: I think of Julius less like an artistic photographer and more like a

wedding photographer.

BK: No, no, the pictures he takes are hardly ever shown. But when they

are shown they’re these standard façade photos that you’d see in real

estate offices. They’re made after the fact of the building. I don’t think he

was ever hired to take pictures of a new development.

JB: Because he’s a particularly stocky character I imagined him

squeezing himself into the corner of a room to take a picture with a wide

angle lens.

BK: I never really go into the technical end of it, because he would

probably need a more sophisticated camera. Usually it’s like he’s just

pulling out a 35mm camera. I never go into the details of real estate

photography. I think that after the first two strips it never comes up.

JB: Natalie Op de Beeck, who is an assistant professor at Illinois State

University, wrote a paper in Modern Fiction Studies in which tied

together Julius Knipl with a film by Jem Cohen called Lost Book Found
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and Chris Ware’s Building Stories. She said that both Julius Knipl and

Jem Cohen’s film made comments on melancholy and nostalgia, and

historical materialist consciousness and the meanings extracted from

objects and lived spaces. Do you agree that it’s a melancholic strip?

BK: Well, you know this thing about a city is that you are constantly

aware of the presence of earlier inhabitants so I think that unless you are

living in a really delusional world, in a brand new world, where you don’t

have any historic sense of things, you are probably aware that this is a

building from 1890 or 1900. I don’t actually know the age of this

building. But someone was probably selling harnesses for horses or

designing them in this room, who knows. So you do get a sense of your

finite in the city. Elegiac is probably a better word than melancholic. One

has a consciousness of the transience of their life in a city.

JB: The nostalgia that she refers to is another thing that is interesting.

Michael Chabon mentioned this [ in the introduction to Julius Knipl Real

Estate Photographer ] because it’s a sort of imagined nostalgia. I have

no lived experience of New York City but reading the strip there is

something there, maybe the stainless steel counter of the old fashioned

diner that I can’t find when there are only Starbucks and McDonalds.

BK: Yes, I mean a lot of it is based on the city as it was the moment I

was born; my awareness of the city as I saw it existing as a child. The

Metropolis strip was more about the present and the future. Knipl was

the city of my childhood up to the seventies or so. I mean, it’s still an old

city. You can’t look out of a window in New York without looking into

the nineteenth century. It’s more at the street level it’s been brought up

to date. What building owners do is modernise the entrance of their

buildings, so it could be the shell of something from nineteenth century.

It’s easy to disguise a building: you change the elevator, the hallways. I

mean this, this [ refers to building in which he is sitting ] is all interior wall

space. If you look up at the ceiling it still has all the old water sprinklers.

But the walls are all new partitions. It’s easy to disguise the age of a

building.

JB: The street level nostalgia is interesting because the commerce, the

enterprises and the businesses that you see in the Knipl strip are almost
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impossible to find in New York City. They have an individuality about

them.

BK: Well that’s a recent development. If you move out to the edges of

New York City where the rents are lower you can still find privately

owned businesses. It’s just in the last ten or fifteen years that every

ground-level store is  run by a large corporations - the only entities that

can afford these spaces. Small businesses can’t afford them. You’ve

got to go to Brooklyn – anywhere in Brooklyn, Queens. That’s just

Manhattan and it’s creeping further uptown. That’s real estate. There

are companies that want to have a million branches, so they need the

real estate. That’s a recent phenomenon.

JB: Do you think that heightens this sense of nostalgia that the city is

changing?

BK: Yes, I mean for young people who’ve never know a city of small

businesses unless they’ve read about it. They probably still can’t quite

understand what they’ve missed. I’m sure they probably miss earlier

McDonalds. Your nostalgia only goes back to your childhood unless

you’re a historian.  If you have a sense of history then you’re nostalgic

for ancient Greece, you’re not worried about New York City. Nostalgia

for the old western civilisations. I don’t know … it comes up sometimes

with students. How they think of the streetscape, it bothers them.

JB: That’s interesting. In Britain we’re aware of American businesses,

but they’re always the big businesses, the Starbucks, Subways, Burger

Kings. The streetscape becomes standardised. There’s something very

disappointing about coming to New York City and walking into a

Subway and seeing the same decoration on the walls, the furniture, the

same layout.

BK: It’s strange. I don’t know who’s making these decisions. If you have

to decorate a store. They want these things to all be the same. The

same money could just be given to private designers to make each

branch somewhat different. Put up a different name, nobody knows,

nobody cares.  Starbucks tried it. I don’t know if they’re still doing it. Out

in San Francisco they opened up an alternative Starbucks. It was

supposed to look like a faux mom-and-pop coffee shop. I mean they
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did. They were called Cicada, I think. And then behind the counter it

was the same Starbucks coffee. And everybody knew it was Starbucks.

But there were neighbourhoods that had such a resistance to them

opening, that they were forced to do it. Well we’ll do something new for

this neighbourhood. So they it’s possible. It’s just a complete lack of

imagination.

JB: Knipl is a component in this commercial view of this city, because

he’s producing photographs that reduce buildings to their square feet

and their value.

BK: Their façade usually. Somebody else is saying here’s the façade. It’s

just a way to notate the building. Most real estate photographers are not

too involved in the real estate end. They just take the picture. Usually it’s

just a visual symbol to refer to the property.

JB: One of the strips that caught my eye was Moving Season. And it

says in the top box ‘Estimators from well-known moving companies

reduce human lives to their cubic square footage’. The transience of the

city...

BK: Yeah, when you call up a moving company they ask you how many

rooms and they tell you what size trucks it will all fit into. That’s what

happens. There used to be a moving season in New York. This is going

back to the forties. In the spring, people would just move for the change

of scenery. That doesn’t happen any more.

JB: There still is a moving day in Montréal on the first of July. Contracts

generally start and finish on that day. English speaking Montréalers like to

speculate that it’s been specifically scheduled on [ the federal holiday of ]

Canada Day to make sure everybody celebrates Québec’s [ provincial ]

holiday.

BK: Well it may still be a renters’ city.

JB: I want to talk to you about the drawing style, which I imagine by the

time Julius Knipl started you had already developed.
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BK: Once I started that weekly strip I think I drew more than I ever drew

in my life just to keep up.

JB: Was it your first regular strip?

BK: Yes, it was my first weekly strip. I never drew that much, a few page

strips a few times a year.

JB: What happened after you went to college?

BK: I ran a typesetting  and design company with a couple of friends.

Because there was no way at that time to sell the sort of comics that I

wanted to do. It’s something lost in this new history of comics in

America that starts from 1939. The comic book industry, by the time I

was out of school and wanted to figure out what to do, made it

impossible to do anything that didn’t fit into that world. Comic books

shops were just beginning to exist then. If you brought something like

this to them they’d say ‘no-one would buy this’ and maybe they would

sell one copy. So that industry that started the American comic book

industry just wasn’t conducive to any other kind of comic. So a lot of

those people were looking at other models; European comics, things

that predated the American comics. Or at least looking back at early

newspaper comics.

JB: Can you remember what you would have wanted to have drawn at

that stage?

BK: A strip very much like Knipl. I did strips. There are other strips

before that.

JB: In the newspaper format?

BK: No, they were done for self published magazines. They weren’t in a

weekly newspaper format. The weekly newspaper in America was a sort

of holdover from the underground newspaper business of the sixties.

Some of the papers developed into these weeklies. Sort of alternatives

to the main newspapers that would run syndicated comics.
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JB: And did this pre-date what we now call the underground comic

scene and the alternative comic scene?

BK: Well no, underground comics in America means the early sixties;

Crumb, etc. That’s still twenty years earlier. In the 70s the energy of the

underground publishing world ended up in these alternative weekly

newspapers. Some of these newspapers started in the sixties, even

earlier, the mid-fifties and that was one model. There were different

models in different cities. They covered arts and events that were not

covered in the mainstream press  and they had to have comics. The

man who started The New York Press, Russ Smith, specifically didn’t

want to carry the strips that ran in the other weekly newspapers around

the county which is what most papers did. He commissioned new strips

that would be unique to his paper.

JB: The strip does play with the format of the newspaper strip. It’s

slightly larger than the traditional funnies…

BK: Yes, the newspaper strip in America historically had all kinds of

formats. There was a full Sunday page, or  a half Sunday page, or it was

a daily one tier. This was more like the half page of the old Sunday

comics section. And it was always drawn in black and white because

this paper had no color printing. There was no Sunday colour

supplement, otherwise it would have been in colour.

JB: Would it?

BK: Well, yes, because that’s the case with the strip in Metropolis. I

have the option so usually there’s some colour. That’s just a technical

possibility.

JB: Michael Chabon described it as being very woozy and dreamlike

because you draw with a precise line. But it has an impression of being

a sketch.

BK: Well it’s because it’s drawn directly in ink. It incorporates some

accidents and errors. It’s autographic, it’s my handwriting. In most

commercial comics one person draws in pencil, another person goes
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over in ink and tightens it up, makes it looks like this finished thing and

another person letters it and yet another person colors it.

JB: And it’s always drawn at a table? You don’t draw from life?

BK: No. If I need a specific kind of architectural cornice I will get a

picture or I’ll go out in the street and look at it or I’ll look out of my

window. It’s easy enough to see. But this stuff is all made up on paper

so usually you don’t have to look at it. You can sit down and make it up.

It may not be like the interior of any other coffee, but a believable coffee

shop. I’m not a trained architect but I’ve seen enough coffee shops to

invent one of my own.

JB: Have you ever designed or built any kind of building or extension at

home?

BK: Bookcases, sheetrock partitions, that’s about the closest thing that

I’ve done to building . That’s about it. When it comes to the real world,

no, having to make it with real materials kills the fun of it.  That you’ve

actually got to go out an buy the wood and make it. I’d rather just make

a drawing, imagine how nice it would be. That’s why I’m not a builder. I

don’t think I’d want to do that. Plus, the reality of a building is just

crushing, unless you’re building it in a remote place where nobody cares

what you do. No, I’m interested more in the idea of building.

JB: Which can’t involve any architecture?

BK: I can’t involve all the problems of what people want and what

people expect and what things cost. All of the limits of doing it in the real

world. It’s terrible. I don’t think it would be much fun. On paper or in a

comic strip it’s  architecture without the constraints and problems. You

can do anything you want. Nobody complains about any of it.

JB: Do you enjoy that removal from reality?

BK: Yeah, I mean, I make up my own little reality, but it’s just much

looser. There’s no economic reality to it.
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JB: One of the reasons that I went and spoke with Joost Swarte is that

he’s helped to design a theatre and a cinema complex, and some

housing, and he’s working on another project now. Do you think if an

architect approached you and asked you to help design a building that

you think you would be able to spatially consider a building.

BK: Yeah, I mean I look at a lot of architecture. I look at buildings and

new buildings all the time. I think so, but I think again that all these

realities would reduce my idea to a vestige of what I thought it could be.

I don’t know that I like modern building materials enough. If it was a very

luxurious building, maybe, then it might be interesting.

JB: The thing that interests me with the architecture that’s portrayed in

your books is that it is always rather shabby and it has a patina to it.

BK: Well it gets like that. That’s the reality of what things … they don’t

look too good. They get worn. That’s how they’re supposed to be.

They’re not cleaned very often. Maybe every hundred years it gets

sandblasted and then it looks terrible. It’s not meant to look clean. In a

city with all these emissions, buildings become grey. If you don’t plan

that into your buildings it’s going to look terrible. Buildings that are

supposed to be shiny or too clean just look terrible very quickly. They

just don’t age well.

JB: I think that you’ve put your finger on the problem with architectural

photography, in that if you present a building as soon as it’s been

constructed then it sets itself up for a fall which it can’t escape.

BK: Yeah, it’s just like … it may as well be a drawing. But the drawing

could sort of push it ten years ahead, ten years back. So give it a sense

of what it might really look like. You know that thing I did, The Carbon

Copy Building? About these two buildings, carbon copy buildings. Well,

you know, one is kept in its pristine condition and one is left to the

forces of the market economy.

JB: This was an opera?

BK: Yes, an opera.
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JB: Because I only know the vague story about this. How did that

project come about?

BK: These three composers who run this organisation called Bang on a

Can got a commission from a music festival in Turin, Italy. The director

of that music festival happened to be a big comic fan. And like some

European comic fans who don’t know the whole history of comics, they

think comics are some kind of American import. And he said, well you’re

Americans, you should do an opera based on a comic strip, this really

American thing. One of those composers knew my work and asked me

to collaborate.

JB: This was after Julius Knipl had appeared in print?

BK: This was probably 1999.

JB: Just before the second book?

BK: Yeah, so they knew it from the newspaper probably. I didn’t know

anything about what was involved. It was based upon a strip in

Metropolis magazine.

JB: About the two buildings?

BK: Yes. It was a one-page strip about that subject. And I just

expanded it.

JB: And was the story told through human characters, or was it the

buildings speaking?

BK: No there were various characters speaking. An architectural

historian talking about this phenomenon, and the various occupants of

the buildings.

JB: Do you know of any carbon copy buildings in New York?

BK: There are a few. There are apartments buildings on the upper west

side, but I’ve never actually gone to see them. But I think there are one

or two, not too many. I don’t know how often it happened. I mean with
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cheap modular housing there are lot of examples in the suburbs, I

imagine.

JB: It’s certainly something that’s nurtured more my modern building

techniques. There are some hotel rooms that are constructed in

factories where the paintings above the beds are screwed into the walls

and the whole thing with the bed inside is lifted onto the back of a truck

for construction.

BK: I think it goes back to 1900. People had already started

standardising plans for homes and things. These kind of carbon copies

that you could buy.

JB: In the strip Building Stories by Chris Ware, the building becomes a

narrator for the people who live within it. It has a voice and it expresses

emotion and memory about the people within. Do you think that the

strips like Julius Knipl could have worked without that [ main  ]

character?

BK: No. It’s the people and the culture in and around the building that

makes the building what it is. The building is dependent upon its

context. When you take an old building and clean it up and transform it

from a small office building into luxury condominiums, it’s different. I

mean the building is this sort rough layout. It’s not even a layout, it’s just

a space usually. It’s not much of anything. Once it’s gutted it’s just a

façade, it could be anything. In New York they can keep the façade and

build thirty storeys behind it. If the building remains intact, than you have

a contemporary person living in a room designed a hundred years

before their birth, that’s one scenario. Or it could be a building that’s

been gutted or remade. There’s a million possibilities. But it needs the

culture around it. That’s why we can’t talk about architecture in a

vacuum. The radiant city of le Corbusier might have worked in Paris. It

needed a certain culture. It’s hard to know. It all depends what’s going

on in the building and who the people are, how they make a living and if

they like to be there. It’s incredibly complicated.

JB: Are you familiar with the drawings that le Corbusier drew for the

Radiant City? Because as an unbuilt project it’s utterly dependant on

them. How do you find them?
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BK: As that sort of tower in a park never happened where it was

supposed to happen, we can’t say what it would have been. It would

have been some French cultural event. It would have been a different

city. I don’t know. What it became, putting up cheap tower blocks with

crummy little parks is not very pleasant. I don’t think that that is exactly

what he had in mind. They’re planning a new building on the corner of

Fifth Avenue and Fourteenth Street, for the New School for Social

Research. They’re planning a sort of high rise, one of these vertical

campuses, and they’re now at the point where they’re gathering

information about what people what in such a building. They  have all

these really nebulous plans of how floors will interrelate. It’s very

nebulous because they don’t know what the school will be like in five

years when this building is finished. And they’re not really good

representations of what it will be like. You have to go see a prototype. I

mean there is one, there is a vertical campus at Baruch at Lexington

Avenue and Twenty-Sixth Street. There’s a sixteen story – maybe higher

– building that includes public spaces and classrooms. So you can go

there and see what’s wrong with this place. Is it nice? What’s wrong

with it? I mean you could also build a kind of a rough loft space and say

go move in and do whatever you want with it. Put up your own

partitions. They’re trying to think it out so that it’s something more

designed, but I don’t know. It’s really complicated.

JB: The remnants of space that we find in Julius Knipl’s strip, or rather

his exploration of the city, it’s always where function has stopped or

changed, which leaves this leftover space, like a crack in a sidewalk.

BK: Sometimes. That happens every minute in New York. Someone’s

knocking a wall down.

BK: Hey, wait a minute. [ BK is distracted by an odd shaped alcove

behind the interviewer ] What’s in there? What is this little… wait, I’ve

just realised I have no idea what’s in … this is not the hallway, oh it’s the

hallway, it’s a turn in the hallway.

JB: Instead of having a bigger hallway you’ve got an alcove that’s ten

feet deep and about ten feet tall and two feet wide.



112

BK: It’s a strange and useless little space. It’s hard to use.

JB: But it has it’s own light switch.

BK: Yeah, the bulb is blown. I don’t know, this got left over when they [

rebuilt the interior ]. if you look there are floors below here where they

didn’t partition it in this way. They have an incredibly spacious feeling.

This is really poorly done thing with these narrow corridors with these

strange spaces. I don’t know if anybody really thought this out of it it’s

just an accident. It’s insane.

JB: I quite like that accident. There’s a story in that.

BK: It’s hard to use it. It’s too narrow for a bookcase. You couldn’t get

in it very comfortably if you put anything on any wall. Maybe above head

level. I don’t know. This is what it is. Storage space.

JB: You could just about fit a mattress in there. Bunk beds, and crawl in

there on a Friday when it gets too much.

BK: I have thought about how to use this. So that’s how it really is,

architecture, these weird little things that develop. I’ve never lived in a

perfectly designed space where everything was thought out. It’s always

some crazy afterthought that I’ve lived in. There are people that do, who

live in these perfectly designed places and maybe they’re great. They

would like this new building to be that.

JB: Would you say that you prefer to live in an older building?

BK: No. I mean I just don’t like new buildings if they’re just

environmentally uncomfortable. They’re too hot or insubstantial feeling.

You can’t open a window or something like that. I don’t really mind the

age. It’s how it feels. How you can breathe inside the building.

JB: When you were interviewed for the New Yorker in 1993 you had just

moved [ out of New York City ] to Providence [ in Rhode Island ]. Are

you still there?

BK: No. It was just for a few years.
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JB: So are you back in Manhattan?

BK: Yes the upper west side.

JB: What were the reasons for going there?

BK: We just went there while our daughter was going to high school.

Just to get out of the city for a while. I had nothing to do. I had nothing

to do there. I kept a studio here. You know that’s a town, also a college

town, and with a sort of dead downtown. It’s a little different from when

we were there. It’s one of these east coast cities that had a great

heyday sixty years ago and now everybody’s moved to the suburbs so

it’s not that lively a place. Or it wasn’t then. I think it’s changed a little

bit. Yeah everybody there thought that the strip took place in downtown

Providence.

JB: Well, I’ve also assumed it was a parallel version of Manhattan.

BK: Yes. It’s some kind of … even when you live here you imagine that

there is some place just up the coast, another city of the same age that

has sort of, the same sort of … maybe not exactly as big but as

interesting. And there were. You know if you went up the coast there

were these interesting cities. That’s what it is. It’s like the city just up the

Hudson. Just as big as New York but it’s completely different.

JB: Another contact who found out about my project pointed me to a

lecture that you gave about the great museum cafeterias of the world.

And in The Beauty Supply District a couple of the characters retreat to

this cafeteria which is somewhere between this reflective world and this

consumeristic world.

BK: Yes. When you’re an art student and you spend a lot of time in

museums you spend a lot of time in museum cafeterias. So I knew a lot

about museum cafeterias.

JB: Can you recommend any particularly good ones in New York City

that I should see or for the food?
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BK: To see or for the food? I think that the one in the Metropolitan

Museum is not bad. I mean I’ve only been there once or twice. People

keep telling me that this is a really good cafeteria.

JB: Because I’ve experienced many modern museums that are

dependent on their cafeterias and shops to generate income, and

they’ve become very much like bistros and they’re quite expensive and

fancy…

BK: There are more expensive places to eat in the museum. There are

different tiers to eating there. I don’t go that often. When I went a lot,

and when they were very utilitarian places. They’re different. The one at

the Victoria and Albert used to be this really interesting space.

JB: Yes, but everything is probably double the price.

BK: But it’s not there, it’s in some other part of the museum?

JB: I don’t know where it was or where it is in the museum.

BK: It was in a big tiled room near the plaster casts, I think. I don’t

know, I’ve never been able to figure out where it was.

JB: I found the one in the Tenfoyle Museum that you drew you in The

Evening Combinator. I found it quite nostalgic because it’s quite

utilitarian.

BK: Yes, that was modelled after the one that used to be on the ground

floor of the Metropolitan.

JB: Ok, so that’s where it came from. Because I always have some

disappointment not finding it.

BK: I remembered it pretty well. Yeah, they’re different now.

JB: Am I right to interpret that as one of the counterpoints between the

commercial side of the city and the more sensual side of the city, the

one that Julius Knipl is exploring and always catching sight of as it

disappears out of sight.
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BK: I mean, it changes. What was the question?

JB: The reason I like these books – and this is a purely personal

interpretation – is that they’re capturing something that doesn’t exist any

more.

BK: It exists in some places in the world. There still are real cities with

lots of really idiosyncratic privately run businesses, just not midtown

Manhattan. So it does exist, just not here.

JB: As a young, liberal student I’m very aware of anti-globalisation and

anti-big-business sentiment and the strip reads very well with that.

BK: Yeah.

JB: Because there are no Starbucks or big name stores. It’s the

Manhattan that I would have liked to have visited if I had been born

twenty years earlier.

BK: Well, yeah, there’s the proof that the architecture is just a tiny piece

of this picture. It’s what the architecture is used for. If it’s just Starbucks

or Duane Reades, or whatever chain, it could be in the most interesting

structure, but it’s dead, nobody wants to be in these places.

JB: I’m inclined to ask you when you first wanted to become a

cartoonist. But I think it would be more interesting to find out when you

first started noticing these things in the city. Was it a childhood habit?

BK: Yeah, well I think so. My father, in my lifetime, was in the real estate

business and so I was with him in buildings, looking at buildings. In

basements, aware that there were boilers and that people had to think

about these things. I thought that it was very important. I think that if I

didn’t have that view of buildings, who’s running it, who’s maintaining it,

I would have had a different relationship to buildings. I would have

thought that it was just a backdrop for having dinner. Not that the

backdrop can’t be more interesting. It’s a complicated thing. All these

schemes that architects have for modelling buildings. It’s like

economics. It’s too complicated for anyone to know or predict. You can
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just say ‘ I‘ve designed this building so that you’re not sweating in these

rooms.’ I mean it’s really about basic physical questions. And if those

are not thought about then everything else is sort of a joke.  There are a

million concerns but they are really basic physical concerns in a building

of this age … they didn’t have air conditioning. And some of them pre-

electricity, so they really thought about how deep you could build and

how well you could get light and air in. Nobody thinks about that

because there’s air conditioning and electricity so you can have interior

rooms and they can be really oppressive.

JB: In The Evening Combinator there’s an architect…

BK: …the man who invents Carfare City. That’s a kind of a multi-use

vertical building, a city in a building.

JB: With trains that circulate through it.

BK: Yeah some kind of transportation.

JB: Quite fantastical. So is that an example of a building free from the

constraints of actually making it work.

BK: Yes. I mean you could design it, I guess. A fun house with these

tracks going through people’s bedrooms. I don’t think it would be that

complicated it’s just I don’t know if anybody would like to live in it or if

you could sell it to a developer. Do you want your living room on public

display twenty four hours a day. Most of the day. They close it maybe

part of the day. I think that’s why it wasn’t built.

JB: I couldn’t tell if it was a critique of the architect who had these mad

dreams or whether it was more wishful or fanciful.

BK: No, no, I think it would have been interesting. I just wanted a man

who wanted to make a building in which the public and private spaces

were all mixed up. I think it might be interesting. It’s modelled after the

neighbourhoods that had elevated trains running through them. They

were thought of as the most unpleasant place that you could live. Every

ten minutes somebody could look into your living room.
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JB: And of course in the story his public and private thoughts get him

into trouble.

BK: Yes, but that’s … I don’t think that most people care. These

architects are sort of beyond scandal, unless you were in prison you

could keep on working. Nobody really investigates the morals of

architects. That’s what happened to him, I think. I don’t think they do,

short of joining the Nazi party, or something. Or, what’s his name…

JB: Speer?

BK: Yes, even his son must have had problems. Short of that … it didn’t

hurt Philip Johnson. If somebody hires you, they have to trust you.
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