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A documentation compiled by
the Jaap Bakema Study Centre
as a reflection upon recent
installations produced by
Het Nieuwe Instituut that are
part of a new curatorial practice.
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The initiation of Het Nieuwe Instituut –
forming the outcome of a new cultural
policy in the Netherlands – inevitably
prompted an evaluation of the institutional
policy, including exhibitions. Apart from
the important issues of public appeal
and substantive agenda focusing on the
creative industry and the disciplines of
architecture, design and e-culture, that
policy also relates to the phenomenon of
exhibitions as such. Exhibitions are not
merely neutral vehicles for presenting
and disseminating ideas; they also
communicate – implicitly or explicitly
– premises of the debate on presentday cultural production. In the same
way a world fair communicates a global
condition, an exhibition of architectural
drawings communicates the existence
of an archive, while a house museum,
as part of a collection, conveys that the
design of something quotidian belongs
in the cultural domain. Consequently,
a focus on exhibition design is a logical
component of Het Nieuwe Instituut’s
presentation policy. The exhibition
design gives designers and curators the
possibility to experiment, research and
innovate, with the public as firsthand
participants.
This presentation policy prompts
special interest in developing exhibitions
as installations, or 1:1 scale models.
Not only is there scope for designers
and curators to experiment, but this
is an ideal opportunity for the various
disciplines in the creative industry to
interface with each other. Moreover,
new narrative models can be developed,
with the exhibition forming the setting
for the most divergent of activities and
events: from workshops and research
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seminars, drone salons and restoration
courses, to film and dance performances.
Accordingly, the exhibition space is ideally
transformed into performance space
where the public becomes part of the
bigger story.
Exhibition models of this type
prove to appeal to a wide and diverse
audience and they are currently enjoying
growing interest, not only in the most
topical form at biennials and other large
public events but also, for instance, as
the historical variant of the eighteenthcentury period room. For example, the
new Rijksmuseum has reinstated the
Beuning Kamer – an eighteenth-century
Rococo interior that was once on display
at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.
And the Louvre in Paris recently opened
its completely renovated department
of decorative arts, showcasing the
collection in a series of period rooms.
The Royal Academy in London had
resounding success with the Sensing
Spaces exhibition, in which visitors could

experience the spatial and sensory
aspects of architect-built installations.
Nineteenth-century period rooms
as installations were an early example of
a 1:1 model with which a particular world,
style or ambience could be suggestive
to enhance the visitor’s experience.
They also proved to be a highly suitable,
evocative medium for displaying museum
collections in a transpicuous way and
for a wide audience. These days the
reconstruction of historical interiors
is facing critical questions about
authenticity and authoritative models of
historiography. The modernist white cube
was the twentieth-century answer to that
museological crisis, but with its generic
ubiquity was itself undermined as a quasineutral space in which exhibitions claim
autonomous objectivity. Nowadays, within
the demands of public-related objectives
and the requirement to experiment
and innovate, the relationship between
the objects on display, the exhibition’s
scenography and the visitor has to be

Fragment of 1:1 Sets for Erwin Olaf
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Dance performance Shaped - Dialogue Between Motion and Matter
by The Institute for Applied Motions

re-established time and again – while the
same applies to the relationship between
the collection, the public and a cultural
institution.
That is also a reason for Het
Nieuwe Instituut to be interested
in revitalizing exhibition design as
installation design. Examples include:
the new curatorial regime for the
Sonneveld House which, as a house
museum, is already practically a readymade installation; the building of Het
Nieuwe Paviljoen (The New Pavilion)
by SeARCH/Bjarne Mastenbroek; or
the 1:1 triptych focusing on the specific
characteristics of the interior. The latter
started off with Sets for Erwin Olaf, the
second edition was Period Rooms by
Andreas Angelidakis and lastly there will
be Showrooms. At the last Architecture
Biennale in Venice the Dutch contribution
featured a fragment of the public space
of Rotterdam’s Lijnbaan shopping
precinct as an installation model against
the backdrop of the Biennale’s media
spectacle. It rendered the encounter with
Jaap Bakema’s work and his leitmotif of
building for an open society, the memory
of the archive and the modernist intimacy
of the Rietveld Pavilion.
Nevertheless certain risks are
attached to the attractive ambiguity of 1:1
models. After all, they may be considered
too realistic or too alluring, or may be
construed as purely spatial structures
devoid of historical context. One wonders
if and how an evocative experience can
also be a critical experience. Hence the
work of the playwright Bertolt Brecht
continues to be relevant, as does that of
Robert Wilson. Paradoxically, they deploy
the technique of alienation from historical

and human convention to achieve
empathy and meaning in the construction
of situations and stories. In a lecture, the
architect and exhibition designer Herman
Verkerk pointed out that for exhibitions
1:1 models have the same potential of both
identification and alienation, and so unite
seduction and criticism in a dialog with the
public.
During the 1:1 symposium that
accompanied Het Nieuwe Instituut’s
larger program on the topic, philosopher
Patrick Healy argued that museums
should not exclusively focus on the
preservation of the aura of the original,
but rather also admit a feeling of alchemy,
wonderment and magic. In that context
he referred to Walter Benjamin’s cultural
criticism and his ambiguous appreciation
of the phantasmagoria as an element of
the modern ‘commodity’ economy on
the one hand, while on the other hand
tying in with the dream and human desire
as revolutionary potential. According
to Healy, the 1:1 model is particularly
able to query our experience of time
and space by conjuring up wonderment.
The writer Matthew Stadler concluded
that the ambivalent character of the 1:1
model lies precisely in the colon between
the 1 and 1, the relationship between the
two parts of the equation. That colon
in 1:1 can be seen as an institutional
agenda. Stadler illustrated it by means
of the Sonneveld House and designer
Petra Blaisse’s intervention there. In
addition, he touched on the simple fact
that the Sonneveld House no longer has
occupants who return home for a meal or
a good night’s rest. The ‘occupants’ are
now the visitors to the house museum and
their view is pre-programmed by both

their expectations and prior knowledge
as well as by the curators. In that respect
the Sonneveld House has become a
1:1 model in its own right in which a
discursive program redefines the relation
between the public and space. Blaisse’s
intervention, which entails placing mirrors
on the floors of the Sonneveld House,
exposes both sides of that dualism in a
splendid way, in Stadler’s view. One side
embodies the aspiration of the interior
in terms of architectural discourse and
the other represents the world of hidden
things and projected desires.
Stadler and Healy drew attention
in their lectures to the alienating
experience of the 1:1 model, but did
not construe that experience as a
prerequisite for a critical and reflective
awareness as Brecht did, but rather
as a prerequisite for wonderment and
possibly even enchantment. In this way
two different mindsets emerge: one being
political awareness as propagated by
Brecht, the other focusing on sensory
perception, encouraged by aesthetics
and geared to reflection on art. Based
on the 1:1 model, a traditional, and equally
topical debate on the role of a cultural
institution’s resources is thus entered
upon, and, by extension, the role of the
artist, architect and designer. Prior to any
agenda, be it ideological or otherwise, the
medium itself is the message.
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The exhibition Period Rooms investigates
the story of a set of rooms taken out of
their original context in the late 1800s.
The rooms, salvaged from soon to be
demolished canal houses in Amsterdam,
were installed in the then newly formed
Stedelijk Museum as stijlkamers, or
period rooms. The opening of the
Stedelijk was partly funded by Lopez
Suaso, a wealthy Jewish Portuguese
lady with a collection of bric-à-brac in
need of an exhibition context. The rooms
became the main exhibition device for her
collection.
In the late 1930s, Willem Sandberg,
a proponent of the De Stijl movement,
became part of the Stedelijk team. He
became famous for painting the museum
interior white overnight, a move that
echoed similar gestures at MoMA and
other museums spaces eager to host the
new abstract art of the early modernists,
for which the period interiors were
deemed unusable. Thus the white cube
exhibition spaces replaced the period
interior as the reigning exhibition device
of the time.
Researching Sandberg’s gesture,
one finds that he also spoke about
wanting to ‘bring the street inside the
museum’, and one can only imagine that
the street he was referring to was not the

typical historical street of Amsterdam,
but the white facades that his architect
friends like Mart Stam and J.J.P. Oud
were proposing. At this point in the
research, we decided to hallucinate that
what replaced the period rooms was
not just a white wall, but an inside-out
modernist street facade.
While modernist facades
were taking over the interior of the
museum, preservation was overtaking

Amsterdam. Instead of replacing the
historical street with white modernism,
the city had decided that repairing and
preserving the canal houses was a better
strategy for development. Today, the
standard process for buildings in central
Amsterdam is to have their structural
frame replaced and their interiors
redone, while the original facade is reassembled piece by piece on the new
structure. The process of taking off the
original facade and re-assembling it on a
new frame is ironically the exact way that
old rooms became period rooms at the
turn of the 20th century.
In summary, while the modernist
street facade took over the interior of
the museum, the period room took over
the city. And currently both techniques
have become devices of consumption:
The white cube became the best way to
sell art in galleries by providing a neutral
context and detaching artworks from
reality, even forming temporary microurbanism in the form of art fairs that
pop-up and disappear every other week
in some part of the world. The period
city has, on the other hand, become the
ultimate tourist attraction, providing the
perfect context for the consumption
of travel packages, bric-à-brac and
‘authentic’ city experiences.
This hallucinatory reversal of
fortunes of the white modernist facade
and the historical interior, the one
becoming an exhibition interior, the
other a reigning urban tool, becomes the
guiding principle for a series of further
reversals in the exhibition Period Rooms.

Installation overview
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Period Frame looking to Empire Room

De Stijl Cube interior
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Ghost

De Stijl Cube exterior
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City of Period Rooms

Six freestanding rooms – the White Cube,
De Stijl Cube, a Ghost Room, the Empire
Room, the Period Frame and the Crate
Room – are installed in the main space
of Het Nieuwe Instituut, forming a city of
continuous reversal.
WHITE CUBE
A group of period furniture and objects
are displayed in a white cube. A set
of photos from Willem Sandbergs’
Abstracte Kunst hangs above them, along
with a photo of Sandberg in his office
at the Stedelijk, speaking on the phone.
Perhaps he is placing the call for the
interior to be painted white. A computer
voice monologue, coming from a speaker
next to the photo, narrates the ambitions
of this plain white room. The outside
of this room is left unclad, its wooden
support frame exposed, as the only
ingredient that the white cube and the
period room seem to share.

GHOST
The entire set of the Stedelijk period
rooms has been waiting in crates
since their removal from the museum,
except one. The Beuning Kamer
was painstakingly installed at the
Rijksmuseum in 2011 at the cost of two
million euros. The mahogany room can
be finally seen in all its glory, except the
curators decided to present it without
any furniture or artworks, which is more
or less like presenting an empty white
cube. The visitors at the Rijksmuseum
seem to think so at least, because every
day they enter, only to exit mumbling
that ‘there is nothing there’, thinking
that the room was just an empty room
left unused from the original interior
of the building. What they don’t see is
that the room itself is what they were
supposed to look at. And so the room
that is sometimes called the Beuning
Kamer, other times the mahogany room

DE STIJL CUBE
A white cube is turned inside-out; the
wallboard placed on the outside – an
exact inversion of the previous room.
Parts of the plasterboard cladding are
missing, producing an asymmetrical
facade that one could describe as a
De Stijl composition. Inside, another
computer voice talks about the hopes
and dreams of a white cube: it wants to
become a building again. The wooden
frame is once again exposed, this time
revealing a digital print of a period room
interior. The historical city wants to
become a room it seems.

THE EMPIRE ROOM
The largest of the Stedelijk rooms is
presented as a restoration in progress,
a room assembled during the course
of the exhibition by students from the
University of Amsterdam’s school of
preservation. Their work tables and the
opened crates surround the room, while
the pieces that make up the Empire room
are hung one by one onto a wooden

Sketch for Period Room

Sketch for Period Room
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or even Keizersgracht 185 (from its
original Amsterdam address) spends
its days in a misunderstood invisibility,
like a ghost inside a museum. Here the
room appears as an apparition, a digital
photo of its interior facade printed on a
semi-transparent curtain. Onto the print,
a second layer of the room is projected,
an exact replica of the photo shot on HD
video, with footage that includes fleeting
instances of museum visitors walking
through the empty ghosted room.
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White Cube interior

Empire Room, detail
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From left to right: Empire Room, Crate Room, White Cube

Crate Room interior
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Empire Room

Ghost of the Beuning Kamer at the Rijksmuseum
Crate Room

frame. The work in progress reveals the
process of cutting up a historical room
and reassembling it as a period room,
while on the back of the original paneling
a notation system is revealed. Each piece
is numbered according to where it should
be placed, and the numbering techniques
peel off another layer of preservation:
in the 1900s the notes were done with
chalk, in the 1940s with pencil, in the 1970s
the panels were coded with marker on
colored stickers. All this is now replaced
with barcodes, while the visible sequence
of notations begins to speak about an
archaeology of archaeologies. From the
interior of the perpetually unfinished
Empire Room, a voice laments the grand
receptions once hosted in this grand
salon, and the undying ambition to once
again be the centerpiece of a house.
THE PERIOD FRAME
The next room reveals an ambition no
one anticipated: Even the wooden frame,
a lowly industrial infrastructure, has
illusions of grandeur – it wants to be as
important as the period rooms. After
all, the museum hosting the exhibition
is neither a period room nor a white
cube. Instead it is characteristic of the
mid-1980s exhibition building, which is
concrete on the outside and concrete
on the inside. If concrete can become
a museum building, why not the wooden
frame?

Thus the frame begins to replicate
the geometry and paneling details
of the Jacob de Witt Room, copying
information from a 1:1 xeroxed document
of the interior. The elaborate paneling
is hopelessly translated into a low-res
version of itself, rendered with standard
4x4 beams. The result is neither period
nor exactly room, but rather a pixelated
support structure.
On the inside, the plasterboard
expresses similar delusions of grandeur,
this time attempting to render the period
room with sheets of gypsum board, the
typical material for a white cube. One
wonders if the ambition rests with the
material itself, plasterboard trying
to prove that it too can produce the
handicraft of precious paneling. The
result is a roughed up white cube where
the geometrical details of the period
room are executed by cutting and
layering the unpainted boards. The voice
in the room reveals another scenario
for this unfulfilled ambition: the white
cube has now been in use in museums
for almost more than a century, if one
considers the 1912 interior of Picasso’s
studio in Paris as the first ever white cube.
It seems that the white room has been
around long enough to claim the title of a
historical interior. The White Cube wants
to be called a period room too.

THE CRATE ROOM
At the storage of the Amsterdam Museum,
the preservation crew tending to the
rooms was faced with a dilemma. A set of
crates from 1924, used to ship objects to
the international expo in Barcelona, was
now too fragile to protect the valuable
period pieces. In fact the crates were
almost as old as the period rooms
themselves, and the multiple markings,
travel stamps and period postage were
proof of their history. The conservators
decided to replace the crates with new
ones, but they could not bring themselves
to dispose of the old ones. Instead they
are storing the aging period crates
along with the furniture and period room
fragments in the temperature controlled
industrial hangar outside the city. And this
might be the final ambition – the crates too
want to become period rooms. A curious
example of a chair made on the spot from
crate material proves the ambition of the
crate, and thus the last room in the show
is a space made up from all the crates
used to transport the Empire room. The
crates are stacked forming an enclosure
of period room proportions, mixing crates
old and new, blue or beige, empty and
unopened. On the walls of this makeshift
period room, one can almost discern the
drawings that Sandberg commissioned to
Mart Stam for an unrealized Period Room
Museum. A museum in the role of a crate
for period rooms.
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From left to right: White Cube, Ghost, Empire Room

The Period Frame between Empire Room and Crate Room
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The Sonneveld House is a villa built in
1933 and designed by Brinkman & Van
der Vlugt, one of the leading architecture
firms of Het Nieuwe Bouwen, the modern
movement in the Netherlands. The architecture is defined by the use of new materials such as concrete, steel and glass
in order to create functional and hygienic
spaces full of air and light.
The furnished family house of the
Sonnevelds became a protected monument, opening its doors to the public in
2011. Its garden is still original. The house
is filled with the original tubular metal
furniture and lamps by Gispen. The color
schemes are by Bart van der Leck and
thick curtains come from Metz&Co.
Together with the art works, carpets,
objects, flower- and knick-knack arrangements, one has the impression of a family
still living there – as is customary in house
museums all around the world.
Inside Outside was invited by Het
Nieuwe Instituut to create a temporary
intervention for the house.
By way of a seemingly simple
gesture, the experience of the architecture of 'light, air and space' is radically
explored and extrapolated. Mirrored
plates are placed wall-to-wall on all floor
surfaces (including balconies and outdoor terraces but excluding the children's
bedrooms) impacting the interior spaces

The Sonneveld House, Rotterdam

while also exposing the hidden qualities
and surfaces of the house itself. By
removing the gauzy curtains that normally cover all windows, daylight enters
unfiltered and the visitor’s view in and
outward is un-obstructed.
As mirrored floors flow from one
space to the next like water, boundaries
disappear. As rooms, objects and visitors
are viewed bottom-up and inside-out and
daylight hits back onto each surface in
every direction, beginnings and endings

merge and all seems to weightlessly float.
(With hidden security systems clearly visible under each furniture piece, however,
viewers are soon back on their feet!)
In the garden meanwhile, rounded
mirrors circle two groups of trees. Like
small reflective ponds, they echo the
sky and light up the trees that grow from
them. At second glance however, both
seem to be pulled into the water surface
and pushed down into the earth’s wideopen crust.
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Detail dining room
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Instructions for handling the mirror plates, Inside Outside / Petra Blaisse

You can visit house museums
everywhere in the world: from the
Goethe House in Weimar or the Spinoza
House in Rijnsburg to Gandhi’s ashram
in Ahmedabad. They form a concrete,
physical link with the past and are often
deployed as educational exhibition
models to convey to a wide audience a
historical story about the occupants of
the house. Houses designed by architects
occupy a special place in the assortment
of house museums. Not only does the
house form the backdrop intended to
bring alive a particular history, but it is
actually the key element in the story. Be

they the many Frank Lloyd Wright houses
in the United States or the Rietveld
House in Utrecht, they are the supreme
opportunity for the public and the
professional world of architects to get as
close as possible to the original historical
experience. Recently the international
Iconic Houses network was founded,
specifically with a view to exchanging
information on “architecturally
significant houses from the twentieth
century that are open to the public as
house museums.” Het Nieuwe Instituut
and the Sonneveld House are part of that
network.

The Sonneveld House, designed by
L.C. van der Vlugt and built in 1933,
occupies an unusual place in the history
of modern architecture. It does not
feature in reference books: authors
like Henry-Russell Hitchcock preferred
more distinctive examples of buildings
based on light, air and space, such as
Mies van der Rohe’s Villa Tugendhat
and Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye. Among
the Dutch houses representing the
Nieuwe Bouwen movement (Dutch
Functionalism), the house at Kralingse
Plaslaan in Rotterdam belonging to the
director of the Van Nelle company, Kees
van der Leeuw, was the most discussed.
Van der Leeuw was seen as the
protagonist of the modern lifestyle: crazy
about airplanes, cars and travel. Unlike
the Sonneveld House, his home had gym
facilities on the top floor. In addition,
he was a confirmed theosophist, which
also adds to his appeal as a subject of
research. Absolute spiritual and spatial
freedom characterize this Rotterdam
entrepreneur and his architecture.
The principal of Sonneveld
House, Arie Sonneveld, headed the
Van Nelle factory with Van der Leeuw,
an icon of Dutch Modernism. But the
history of Sonneveld House’s design
contrasts sharply with other examples
mentioned. In spatial terms the house
does not constitute the history of the
‘grand gesture’, but of a series of small

14
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Detail bathroom furniture
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steps, as is revealed when, for example,
the position of the staff quarters and the
sitting room is examined. In the realized
design, the two maids’ rooms are at the
back of the house on the ground floor,
separated by a luxurious bathroom with
toilet. If one follows how the rooms were
placed, starting with architect Van der
Vlugt’s initial sketches, you discover
they were positioned on various floors,
including in their traditional place –
the attic. He first drew one, then two
rooms with and without a bathroom.
Modernism propagated healthy living and
working spaces for everyone. Roomy
staff quarters with a bath exemplify the
new mentality. But we know that Mrs.
Sonneveld’s domineering approach –
also vis-à-vis her staff – once led one
of the maids to say she preferred the
attic room at the home of a subsequent
employer.
The living area in the house –
one large, open space on the first floor
– also made a similar ‘peregrination’. It
started out on the ground floor, with just
a sitting-plus-dining area, and only in the
final stage ended up where it is today
(with a smoking room and library added).
With its sheer curtains, Moroccan rugs,
sumptuous soft furnishings from Metz
& Co, and Bart van der Leck’s color
schemes, in this house the history of
modernity is far removed from the
cliché which modernism has become a
hundred years on. The radical element of
this house is its psychological dimension
of transparency and control by way
of technology: the identical electric
clocks in every room (even in the room
belonging to the two teenage daughters),
the enormous key cabinet in the parents’
bedroom, the extensive panel of bells and
16
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the Siemens operating system with which
staff could be summoned wherever they
were in the house; the internal telephone
with no fewer than 10 handsets.
In 2001 the Sonneveld House
was incorporated in the collection of the
then Netherlands Architecture Institute
(NAI) when the Belgian consulate was
situated in the house after the Sonneveld
family had moved to a different location.
Today it is part of Het Nieuwe Instituut,
the successor to the NAI. This house
museum, as a 1:1 model, enables the
public to optimally experience the
significance of architecture. Design
drawings and models are always
derivatives. In this 1:1 scale model the
visitor can absorb first-hand the psyche
of Dutch modernism and, accordingly, it
constitutes an educational model.
Each year a designer is invited to reflect
on the house and carry out a temporary
intervention. In that way, history, fantasy
and topicality can interface. Since the
publicity around Orhan Pamuk’s Museum
of Innocence in 2012 in Istanbul – which

was chosen as European Museum of the
Year in 2014 – house museums qualify as
a museum-like venue where, once more,
there is room for fantasy alongside
historical and scientific correctness. The
house, based on Pamuk’s eponymous
novel, implies history, but is an imaginary
place. And that also applies to the
Sonneveld House. The historical situation
is besieged with speculative questions
from the present day, and likewise,
contemporary design practice searches
for connection with the historical
experience as embodied in the Sonneveld
House.
For 2015 the designer Petra
Blaisse and her Inside Outside studio
was asked to undertake the intervention.
Blaisse put down mirror flooring in the
house. In that way she has come up with
a new interpretation of the ‘light, air
and space’ adage, revealing the latent
radicalness of the house. The sheer
curtains have been removed, the rugs
into which your feet would normally
sink when you enter the private areas
have disappeared under the slabs of
mirror. For the first time, the sitting
room is an endless, uninterrupted space
bathed in light from outside. That light
is reflected in the flooring to create a
particularly intense experience. With
the mirror floors, Blaisse also interacts
with everything that is already chromeplated. The modernists were quick to
claim the hygienic significance and the
aesthetics of chrome. However, Blaisse
demonstrates with her mirror floors that
chrome has a universal aesthetic. Not
only with respect to Gispen or Thonet
and Van der Vlugt, who supplied all the
steel furniture and lamps for the house,
but also to the anonymous designer

Installing the mirrored plates
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Stairs in hallway

17

Volume—Insert—Stijlkamers_CS6.indd 17

1/07/15 07:59

of the luxury sinks and towel rails, for
instance. Blaisse’s mirror floors reveal
the splendid underside of the wash
basins for the first time and accords
them equivalent significance to the
renowned Gispen furniture, in terms
of formal syntax. Thanks to Blaisse’s
intervention, the mirrored siphon of
the sink in the service kitchen suddenly
becomes abstract art.
Its execution, Blaisse masters
the quality that is part and parcel of the
conceptual nature of this intervention.
The mirrored flooring does not have
the metallic look of the existing tubular
steel furniture and lamps in the house;
in fact it subtly dissociates itself from
them, thus acquiring a different ‘tone
of voice’. The floors extend tautly from
wall to wall and have been precisely cut
away at the radiators, giving her project
the natural character this conceptual
intervention requires.
Blaisse’s intervention opens
up yet another layer: it is not only a
reflection on Dutch Modernism, but
also testifies to a critical attitude visà-vis the house-museum phenomenon.
Blaisse is fascinated by the paradoxes of
reconstruction in this type of museum,
and thus reveals other ‘relics’, like
the labels of the furniture maker who
supplied the new furniture in 2001 to the

18
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Herman Hertzberger, Petra Blaisse and Guus Beumer

house at Jongkindstraat to complement
the items on loan from the Sonneveld
heirs. The mirrors also expose the
security system beneath the tables which
protects the vulnerable original objects;
a kind of contemporary ‘transparency’
inextricably linked with the housemuseum phenomenon.
As we have seen, the Sonneveld
House museum is not an ideal modernist
house, though the general public tends
to see it as such. The fact that Petra
Blaisse has removed the soft furnishings

means that her intervention makes the
house sleeker and more ‘essential’ than
it in fact is, thus perfecting the ideal. In
addition, the mirror floor literally reflects
the illusory element of that idea. The
first thing visitors see, imagining they
can wander around a 1933 house, is
themselves. As soon as they take their
first step on the mirror floor in the
corridor in the residential section, they
are confused for a moment and some
visitors are literally put off balance.
First and foremost, they are visiting a
museum home and one wonders if they
want to be confronted with themselves
and the present day, or if they want to
persist in believing in the illusion of the
authentic historic house in which nothing
has changed since 1933. Of the some 200
historic residences in the Netherlands
that are open to the public, it is the
first time, here in the Sonneveld House,
visitors are ‘questioned’ about it.

Living room before and after the intervention
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Furniture in dining room
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Interior by P. Kramer at the Exposition Internationale des Arts
Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes,
Paris 1925
From: scrapbook on model flats decorated by Goed Wonen in the 50s and 60s

Scrapbook on model flats decorated by Goed Wonen in the 50s and 60s
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Dressing table from
firm Gispen. Around
1933.

PERIOD ROOMS AND MODEL INTERIORS FROM
THE COLLECTION HET NIEUWE INSTITUUT
Conservator Hetty Berens made a selection from the
collection held at Het Nieuwe Instituut. Included are period rooms and model interiors that were on display in
museums, warehouses, and fairs. Some of them were
part of a complete model house. Ranging from the
authoritative Berlage to the innovative and practical
approach of the post-war Stichting Goed Wonen (good
living foundation) the interiors on display mix avantgarde design with commerce and good taste. These
public interiors presented to the general audience a
continuous re-invention of the domestic atmosphere
involving the (re-)construction of modern lifestyles and
identities throughout the twentieth century.
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Scrapbook on model flats decorated by Goed
Wonen in the 50s and 60s

Interior by architect A. Bodon for the exhibition ‘In Holland staat een huis’, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 1940

Interior by S. van Ravesteyn at the Exposition Internationale des Arts
Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, Paris 1925
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Model interior for a worker’s walk-up
flat, Rotterdam. Client: Maatschappij
voor Volks-woningen.
Architect: S. van Ravesteyn, 1925
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Parlor room. Client: department store Wertheim, Berlin.
Architect: H.P. Berlage, 1905-1908

Dining room for the World Expo Brussels 1910, executed by ’t Modelhuis N. Legrand, Amsterdam.
Architect H.J.M. Walenkamp, 1910

Model flat by A. Warners in housing block De Verfdoos in Amsterdam.
Architect: Coen de Vries, 1956
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Dining room for the World Expo Brussels 1910,
executed by ’t Modelhuis N. Legrand, Amsterdam.
Architect H.J.M. Walenkamp, 1910

Model flat by Goed Wonen, Utrecht.
Architect M. Hafkamp-Cosijn, 1962
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Interior of room 248 in the Rijksmuseum. Seventeenth
century, Old-Dutch regent room. [no date]

Interior by H.Th. Wijdeveld at the
Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Moderns, Paris 1925

Model flat by Goed Wonen, Utrecht.
Architect: M. Hafkamp-Cosijn, 1962
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Kitchen

25

Volume—Insert—Stijlkamers_CS6.indd 25

1/07/15 08:00

It is not uncommon to say that we build
in order to create shelter, to guard ourselves, our activities, our very moods; we
build to create milieu and habitation, to
assuage hostile forces and ward off external threat. Unlike sculpture and painting, architecture allows us to in-habit, to
be within, and gain through its protective and disclosing existence our own
well-being, our own ‘how-we-are’. Every
building begins as a barricade, and some
end up, as a book on Swiss chalets once
remarked, a bower.1 However, that bower
is a product of standardization and the
beginning of portable prefabricated elements in architecture from at least the
1740s, and raises the issue of how the
construction and dream meet in the image of home and dwelling.
In Gaston Bachelard’s La Poétique
de l’Espace there is a startling claim
that reminds us of just how intimate and
complex dwelling is, involving functions,
dreams and memory. Bachelard claims
that “our birth place inscribes in us a hierarchy of the diverse functions of dwelling”.2 He will add that this house of our
birth is also a place of dreams, dreams
that only poetry will evoke; and for all of

us the natal place of a home is a dream
house. For the material imagination then,
the spaces we have loved and known can
be entered as much in reverie as in any
other state and it is there, and not in the
domain of facts, that childhood remains
alive in us and poetically productive.
Something lies in the idea of shelter and sheltering, the dream of habitation, and in the first place for the custody
of feeling, which remains often unspoken:
the intimate connection of architecture
to the weather. The weather has the characteristic of mood, and it is like mood only
changed by itself. We probably say most
about ourselves when we talk about the
weather.
From what Bachelard argues
we can conclude that functions and
the dream, the secluded and the open,
meet in architecture. Either enclosed or
covered, to create such space requires
adroit intelligence to achieve, but these
spaces are always being imagined; they
belong to our most fundamental layers of
natal feeling, ‘the image of well-being’.
The idea of somewhere on earth
with an ideal climate and a place we can
rest is the repose and flourishing all
buildings seeks. Stable structure offers
us a glimpse into an order we belong to
because we can understand it.3 We speak
today of weather events, and point to the
unpredictable and that which escapes
measure.
THE IMAGE OF THE HABITABLE
There is a line then that leads from a
humble hut of an Etruscan shepherd to
a tremendous Roman temple, and in the
history of Rome that connection was constantly revived and remembered. Augustus maintained a restored replica of the
hut of Romulus, reminding one, as the
Jesuit Marc-Antoine Laugier would do in

the early 18th century, that shepherding and shelter remain fundamental
to the image of the habitable, and in
that account architecture always had
architecture as its main motivation and
generator. Both the hut and the Capitolium were meticulously preserved and
fastidiously restored after any injury or
depredation or loss.4 It is in this piety of
restoration we find the demand for an
authentic one-to-one that insists on the
physical requirement of the built form as
a necessary presence. The hallowed hut
of Romulus functioned, just as much as
the Capitolium temple, as an exemplary
frame in which the power of the present
was sustained and the acknowledgement
of traditional mores legitimated.5
A central founding myth of the city
of Rome was that it had been a place of
asylum for the poor and outlawed. Romulus’s hut pointed against ‘royal’ pretensions and towards the simplicity, virtues
and models of a rustic past (an essential
reference in elite self-fashioning, even at
the height of Empire). However, it also reminded one of the permanent dangers of
civil strife, and the loss of estimable character traits due to enfeebling influence.6
Such sustaining myth also point to
the fact that no one is really at home: the
Romans would ‘absorb’ their Etruscan
neighbors but retain their rituals and
weather lore until almost to the end of the
Empire. The contingent nature of life tied
religion and superstition together, much
as even today on a train journey one
sees people reading the page of a paper
which has both the weather forecast and
astrological charts; as if the precision
of destiny belonging to a date and astral
influence was always taking place in the
dream and uncertainty of change and
movements of atmosphere. The uncertainty of forces and individual life was the
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mark of the finite human condition. Only
Homer’s gods dwelt where the weather
was always perfect.7 Humans do not dwell
with such felicity, however fundamental
the image of home and well-being is in the
phenomenological imagination as argued
by Bachelard.
THE GREEK TEMPLE
The problem of dwelling, the crisis of
dwelling that the philosopher Martin Heidegger analyzed in the 1950s and which
became so central to his thinking, was
also connected with the question of the
relation of art to the quest for authentic
existence.8
In his passage on the Greek
temple, Heidegger questions the gap
that opens between the world of meaning
(Zeus, the sky) and the dark forces (Gaia,
the chthonic, as Heidegger would have
it, of earth). Our appropriation of one is
directly linked to the other, and when the
philosopher thinks of the Greek temple,
for example, he sees it as settled but
dynamic. It brings into the radiance of the
manifest the truth of the storm, the earth
and the rock – which are first grasped
because of the temple being there. The
confrontation and engagement of world,
of mortals and the divinities, takes place
and is enacted in the shining beautiful gift
of the community to the gods.
Although dwelling above the
clouds, in the ether, the gods have homes
on earth. The temple, with its cult statues
or image, even just a piece of carved aniconic wood, is home and dwelling also.9
The work of art is also ‘heard’ in
the call to authentic existence, which
makes a place for the thing. The gift of
the temple also returns to the community
and our exitstence. The thingly nature of
the temple gives us the essence of limit
as it reveals; just as the temple as a work
of art gives us the fundamental authentic
truth of materials which become radiant
in this giving, sheltering and safeguarding. Thus the stone becomes stone in and
through art, and all the other elements.
We also are preserved. There is no authentic life without the call of heritage;
that is a truth which the temple bestows
to us in its presence, even when today it
is effectively a ruin and a working site of
archaeological restoration.
THE LONGING TO RETURN
I can be at home where I have never been.
The images I have been thinking about of

the temple, of the hut, of the chalet in Switzerland also evoke something uncanny.
The condition of ‘the uncanny’ belongs to
a sudden awareness of unusual co-incidence and repetition: things disclose to us
the quest of dwelling as our fundamental
task in living. It was the Swiss exile soldiers
who introduced the term Heimweh, which
we translate as ‘home sickness’ or more
literally ‘nostalgia’ – the longing to return.
A place along the beach, a bench in the forest, can be a home for us in ways no built
habitation necessarily achieves. As Bachelard remarked, a bird’s nest open to the
sky can still be a powerful image of shelter.
We long for where we have never been.10
The real access to the intimate,
in this instance, is as much through the
measurements provided as through the
slightly ghostly photographs which have
taken on atmospheric value and turned
it into a play of values, finely framed. The
frame is itself within another frame and
my seeing is as much the light enabling
this seeing as the capacity for seeing of
which all things, and myself included, are
ultimately capable.
When envisioning a Swiss chalet, I
can think in my mind both the model and
the larger scale structures; the logic
of how ornament and structure meet
through the secondary elaborations; special interest in the circulation; the extrusion of floors to balconies, and the shadow
from the over-arching roof with its inverted ‘V’. Yet, what I am really puzzled by
is how this ‘image of home’ is shaping the
very inner feeling and longing I experience.
It is simply not a sum of its parts.
In order to grasp what I have
seen via the image of photographs, it
really becomes crucial to understand the
metric specifications and the relationships between the wall and the first built
frame that can act as theme and variation
throughout the building, with the basic
rectangle of the façade used to indicate
the inter-relationship of other features.
In some sense I require the same skill to
understand the Doric temple.
However much one argues for
optical refinements, in the entasis of
columns all the achievements which could
not be shown in plan or problems solved
in design with the aid of elevation drawings or even models, it is to the arithmetical frameworks I point in order to see
design intentions, even to the thickness of
columns and the relationship of diameter
to height. Indeed a crucial notion emerges

in terms of how ratio, in the sense of measure, and indeed of reason, is intrinsic to
the design itself.
Having said that, much of the simplicity of Doric design and the evidence
of rules governing the interrelationship of
elements in temple building almost precluded the necessity of elevation drawings, even if they could be used to indicate
variations – as there was not much room
for innovation. Instead we can talk about
a patient practice of perfecting what was
developed and a commitment to a kind of
‘heaven knows’ conscience essential for
the craftsmen to enjoy, since the temple
was often thought of as being like a beautiful sculpture.
For John R. Senseney these tools point to
the tangible geometry of the architectural practice: they are the means of ordering the building “and envisioning the order
of the universe”.11 Ratios could be used to
engender visual forms for individual elements, where integral numerical relationships are translated arithmetically into
metric specifications. The use of 1:1 was
mainly for the design of details.
Here of course a problem also
emerges – one of abstraction – since the
comparanda offered also leads to visual
comparanda across time. In the reality of
architecture, mass, weight and dynamic
use of transition and interval for movement, the physical engagements and the
aesthetic feeling for the beautiful of the
dynamical or mathematical sublime cannot be so expressed. Again, architecture
in its body and physical insistence goes
beyond the frame that guides it or seeks
to encompass it. Each epoch sees this
‘going beyond’ differently, according to
technical and other developments in seeing and representations. In Benjamin’s
sense the past comes to meet us, every
bit as much as we go in search of what
has been.
Yet much of what I see and observe is via prints, engravings, models,
illustrations, film, photographs, exhibitions in selected cultural environments,
etcetera. I try to understand this initially
as a historical paper trail, and part of the
technological revolution of information
through the invention of moveable type.
I look at an engraving of Ferrante
Imperato’s apothecary shop that shows
a cabinet of curiosities of 1599 in a book
entitled Dell’Historia Naturale, the first
pictorial representation of such a type of
27
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collection. I set that against Sir Thomas
Browne’s Musaeum Clausum, and recognize a list of imaginary museum items,
Tradescant’s garden catalogue and copies
of Elias Ashmole’s collection of alchemical
writings.12 One can see how cataloging,
connoisseurship and collecting become
increased via the enormous challenge
of the expanding information in travel
reports and scientific research. Then,
looking through the full catalogue of Athanasius Kircher’s collections at the Collegio
Romano, I sense the museum is forming;
the world is becoming a museum.13
Further, there was an enormous
increase in the vision of the world and
the relationship of the scales in nature
through the invention of the telescope
and the use of the microscope. The rivalry of reformist and counter-reformist
scholarship that we could figure in the
works of Kircher increasingly engages
with the architectural imaginary. There is
a vast amount of published research on
the dimensions of the Temple of Solomon,
the Tower of Babel – the sundering of architecture and language, the recreation
of Noah’s ark. The genuine goal of this
research was to show things are part of
a natural theology: an empiricism of the
spiritual, a materialization of fundamental
forces and energy in the harmony and
unity of the world.14
Only in the middle of the 20th century will this material be seen as related
to the issue of human dwelling, as archetype (Jung) and psychic typology that is
tied to the lost dimensions of topology.
Just as children manage a larger
world through toys and dolls and learn
emotional life via pets, our learning of the
past is also through media and means
that help to stabilize and affirm order
from the chaos, even to give to the endless becoming a character of being. This
is affirmative at every level, and in Walter
Benjamin it is spoken of as the dialectical
image at standstill.
But I need to make something to
grasp the descriptions, to gain a sense of
a physical, even physiognomic possibility.
The matter of scale and perspective invite
deeper exploration. It is simply not the
case that there is a view ‘from nowhere’.
There is a stumbling block, an obstacle.
From where am I viewing and what it is I
can see, we are only beginning to understand the relation between time and vision.
After all, in the installation/exhibition ‘1:1’ by the Greek architect/artist

Andreas Angelidakis at Het Nieuwe
Institituut, interiors from museum collections that were in storage are literally
re-excavated and placed in an exhibition
space. By a curious inversion, even as
museums are besieged by mass tourism
and lose their resources for fundamental
educational debate/engagement, we find
that places dedicated to research, by
often bold and immediate simulation, can
double in the function of reconfiguring the
awareness of the long and complex lives
of visions. Angelidakis’s exhibition returns
the physical/imaginary to present immediacy, and offers in the setting a renewal
of reflection.
These period interiors remind us
not so much of who we are, or where, as
they beckon us with a spooky familiarity, as if we have indeed inhabited all the
spaces thus created, interiors within
interiors, and there is a memory waiting
there in things to meet us.
BENJAMIN’S
PASSAGEN-WERK
In his Das Passagen-Werk, Walter Benjamin undertook to study the very period in
which the interior became so critical for
lived lives and was ‘liquidated’ by the end
of the century. It is an argument which
depends on a particular analysis of an architectural typology as developed in the
arcades, the Passagen (or passages) of
Paris, from the late mid-1830s onwards;
a development that was motivated by the
growth in luxury goods trade, the introduction of an artificial creation – namely
iron – into building, and the explosion of
new building typologies.15
Benjamin remarks that just as
Napoleon failed to understand the functional nature of the state as an instrument
of domination, architects failed to understand the functional nature of iron, with
which the constructive principle begins
its domination of architecture. These
architects, he says, design supports that
resemble Pompeian columns, factories
that imitate residential houses, just as
later the first railroad stations will be
modeled on chalets.
A rivalry is in full swing between
builder and decorator, between École
Polytechnique and École des Beaux-Arts.
Iron, girders, public exhibitions, the values of display and museum collections,
the role of the collector, fashion and
photography are all linked in Benjamin’s
account of modernity. The Crystal Palace

of 1851 marks the triumph of techne and
transparency; it will release the optical
unconscious of things that lies dormant in
matter. Benjamin’s animistic and magical
realism is still anchored in the theological
niceties of which Marx spoke of for the
development of the commodity in the
reign of capital.
How the phantasmagoria of the
commodity fetish and the dream houses
of the collective are joined is seen in the
arcades, winter gardens, panoramas,
factories, wax museums, casinos and
railway stations. It is Benjamin’s conviction, much inspired by his reading of
Sigfried Giedion’s Bauen in Frankreich,
that every epoch unfolds a specific architectural problem: the Gothic cathedrals,
the Baroque palaces, and the 19th-century
museum. Benjamin is precise on this: The
thirst for the past forms something like
the principal object of his analysis, in light
of which the inside of the museum appears
as an interior magnified on a giant scale.16
The colportage and masquerade
of space, its prostitution as experienced in
smoking hashish, for Benjamin also implies
that even the street can be made an interior. In the arcades the street reveals itself
as the furnished and familiar interior of the
masses.17 Through the masses, unknown
chthonic traces are imprinted on the image of the city.18 The attraction of the new
building projects of the century is their
collective nature, to which the stroller is
drawn because in these everyday constructions the appearance of the masses
on the stage of history is seen. Tradition
henceforth assumes the character of a
phantasmagoria in which primal history
enters the scene in ultra-modern get up.19
The use of the chalet for the railway stations points to a new standardized
use and everyday praxis. The deployment
of earlier period styles could be invoked
as forms of re-legitimation, as invented
traditions. Yet in the midst of all this
awareness there was a severe realization
of how the folding of the human into things
had to deal with a more fundamental
problem that seemed to not just be an
issue of the forces of social production.
Benjamin speaks of upheavals in
the relation of art and technology, the
propagation of a new world of commodities gathered in the principle of fashion:
the fetishism that succumbs to the sexappeal of the inorganic is its vital nerve.20
In the phantasmagoria of the reign of
capital the interior is opposed to the
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Detail of bedroom furniture
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workplace. He summarizes this view in
two versions of the work’s exposé, one
in 1935 (indicated here with [1]), and the
other in 1939 which displays a much more
pessimistic view [2].
What Benjamin examines in the
first exposé [1] is the thesis that the
private interior is liquidated by the end
of the 19th century, the period in which
the individual ‘makes his entry into history’. Places of dwelling for the private
individual constitute the interior; it is
opposed to the place of work. In the workplace, the office, the individual deals with
realities. The domestic interior sustains
him in his illusions. Social and commercial considerations are blocked out, and
from this arises what Benjamin calls the
‘phantasmagoria of the interior’, which for
the private man represents the universe:
his living room is a box in the theatre of
the world. The liquidation occurs with
Jugendstil, which appears to have individualism as its theory, and with Van de
Velde the house becomes an expression
of personality. In reality it is the last struggle, or an art besieged in its ivory tower
by technology; architecture tries to win
back art from iron construction, the real
center for living moves to the office and
the home becomes an irreal center. The
fictional framework for the individual’s
life is constituted in the private home
[2] – Solness the architect plunges from
his tower. The suicide in Henrik Ibsen’s
famous play The Master Builder signals
the struggle’s inevitable outcome, which
Charles Fourier had foreseen [2].
In the second version Benjamin
adds an inevitability missing in the first, as
via his research his view of the lingering
catastrophe of history increases, of a
past that comes to one in a dialectic image at a standstill.
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The stroller will scout the market, and the
modern beauty Charles Baudelaire seeks
is that of something seen as new which
has the fatality of one day being antiquity.
The world dominated by phantasmagorias
is indeed modernity.
Benjamin further comments that
Jugendstil was oblivious to the actual
threat of technology that lay hidden within
it, and thus all the more aggressively it attempted to sterilize technological motifs
ornamentally.21 Benjamin adds, in parenthesis, that this gave Adolf Loos’s struggle
against ornament its salient political significance.
Jugendstil, the stylizing style par
excellence. Perhaps to our dismay, Benjamin sees that a full account of modernity
would be the representation of hell, and
that in his time, at the crossroads at which
he stood, the question of reaction or revolution is to be decided in the work of the
Surrealist André Breton or in Heidegger.22
In his research Benjamin wants to
encompass both Breton and Le Corbusier,
which he says would mean drawing the
spirit of contemporary France like a bow,
with which knowledge shoots the moment
in the heart.
The longer consequence of
Benjamin’s own dialectical ambition can
be seen in both Manfredo Tafuri – with
the same analysis – and the research
of Rem Koolhaas, especially in Delirious
New York, where Salvador Dalí and O.M.
Ungers encompass in his work the Russian constructivists. These phantasms will
no doubt haunt another generation. The
choice for the future is only partially ours.
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