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This jury report contains a photo essay by Rubén Dario Kleimeer.
The photos show several locations that have a thematic overlap
with the oeuvre of Michelle Provoost. The scenarios portrayed
are an interpretation of some prevailing social issues. With an
inquiring glance the works reveal how urban life occurs in times
of Corona 2020.

The following locations were visited:
Spaanse Polder (Saturday 11 April),
Hofpleinlijn (Saturday 18 April),

Hilton Rotterdam (Saturday 25 April),
Vijverhofstraat (Saturday 30 May),
Biergarten (Monday 01 June),
#BlackLivesMatter (Wednesday 03 June),
Bartel Wiltonkade (Friday 05 June) and
Hoogvliet (Saturday 05 September).
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Ever the realist, Hugh Maaskant surprised friend and foe by putting
thinking about architecture, rather than architecture itself, at the core

of his Rotterdam-Maaskant Foundation. The biennial Maaskant Prize
recognises persons who contribute to elucidating and bolstering the
influence of the built environment and landscape design on cultural and
social life. In addition, the promotion of a more conscious experience of
architectural, urban and landscape design among a broad range of end-
users is pivotal.

The far-reaching work of Michelle Provoost, winner of the 2020
Maaskant Prize, fulfils the objectives of this award created by Maaskant.
Provoost has a close affinity with the foundation’s eponymous institutor.
She is a foremost expert on Maaskant’s work and ideas, describing him
in her thesis as “the architect of progress”. Maaskant regarded the past
as a closed chapter. And it is for this reason that Provoost’s resemblance
to Maaskant is perhaps more substantial than expected.

As a historian specialising in urban development and post-war
architecture, Provoost looks not only back but effortlessly projects the
lessons and conditions from the recent past onto the context of present-
day urban development. She is actively involved in the discourse about
the future of the city. Her incisive deliberations put the social and cultural
value of the built environment and the experience thereof at the heart of
urban development.

The 2020 Maaskant Prize is awarded by an independent jury, chosen

by the foundation’s board. This year’s jury consisted of chair Caro van
de Venne (Rotterdam-based architect, partner and founder of Barcode
Architects), Jop Fackeldey (member of the Provincial Executive of
Flevoland on behalf of the PvdA), Sylvia Pijnenborg (deputy director of
the BOEIi Foundation and director of Religious Heritage), Rubén Dario
Kleimeer (Rotterdam-based photographer specialising in landscape, the
city and the public domain) and Lara Schrijver (professor of Architectural
Theory, University of Antwerp). On behalf of the board, | should like to
thank the jury members for their professional and dedicated contribution.

Chairman of the Board
Rotterdam-Maaskant Foundation






winner
Maaskant Prize 2020
Michelle Provoost

JURY 2020 Caro van de Venne (chair), Jop Fackeldey, Sylvia Pijnen-
borg, Rubén Dario Kleimeer en Lara Schrijver (Jury Report)
READER [ otte Haagsma

If one thing quickly became clear in 2020, it was
that it would be a year like no other. This fact could
have gone unnoticed in this jury report for the
Maaskant Prize. After all, the prize concerns
comprehensive and often timeless questions about
the built environment. At the same time, the jury’s
search for a winning candidate will unavoidably bear
traces of its time. The social issues evident in the
built environment form a guiding principle for the
jury, and over the years they have become visible
in the jury reports.

In this year’s selection process, which started in 2019, the jury saw
transition as an important issue, especially concerning the built environ-
ment’s role in significant (societal) developments. During the months when
the committee fleshed out its considerations and drew up the candidate
list, the idea of transition became unexpectedly urgent. The first half of
2020 was dominated by a global pandemic, and stringent lockdowns
followed in many countries. The pandemic’s long-term consequences

are as yet incalculable, but its impact is manifest. The importance of

the built environment’s careful and integral design and the human living
environment as a whole have never before been so eminently clear.

This award acknowledges an oeuvre more than a single achievement.
At the same time, it points to what is going on in the discipline and

the world around it. Therefore, the jury sought a candidate who has

the potential to further consolidate their work through this recognition.
The jury is confident that the work of Michelle Provoost, winner of the
2020 Maaskant Prize, provides space for a new perspective on the

built environment. Through her combination of reflection and
professional practice, Provoost understands how to involve
others in the ups and downs of the city. Her meticulous studies of
the built environment enable different viewpoints and put specific issues
in a broader social context. As such, her approach is exemplary for the
current period of transition.



The practices of architecture, landscape architecture and urban planning
are facing substantial transformations, which have become increasingly
visible in recent years. The move towards a more sustainable society
demonstrates that old habits such as short-term returns, efficiency

and unbridled growth are slowly becoming outmoded. The culture of
abundance, which has prevailed since the post-war era, is receding.
Not more, but fewer cars, not more but less living space, not more
technology but a different use of it. In other words, we must prioritise
quality over quantity. This development is occurring in diverse areas,
such as the transition to other forms of energy and the interest in reuse
and circularity.

The construction sector, building culture, architecture and urban
development are part of this complex and comprehensive transition
process. In recent years and in many sectors, transitions have taken
place because of an increasing awareness of humankind’s influence on
the climate. The year 2020 saw major social shifts that were further
prompted by the Corona pandemic, economic uncertainty and
increasingly obvious social inequality. The unequal distribution of
prosperity, the effects of which are felt by entire sectors, neighbourhoods
and worldwide, is becoming ever more painfully visible. The practices
of architecture and urban design are also feeling the impact of these
cumulative changes. Former certainties have disappeared from the
design and construction sectors. The context, business model and
practice reflect a new reality. Adaptation and resolve are crucial. Of
course, design qualities and spatial insight are of paramount importance,
but enterprise and smart innovation are also part and parcel of present-
day practice. As such, this year’s winner should promote ‘a more
conscious experience of architectural, urban and landscape design
from the past and present’, as described in the Maaskant Foundation’s
objectives. They should also make a meaningful contribution to the
changes taking place in the culture, practice and theory of the built
environment.

The Maaskant dialogues refer to past prize winners’ contextual and
social relevance:
The list of winners since 1978 is eclectic. From designer to politician
and from scientist to journalist, each one demonstrates — in their
own way and according to the issues of the time — their contribution
to societal challenges. They expand, elucidate and strengthen the
position of the built and social environment in cultural and social life.

Michelle Provoost’s career exhibits both an eclectic and highly consis-
tent development, which distinctly embodies the theme of transition.
Her oeuvre bears witness to a continuous process of innovation and
progressive insight. Provoost’s work always touches on new themes —
even before something is in vogue. She calls attention to unseen



spatial qualities, and challenges public opinion through her rigorous,
thorough and in-depth investigations.

Provoost indeed personifies the influential voice that — modestly and

in ever-evolving collaborations — manages to bring out the quality of a
wide array of subjects. Since the turn of the century, the many changes
that have impacted on the built environment indicate that the era of
the individual visionary architect’s sole domination is over. Provoost
has not only embraced a different role for the architecture historian-
researcher — which also suggests other possible interpretations of
architecture — but has embedded this into her approach since the

start of her career. Architectural analyses start from the building or its
surroundings and substantiate qualities and potential through factual
and neutral assessment. In other words, content becomes the focus
instead of the figure of the architect — and with this, the close reading of
the built environment in a broader sense.

Over the course of the preparations for the award ceremony, the jury

felt increasingly justified in its choice. Provoost has been working for
over twenty years in a way that suits the sensibility of the present:
modest, with an eye for detail, a scientific attitude, a cultural sensitivity
and an activist approach. Provoost’s approach is noteworthy for the
many organisations with which she works, such as Crimson Historians

& Urbanists, the International New Town Institute and the Independent
School for the City. This approach is already visible in her very early work
(co-publications and collaborations for reports). The jury has explicitly
chosen to nominate someone who consciously opts for collaborations.
Provoost knows how to use her knowledge and skills within the
collective to strengthen the whole. Since the turn of the century, the
architectural sector has increasingly concerned itself with the value

of collaboration, and this is slowly starting to take specific forms.
Provoost’s career dynamically conveys this development. Her individual
work is of a high level, and yet she has been explicitly positioning herself
in collaborations since the mid-nineties, always remaining open to new
collaborators at home and abroad.

Provoost’s work includes monographic and thematic studies, such as the
books Asfalt (1996) and The Stadium (2000, in collaboration with Camiel
van Winkel and Matthijs Bouw), as well as project studies and reviews,
including for De Architect and the former Archis. The contours of her
current work were already discernible in her first articles. In a review of

a 1998 exhibition on urban design, she noted:



1

Her work, independently and in collaboration, has adjusted this favouring
of the designer’s perspective. Provoost — both on her own and with
Crimson Historians & Urbanists, the International New Town Institute and
The Independent School for the City — focuses on the city’s complexity.
In doing so, she rejects the perception of the city and built environment
as a series of monographic interventions by architects and (urban)
designers. In another article, this time about the port of Rotterdam, she
observed that to understand the port city as a system, ‘we first have to
look at the reality of the harbour’.2 This chronicling of the city’s realities
has remained integral to her work, accompanied by a curiosity about

the limitations of the discipline. Without judgment, she seeks out what
motivates the different actors in the city — not only the designers, but
also the developers, residents, policymakers and passers-by.

Since her early publications, Provoost has expressed a genuine interest
in the built environment as it materialises. Her publications express both
wonderment and keen analysis, avoiding bias. By refraining from direct
judgments, she succeeds in revealing unforeseen perspectives. It is this
quality that makes her historical and observational gaze relevant to the
contemporary practice of architecture and city-making. This approach
activates spatial qualities that might otherwise go unrecognised.

Her historical perspective consolidates seemingly separate develop-
ments into broader social and spatial concerns. Specific problems gain
a larger context, such as the spatial qualities of the post-war city, the
functioning of public space, or the organisation of bottom-up strategies.
In this way, issues of spatial and social transition are repeatedly
examined through clearly demarcated subsidiary questions.

This work manifests itself in many forms, such as policy documents,
articles, dialogues, books, and exhibitions. WiMBY! (Welcome into my
Backyard!, 2001) was an essential step for both Crimson and Provoost.
It was an international building exhibition in Hoogvliet in which the
post-war reconstruction period was pivotal. The future value of satellite
cities — originally built to provide homes for industrial areas — that have
now become empty was a pressing issue for various municipalities. The
outspoken and positive appreciation of this New Town afforded a new
perspective. It was perhaps the first time that Provoost and Crimson
combined a more historical approach with an overtly topical issue.
WiMBY! was the first exercise in exhibition-making that would shape
Provoost’s and Crimson’s work in subsequent years. At the Hofbogen,
a former elevated railway line in Rotterdam, and where Crimson guided
the transformation process from 2006 on behalf of the new owner
Hofbogen b.v., the historical value assessment and the current demand
from users were decisive for the city-making process. This area is now
a thriving part of Rotterdam thanks to Crimson’s efforts, the many
businesses in the arches beneath the former railway and the Luchtsingel

1 Michelle Provoost,
‘Mastering the City’,
Archis 3 (1998), 64-65.

2 Michelle Provoost,
‘Rotterdam Harbour
City’, Archis 10 (1997),
7-21.



elevated boulevard by ZUS. With a generous nod to New York City’s
Highline, the location epitomises how to give disused infrastructure a
new lease of life and allow a forgotten part of the city to flourish.

Through her work at the International New Town Institute (INTI),
Provoost monitors and stimulates thinking about New Towns, linking
urban development and architecture with social issues. After all,
what concerns her is quality of life, especially in new conurbations.

. She
looks back and projects forward on the development of new cities and
through INTI has a notable influence on their development process. As
well as studying the physical appearance of the built environment, she
investigates the interplay of its design in relation to social developments
within the living environments that urban planners and architects
envision. Through INTI, the knowledge the Hooguvliet project has
produced has been tested and exported worldwide to countries such
as Brazil, China and Ghana.

The City of Comings and Goings is also highly relevant to many
European cities. The central pavilion’s curators at the 2018 Venice
Biennale invited Crimson to present this exhibition, which analyses

the effects of migration (incoming and outgoing) on the urban fabric,
housing demand and amenities. As a research project, it applies a
sense of wonderment and an eye for unseen qualities to social issues.
The exhibition considers migration in Europe as a widespread
contemporary phenomenon. It shows these different “comings and
goings” (asylum seeker, expat, international student, seasonal worker,
tourist, etc.) as an essential part of the European city’s social fabric.
The resulting book connects the societal discussion and the question of
whether and how the design discipline can contribute. Provoost calls it
an action-oriented handbook. The publication To Build a City in Africa
(INTI, 2019, with Rachel Keeton) broadens this approach, giving authors
from different academic, political and design backgrounds the space

to critically reflect on new cities in African countries, such as Ghana,
Egypt, Angola and Kenya.

These examples demonstrate two parallel trajectories of Provoost’s
work. First, is the

The second reveals

. This process reflects on the everyday and
makes it operational by shaping policymakers’ awareness of the various
perspectives. Her approach is a constant reminder of how people
appropriate their living environment. She strives to remove bias and
open up conversation. These qualities were already visible in her early
career when seeking end-users’ experiences and perspectives, and



they again informed her role as introductory speaker in the Maaskant
dialogues. Crucial to all of these activities is how Provoost seeks

out and encourages cooperation. In her many joint publications and

as researcher and interlocutor, her ability to apply her research and
knowledge shines through. She imbues ideas and conversations with
substantive depth and challenges others to explain, refine and, above all,
to keep thinking.

The founding of the Independent School for the City brings together
Provoost’s different worlds, from Hoogvliet to Africa and everything in
between. Its programme connects policy and urban development to
education and professional training. Their approach mostly takes the
form of master classes where guest speakers, educators and students
research a theme together. These collaborative ventures inform the
curriculum and a lecture programme aimed at broad audience.

Finally, awarding the Maaskant Prize to Michelle Provoost contains
another salient feature. Not only has she unravelled important urban
qualities of Rotterdam, but she is also considered the foremost expert
on Hugh Maaskant’s work. Her book about this Rotterdam architect was
published in Dutch in 2003, and the English edition, Hugh Maaskant:
Architect of Progress, followed in 2013. It is regarded internationally as a
standard work on the architect who established this foundation.
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