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Architect Hugh Maaskant, known for his ‘massive form’ concrete
buildings, had a reputation as a builder of buildings. Despite this
reputation, he was most certainly concerned with thinking about the
city’s development, which is why he founded the Rotterdam-Maaskant
Foundation shortly before he passed away in 1976. The foundation
awards the Maaskant Prize to people who raise awareness of the built
environment through their reflections on it.

Floris Alkemade’s development is akin to Hugh Maaskant’s. Floris
started as an executive architect but has since become involved in
societal issues. He is a staunch advocate of coupling these issues to
the work of architects and construction professionals. Floris Alkemade’s
active role and ideas align seamlessly with Maaskant’s aspirations in
founding the Rotterdam-Maaskant Foundation.

Floris Alkemade has a clear goal: to inspire and interest people in
spatial planning in its broadest sense. His strength is the optimism that
resonates throughout his work. He addresses serious issues yet thinks
about solutions, which echoes Maaskant’s approach during the post-
war reconstruction.

Therefore, it is no surprise and entirely fitting that Floris Alkemade
has received the recommendation of an independent jury, convened
by the board, and announced as the recipient of the 2022 Maaskant
Prize. The Maaskant Prize is a biennial prize for one or more persons
who significantly stimulate architecture, landscape design and urban
planning through publications, education or commissions.

On behalf of the board, | should like to thank the jury members for their
expert and dedicated contributions. The board approves the jury’s
recommendation with great enthusiasm.

Chairman of the Board
Rotterdam-Maaskant Foundation
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TEXT

Automatically doing the right thing

The design and construction world is on the eve of a new and vital
chapter. This is a chapter in which the coming decades’ approach

to organising and shaping the Netherlands will be crucial for dealing
with the now well-known complex issues that confront us: biodiversity
loss; finding alternative forms of agriculture; the shortage of affordable
and good-quality housing; renewable energy’s extraction, storage and
distribution; ageing and care; eliminating social divisions. The idea that
spatial planning and architecture are indispensable in tackling these
challenges now receives broad support. After years of absence, the
Dutch government again has a Housing and Spatial Planning minister.
And the 2018 Davos Declaration reaffirmed the need for a robust building
culture. In a nutshell, this European treaty’s message is what we build
matters and how we design our cities and landscapes largely determines
our quality of life.

This is noteworthy for spatial professions such as architecture,

urban planning and landscape architecture. It means ending the
long-term dominance of commerce, land and property returns, and

the conspicuously iconic — as in the now well-known ‘Superdutch
architecture’. To resolve societal issues successfully, we must prioritise
the greater public good. In other words, design culture urgently needs
fixing so it can effectively address social inequity and the climate and
biodiversity crisis.

Identifying trailblazers of this cultural change is hard and perhaps risky,
but the 2022 Maaskant Prize winner is a prime candidate. Architect
Floris Alkemade has seized upon this turmoil to idiosyncratically and
consistently explore how the design world — and indeed society as a
whole - should act to avert future disaster.

He says we need to change our lifestyle quickly so that we
‘no longer leave behind a trail of destruction.” The question, though, is
about how we should change and by how much. Alkemade believes that
designers (and scientists and artists) can provide answers because they



can picture social issues in context. Architects, visual artists, landscape
architects and urban planners can depict undreamed-of futures and
make them worth pursuing. The spirit of a well-designed image can be
an urgent driver of change.

The jury sees Floris Alkemade as an architect who defines the
profession through buildings or physical spaces. But what makes his
approach special is how he uses design, design thinking and design
research to make us reflect on who we are. We must focus on ourselves
if we want to implement fundamental changes and move towards a
sustainable, social and pleasant living environment. Who do we want

to be, and what do we stand for?

The jury says Alkemade
easily switches between the big and small, the international and local,
the immaterial and material, and the past and future. When he talks
about the large-scale shifts to rural zones, he knows what this means
for the farmers because he speaks with them at their farms. When he
makes a case for dealing with the global climate emergency, he does
not lose sight of those on low incomes. When he looks far ahead, he
first looks at where we are.

His repute as a guide comes from when Alkemade was the chief
government architect of the Netherlands between 2016 and 2021.

In this respect, it is worth stating that the Maaskant Prize jury is not
awarding him for this role, but his tenure highlights what the jury

values in him.

Depth, curiosity, and engagement mark Alkemade’s career, and the

jury suspects an innate drive to always ‘do the right thing’ as a designer.
Removing contradictions and focusing on solidarity and justice —
whether it concerns refugees, lonely older adults or children in

deprived areas - was ingrained early on. His essay, The Future of the
Netherlands, was Inspired by French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir,
who argues that we can read the state of society from how it treats the
old and the weak. Alkemade counsels that ‘we must base all our actions
on moral considerations that are unequivocally correct.’

The jury observes this life lesson in Alkemade’s work as an architect
since he graduated in 1989 and in how he as a teacher prepares a

new generation of designers for the social and public tasks that await
them. The jury also notes a characterisation to which several concepts
apply: cultural philosopher, idealist, writer, a guest on Zomergast (a
prestigious Dutch television programme that dedicates a whole evening
to interviewing one person), columnist, inspirer, ethicist, and thinker. In
this regard, the jury opted for storyteller because Alkemade is uniquely
adept at involving a broad audience in his visions, plans and ideas for
our cities and landscapes. And because of the value he attaches to
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crafting sincere narratives to set changes in motion - as he states in
The Future of the Netherlands, ‘The story shapes the world and not
the other way round.’

When spatial planning and design at the national level had little priority
in the Netherlands, Floris Alkemade gave new impetus to the somewhat
traditional function of chief government architect: a role usually
concerned with the quality of government real estate.

Thus he worked in surprising coalitions
and involved parties who were unaware of how important design and
planning are in the governance of the Netherlands. These include the
Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA), farmers’
organisations and healthcare institutions.

Those involved remember Alkemade’s curious and contrary instinct
during his interview. In retrospect, this characterised his tenure as
chief government architect, with Alkemade, like an ombudsman,
asking ten counter questions for each question. When the then
Minister of Housing proposed a million new homes by 2030,
Alkemade asked her what she planned to do with the additional
twenty thousand cars. When the Minister of Agriculture mentioned
‘green farmers’, he replied, ‘But they are red.’

Immediately after Alkemade’s appointment in 2015, he presented a
societal agenda, a novelty for a position whose holders mainly examine
buildings and spatial issues. His maxim was societal questions are
design questions, and architects are ‘liaisons’ that bring the physical
and societal domains together.

Alkemade put this philosophy into practice once he took office. The
Netherlands had a refugee crisis, as it has now, caused by an influx

of Syrians fleeing war. While politicians and the COA were eager for
no-nonsense solutions, the new chief government architect deemed
the problem a housing issue. A different approach to the existing
housing stock and new forms of housing could solve the refugee crisis.
He launched the competition A home far away from home, tasking
design teams to innovate ideas and concepts. Alkemade called in
experts and involved the COA and city councils as fictitious clients.
The competition enabled the kind of design research, knowledge
production and idea development for which regular practices would
have no client or budget. Though it may not have immediately led to
substantial changes, the participating teams came up with inspiring
proposals such as reusing farmyards, a flexible building system for
living and working, and modular homes under a solar farm.



Alkemade repeated this formula for other societal issues such as health,
healthcare and old neighbourhoods (Who Cares, 2017), agricultural
transition (Brood en Spelen (Bread and Circuses), 2018), and housing
shortages (Panorama Lokaal (Local Panorama), 2019).

The Panorama Nederland project, which Alkemade launched in 2018
with Berno Strootman and Daan Zandbelt, the two government advisers
at the time, combined all the discoveries he had made up to that point
as chief government architect.

For example, the million homes needed by 2030
offer starting points for tackling an ageing population and making
the construction chain more sustainable. Interventions in the water
system can improve the quality of the environment. At the same time,
renewed agriculture offers opportunities for nature, public health and
the landscape and provides farmers with future prospects through new
income models.
Despite criticism from colleagues - spatial planning professor Luuk
Boelens called Panorama Nederland a naive document because it
underestimates complexity — the book resonated with a broad audience.
In Panorama Nederland, Volkskrant columnist Bert Wagendorp saw a
response to the ‘pessimistic prospects with which populists beat us
around the ear.” Even the former employers chief Hans de Boer, who
was not exactly known for his belief in design and planning, dubbed
Panorama Nederland a model for getting the country in order.
The jury has a minor comment on the effectiveness of Alkemade’s
approach. It has the impression that as chief government architect,
he sometimes went under in the prosaic reality of politics and
administration. After all, there is a gap between ‘giving direction’ and
‘getting things done.’ A case is point would be his struggles with the
Binnenhof’s renovation, about which Alkemade later said that he
‘should have acted more like a politician.’
Nor was Alkemade always alert to the Central Government Real Estate
Agency (RVB), which, after all, was his most important point of contact.
In the large-scale operation to dispose of vacant government buildings,
the RVB still prioritises financial considerations. Societal goals achieved
through careful repurposing regularly lose out.






In his essay, The Future of the Netherlands,
Alkemade shares three personal anecdotes. The time he spent at
a priest-run boarding school in Flanders, where the peace, intense
study and contemplation offered him ‘the surprise of a new world.’
His endearing friendship with an alcoholic landlord, which exposed
young Alkemade to a side of society he hardly knew. And how, as an
engineering student at TU Delft, he admired Rem Koolhaas because his
background as a journalist and filmmaker informed his guiding principle
of crafting strong narratives.
In those years, Alkemade was already involved in immaterial matters,
which, as fellow students recall, he was able to translate into
installations or artistic sculptures. Before he had even drawn a line on
paper, his graduation project about Schiphol - made with Winy Maas -
interrogated whether travel was a good idea.

Alkemade worked at the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA),
founded by Koolhaas, for 18 years, eventually as a partner.

His capacity to think
and desire to learn from every architectural work helped OMA establish
its research arm.

Alkemade’s OMA projects display his priorities as an architect. The
modern Euralille district around a new TGV station is intended for the
cosmopolites in transit to Paris, London or Brussels, as well as the
Lillois in the surrounding working-class neighbourhoods. The new town
of Almere has acquired something that was not considered possible
within modernism: a bustling city centre where its residents feel at
home. The design for the Ruhr Museum in an old coal mine in Essen
demonstrates Alkemade’s fondness for the past, taking the beauty of
the raw and the industrial as its leitmotif.

His departure from OMA in 2008 meant Alkemade could follow his

own agenda, such as curating the International Architecture Biennale
Rotterdam (IABR) and becoming chairman of the Raad van Verbeelding
(Council of Imagination) in which he and other residents think about the
future of his own municipality, Meijerijstad. And he continues to hone
his architectural acuity. The transformation of the Entrep6t Macdonald
in Paris did not tempt him to a grand and compelling design. Instead,
he invited other architects to jointly complete the renovation of the
617-metre-long warehouse. He is currently working on repurposing a
monastery in Veghel. Again, he is taking time to study what this spiritual
place could be. In the meantime, space will be created to accommodate
Ukrainian refugees.
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Sketches for the renovation of the Kloosterkwartier in Veghel pHoTo Floris Alkemade




Floris Alkemade is also an educator. He is a guest professor at Ghent
University and a lecturer at the Academy of Architecture in Amsterdam.

His pastoral care is also apparent from Lesia Topolnyk’s accounts of his
support. During her studies at the Amsterdam Academy of Architecture,
the Ukrainian architect got to know Alkemade, who started teaching
there at the end of 2014. His wholly new outlook acquainted her with
architecture as a discipline in which all aspects of life can be addressed
as a ‘guiding light’ across assignments, scales and timelines. This
broader view was an eye-opener and released her from the narrow
interpretations of assignments taught at many design schools. When
she chose a grand and compelling topic for her graduation project —
namely, the redefinition of Crimea, the Ukrainian peninsula Russia had
just invaded - Topolnyk knew who her mentor should be.

While many initially frowned on Topolnyk’s graduation project about

the highly complex situation in her country, Floris Alkemade was
immediately enthusiastic. His supervision allowed her the freedom to
figure things out for herself and fostered her intuitive approach. He

also acted as a sparring partner to sharpen findings and figure out

how best to communicate the unfolding story — namely, a design for

an ‘Un-United Nations Headquarters’ on the archaeological grid of an
ancient Greek settlement. Appreciation for her project’s achievement
was cemented by winning both the Archiprix and the Archiprix
International.

According to the Maaskant Prize criteria, winners distinguish
themselves by, among other things, promoting ‘a more conscious
perception of architectural, urban planning and landscape design
among a large group of end users and the pubic.’ And this perfectly
applies to Floris Alkemade. As an architect, chief government architect
and teacher, he speaks and writes with ease. He understands better
than anyone that despite architecture and urban planning being
disciplines of the imagination, language is indispensable to them.

With his approachable personality, he speaks as easily to leading
politicians as to the neighbourhood schoolchildren.

Alkemade uses various media — especially since he became chief
government architect — to bring the importance of design to broad
public attention. He had a regular feature on BNR Nieuwsradio, the
media often seeks his opinion, and he was invited to appear on VPRO’s



Zommergast, where he talked for an evening about water, farmland,
neighbourhood renewal, loneliness and nature. At the offices of the
Chief Government Architect Atelier, his ‘poetic language’ was known for
winning over policymakers and administrators. He would avoid hollow
and vague verbiage and instead convey his views and observations
through sharp and striking observations — sometimes borrowed from
thinkers such as Montesquieu and Daan Roovers.

Alkemade responds to the big questions we face with an arresting
optimism. Throughout, he stresses that although the changes ahead

are vexing and sometimes painful, they will reap pleasure in the long
run. This is also true of The Future of the Netherlands, his essay first
published in 2020 based on hundreds of lectures he gave as chief
government architect and now in its seventh edition. In his personal

and cheerful manner, this handy booklet outlines how to achieve the
necessary changes - referencing historical events, scientific research,
art, literature and philosophy. He remains hopeful about the chances of
success and observes that ‘the tide is turning’, ‘solidarity is increasing’
and ‘public interests are again coming first’. As he said on Zomergasten,
‘We have to stop being pessimistic and start yearning for a future that, if
we follow the right path, has so much to offer us.’

When his tenure as chief government architect ended, it is rumoured
that Alkemade said it was time to disappear into oblivion. The jury is
happy to end this speculation and hopes that receiving the Maaskant
Prize will motivate him to continue his work as a pioneer for ecologically
and socially driven architecture and spatial planning. And that in the
years to come, he will find answers to the questions he has raised.



In the essay ‘De toekomst van Nederland’, Floris Alkemade optimistically explains how we can still solve the
many challenges we face pHoTo Floris Alkemade

De toekomst van Nederland pHoTo NAi booksellers
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