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Florian Idenburg
(1975) is found-
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of SO-IL and
Associate Pro-
fessor in Prac-
tice of Archi-
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Harvard’s Grad-
uate School of
Design. A native
of China, found-
ing partner Jing
Liu received
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China, Japan,
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SO-IL since its
inception in
2008 and has
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success.

He became a
partner in 2013.
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Naming your practice ‘Solid Objectives’ (SO-IL) implies that you have a clearly
defined strategy in mind, architecture-wise. After speaking with Florian Idenburg,
one of SO-IL’s founding partners, it is clear that the office certainly does. SO-IL
is at a crossroads, moving from design to actual buildings. With two museums
nearly finished and multiple projects in the pipeline, it’s time to learn a few tricks
from this very successful, Dutch/Chinese/Greek-led practice based in New York.
‘If we had stayed in Europe, we would never have gotten this far, this fast.’

Reflections from

overseas

ES UNITED STATES — TEXT: INDIRA VAN ‘T KLOOSTER, ILLUSTRATION: KLAUSTOON

The interview doesn’t have a promising start. ‘We just
won a major competition in France, but this will only go
public early 2015. We are working on a private muse-
um in Hong Kong, but the client does not want us to
talk about it.” For a while, we considered if it would be
better to postpone, but then again, when projects such
as this go public, there will inevitably be new ones they
must be silent about. Just be sure to keep a close eye on
these guys.

Unlike most architects in Europe, you mainly work

for private clients. Why is that?
In Europe, one thinks that governments take care of pub-
lic space, but outside Europe it’s usually different. After
working for SANAA in Japan, | decided to go the United
States, to better understand a world that revolves around
private funding. It’s very usual for an architect there to be
part of the funding efforts for his own design. To arrange
for your own fee calls for a different mentality.

What kind of expertise other than design skills do

you need?
Personal contact with your client is more important, mu-
tual appreciation is crucial. Also, with public funding,
the most important thing is to deliver a building on time
and within budget. Once those demands are secured,
there is little debate about the design any longer. In the
private, cultural sector you need to design something
visually new and attractive for a client who is careful with
his money. The client is present all the time, the design is
permanently subject to discussion. In the most positive
way, | should say.

How did this materialize at the Shrem Museum of

Art, which will open in 2016?
The Shrems wanted an iconic presence for their mu-
seum, also used for educational purposes on campus,
with its art studios and classrooms. UC Davis [University
of California, Davis] handled the process. They assem-
bled the jury, negotiated with the final three architec-
tural practices and their contractors and arranged the
financing. It took the jury five months to select a winner
from eleven entries for a design-build assignment. And
we won it.

You teamed up with Bohlin Cywinski Jackson, an of-
fice established in 1965. How was that relationship?

They are responsible for most of the Apple Stores around
the world, which were designed in close conversation
with Steve Jobs himself. They worked on a number of
university projects as well. With them on our side we
could convince the jury that, although we are young
and small, we also brought a great deal of expertise
into the project. While we are both involved through-
out the process, SO — IL has had the conceptual lead
over the project, and BCJ has been managing most of
the implementation.

How would you describe the design?
We wanted something continuous, transparent and not
too formal. It’s a relatively small project on an expan-
sive campus, but also its most important feature. We
designed an undulating canopy, like a cloud, to give it
presence on campus. Having lots of outdoor space is
pleasant on a campus with a good climate.

Interestingly, it looks like an inverse of the Kukje
design. The membrane in Kukje allows for a totally
natural addition to its environment, precisely be-
cause it seems to neither belong to the gallery nor
its surroundings. The Shrem Museum aims for a
theatrical embrace of its surroundings, thus creat-
ing new space.
Kukje is a simple white box in dialogue with the neigh-
bourhood. It’s a 16 x 9 x 6-metre gallery space, an audi-
torium, offices and art storage spaces, covered in a mesh
veil. The skin acts like a negotiator. At Shrem, the canopy
is a filter, from outside to inside. The transition in Kukje,
between outside and inside, is a quick one, with short
transitional areas. The canopy at Davis will be made from
aluminium, formed by ten-metre-long triangular beams.
We aim for stratification in spaces. We don’t like com-
plexity for the sake of architecture, but pure functional-
ism as such would not fit within this context.

Both buildings are volumes that simultaneously hide

and reveal.
The building is not a diagram, not super clear and singu-
lar, but a little concealing. We are interested in this ambi-
guity. In Brooklyn, we are working on a building for a pri-
vate art collection where we are playing with suggestion
and form. Over time, we have become more experienced
in anchoring the building concept in the construction; to
make it inevitable and functional.

Is that what you learned at SANAA?
SANAA taught me the importance of establishing a tight
relationship between concept, programme and materi-
alization, to the level of the details. Also, to understand
the process of execution. To anticipate budget cuts and
thus to design just a little bit extra, so that there is a
small margin.

Private clients have personal tastes to take into
account. How do you integrate that with your per-
sonal style?
Buildings need to work, but we go beyond pure function-
alism. We want our work to contribute to a larger history.
The culture of architecture is our second client. We want
to move history forward.

So where in the discourse of architecture do you

feel comfortable?
We come from various parts of the world. In the
Netherlands, pragmatism and obviousness are import-
ant. In Asia, there is more room for poetics and intuition.
In the United States, there is a very sophisticated discus-
sion on a very precise level about form and function. We
embody bits of all of these aspects.

What do you think would have happened if you had

stayed in Europe?
My career would have been entirely different. It would
have been harder, | believe, and | wouldn’t be where |
am today. | learned the most by leaving the Netherlands,
but | never intended to ‘escape’. We seek commissions
in Europe: we just won a competition in France, and we
were very close in Belgium. So, hopefully, we will be back!
As an office, we are much more Europeanthan an average
American practice, for example, when it comes to our
attitude toward public space.

What would be your advice for architects in Europe?
We are six years old now, and have set the office onatrack
that currently allows us to work on a range of exciting
projects around the world that engage culture and the
public realm. Americans are unbeatable in their knowl-
edge of computer coding, which is essential if you want
to remain in control of your design. That’s something
European architects should be concerned about - they
know how to make a model, but very few have a clue
about writing computer scripts. >
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