The rise
and fall
of
Superdutch
Ole Bouman

25

Since the dawn of the people’s capitalism, where just about everyone is tied to
the ups and downs of the stock market, the concept of the bursting bubble and
rapid plume of shares attaining ‘a more realistic level’ has become a wide-spread
cultural theme. Not just in ﬁnancial markets, but in many social domains, we see
how certain concepts, brands, and personalities are overvalued or promoted and
how, as a consequence, counter-forces oblige them to make a reality check. Hype
dies, the public gets distracted, and those who were only recently the center of
attention are forgotten for the next big thing.
It does not take a powerful imagination, therefore, to
describe the vicissitudes of Dutch architecture over the past decade. In 1994 I
published an article entitled ‘Dutch Courage, Dutch Comfort’.1 In it, I warned
against getting bogged down in the then dominant and ambitious climate of
dressing up various cultural institutions in order to increase quality awareness in
architecture. I also argued that the work of these institutions had to be linked to
the context of larger and predominant social issues such as migration, an aging
population, digitalization, and multiculturalism. I put forward that a new cultural
energy capable of creating something greater than merely a self-congratulatory
culture could only come by incorporating these larger social issues into architectural discourse. At the same time, I noted how architecture was in the practice of
zoning all available talent into a small group of pilot projects and iconic buildings
that everyone spoke about, while elsewhere the lack of qualiﬁed architects was
accepted as a fait accompli; and as long as the party of mutual acknowledgement
lasted, nobody needed to worry terribly much about ‘elsewhere’.
Sometimes it is quite annoying to be right, particularly
when there are ample warnings. Five years ago, in the year 2000 – the peak of
another bubble called the New Economy – a book appeared which took as its
point of departure exactly this subject: the growing self-afﬁrmation of Dutch
architecture. The book added to this a promotional dimension. In addition to patting ourselves on the back, it became possible to launch
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expressed with bravura. Despite the fact that it was a foreign
publisher who took the initiative, its effect was principally
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who gave perfect expression to the essence of the bubble by being unable to
resist the temptation of the bubble title Superdutch. A superlative title for an
entire culture, justiﬁed by the work of twelve architects within his orbit.
The inﬂuence this book and its title had and continue
to have can hardly be overestimated. Dutch architects and Lootsma, a gifted
speaker and tireless traveler, circled the globe and one way or another conﬁrmed
the myth. After Rem Koolhaas had come a generation busting with conceptual
intelligence and blessed with a liberal, modern talent for design. As true Dutchmen they were also always quite willing to ﬁnd the perfect compromise. This
package is the perfect example of a successful publicity campaign: reduce your
national architecture to the sum of a few talented designers, have someone summarize their work who is prepared to invest more than a little intelligence into
their promotion, think up a cheeky title, and then do everything possible to get
your message out: more publications, lectures, exhibitions, marketing campaigns,
etc. An unparalleled success and the only question remaining is: what’s the rest of
the world been up to?
Well, the rest of the world has, at its best, been largely
dominated by a consumer-driven neo-traditionalism which hates the hip concept
architecture of the Superdutch gang. At its worst, it has seen a total dearth of
any idea of style or design at all and given itself over to a jungle of outbidding,
competing and isolated real estate in a privatized universe. This universe permits
nothing to be super, only ordinary and predictable and human, all-too-human.
This, however, is not news, of course. Neither is the way in which people who
make a living in this sector sometimes express their resentment towards ‘elitism’.
Exit super. Back to normal.

Dutch
factor

What is perhaps news is that in that other universe the Dutch factor
is also fading. While the government and its independent policy
instruments were busy promoting a design culture described as
‘typically’ Dutch, diverse forces were at work seriously ﬁddling with what was typically Dutch. By this I do not necessarily mean forces such as ‘globalization’ or
‘Europe’, although these embody a dynamic in which the Netherlands is increasingly subsumed within larger conglomerates. There has also been a loss of
sovereignty, global economic interdependence, cultural marginalization, a more
ethnically mixed population (with the consequent effect upon Dutch identity) and
other forms of historical identity loss. Yet in the context of this article, what was
more important was that the state itself was playing an growing role in the undermining of its own historical mission. In the Netherlands the armed forces have
become emergency services for supranational intervention; the educational
system has shifted from teaching speciﬁc knowledge to developing general skills;
English is rapidly becoming the language in which students are taught; national
utilities such as public transport, telecom services, energy supplies and cable
networks, have been privatized and/or majority holdings have been sold off. For
this article what is of particular importance is the privatization of public housing
and the shift towards providing buildings for administrative or other public functions simply by renting ofﬁce space. The loss of these two exceptionally powerful
policy instruments, the one quantitative and the other qualitative, to promote
architectonic quality has had direct, physical consequences. It has seriously
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curtailed public architectural expressive possibilities. The government no longer
answers questions such as ‘Who am I?’ ‘What do I want?’ or ‘Where do I want to
go?’ in a progressive three-dimensional way.
That said, we also have to acknowledge that during this
same period, the government began to set up an unprecedented architectural
policy. The government gave up power, but at least took on responsibility. Three
memoranda were issued which stretched the deﬁnition of architecture and its
implied claim for quality to all extremes. A National Architecture Institute, an
incentive fund, and many other policies designed to ensure a high-quality architectural climate were established. In other words, civic construction was replaced
by subsidized discussion with the hope and expectation that this advanced
notion of quality would trickle down to the broader public of clients (developers,
housing corporations, etc.) and their clients (buyers) as well as generate a much
broader debate about architecture amongst lay audiences. A construction policy,
embedded in a paramount market ideology, shifted its emphasis from a position
of action and prescription to one of persuasion and inﬂuence.
Here we are ﬁve years later. As a source of inspiration,
Superdutch is spent and today is only a tourist attraction, at best. The twelve
architects and their capacity to design iconic images continue on their merry,
international way, though they have silently buried their ‘typically Dutch’ routine.
Bart Lootsma emigrated to Austria. The Social Democratic preference for architecture as a weapon of social renewal lost momentum when the Social Democrats
were ousted from power. Political orphans, architecture institutes now ﬁght tooth
and nail just to survive. The tentative score thus far in this battle can be found in
the Action Program Culture and Spatial Planning, a supplement to the Memorandum on Public Planning, in which governmental exemplary and supervisory
functions are explicitly marginalized or delegated to local authorities who eo ipso
have no vision of national interests as it is their task to consider local interest ﬁrst.3
When formulated in this way, the state has a great deal
to explain regarding an architecture policy it instigated, implemented and then
amputated. The transformation from a public construction policy to a spatial cultural policy has been fundamental, drastic and far-reaching indeed. It undeniably
made Dutch architecture more famous, though it did not necessarily improve it. If
the spatial quality has been redeﬁned - from architectural fact to subjective idea
(such as ‘lively climate’) - then it is of crucial importance that this climate continue
to receive a great deal of attention and promotion. Should things get rough, all
we will be left with is the cultural shift from actor to cheerleader, which is really
all we have now. The Dutch state is in permanent crisis
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Local architecture centers
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developed at that time has degenerated into a kind of appendage of economic
policy. In legal terms: the government cedes its responsibility in order to keep its
liability manageable.

New
spirit

Is it then altogether impossible to sketch a future where there is fervor and excitement in the state-architecture relationship? Must we
simply accept this malaise as a fait accompli and wait until the state
wakes up for reasons that go beyond architecture? Only if we take the state and
its architecture policy as our analytic reference point. The story is in fact quite
different if we look at the dynamics of current building itself, which always reﬂect
social developments. Much more interesting than poking at the sleeping giant
that is the state, is searching for those signs that indicate that there’s already a lot
going on. Small developments within governmental bodies, but most certainly
also outside the direct reach of state inﬂuence. Then, one peculiar observation
can be made: natural, not cultural, climate will tip the scales!
But let me begin with signals from within the government.
One of the institutions which continues to assert a certain authority is the Rijksbouwmeester, the state architect. This institutional, somewhat lost ﬁgure continues
to be in a position to build bridges between the action-oriented Housing and
Spatial Planning Ministry and the more verbal Ministry of Culture and so maintains a crucial position between doing and speaking. The Rijksbouwmeester has
been growing in authority principally because of the current need, greater than
ever before, for expert advice for ministers. The state architect is, dramatically
put, the last remaining voice with spatial expertise at the national level with access
to decision makers. For this reason he is the best instrument of relevant (and not
political) inﬂuence at this level. He involves himself in diverse issues regarding
space from a few large, prestigious projects to smaller, regional developments,
from education of future designers, to the preservationists of past monuments.
This informal position is being further strengthened by the
recent establishment of a College of National Advisors which includes not only
the state architect, but also portfolios for National Heritage, Landscape, and
Infrastructure. This College will do more than just distribute funds or lead large
projects. It will create the conditions for spatial quality in an administrative conﬁguration which cares increasingly less about it.4 Because it has a free mandate (and
is also given a particularly strongly personal interpretation by its protagonists) this
could indeed be the force which reverses our current culture of neglect.
In addition, the College appears to be a natural defense
against the current architecture policy instrumentarium. Its government-given
assignment is to investigate how current policy can be invigorated. Thus the College has nothing less than the key to the maintenance of state responsibility for
creating good conditions for exceptional architecture on a macro-scale. It seems
to be aware of this responsibility, given some recent announcements of its objectives. Very much will depend on the political adoption of its
4
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is capable of explaining this fact away. Water is ultimately the only factor that
must be continually deﬁed and that has always played a speciﬁc role in the Dutch
Deltaland. Water is the only force capable of causing crises now and again,
something every nation needs in order to ﬁght lethargy. Constantly threatened by
water, the Netherlands has this very threat to thank for its existence. Without this
enemy the Netherlands would have slowly gone under a long time ago. On water,
against water, with water – it is the heart of the national ideal. Water, accursed
enemy, will save us.

Identify,
unite, engage

As far as water is concerned, New Orleans’ lashing
by hurricane Katrina is a splendid example. During
the weeks after the ﬂooding American journalists and
policy makers alike came to look at the Deltawerken and conduct research into
Dutch ﬂood preparations.5 It is almost an autoreﬂex. When other nations suffer
deluges, they naturally turn to a nation that sits below sea level and is capable of
becoming a world power and one whose engineering enjoys global recognition.
Isn’t the Netherlands the country famous for its hydro-engineering works, its unity
against the rising waters, and social paciﬁcation through the poldermodel after
all? For a moment everyone forgot about the political murders, burning mosques
and deported illegal aliens which had so recently been linked with the Netherlands.
An image of ourselves found in old, post-war newsreels was rekindled.
Just as the New Orleans disaster might herald a reversal in
American anti-federal sentiment and offer a wake up call for a society which has
forgotten the meaning of collective responsibility, a similar reality check in the
Netherlands itself is equally conceivable. In a country buried under contradictory rules, assumptions, and an excess of policy, perhaps a single disaster is not
even sufﬁcient. The 1996 ﬂoods, the Srebrenica massacre, the construction fraud
affair, police corruption, the cancellation of public works after years of discussion
even after construction had begun – one wonders to what degree these scandals
and disasters have really shaken the nation awake. Perhaps
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sion in the Netherlands
clocks ticking, ready to wake us up at any moment.
and patron of the Global
Water Partnership. Even
Of course, this all sounds cynical. The nation can determine
though Dutch experts
that this all does not have to lead to the ultimate crisis.
are called to disaster
areas around the globe
With the right combination of leadership and sense of
as consultants, Holland’s
urgency, there is still something that can be done. If this is
own water issues require
constant scrutiny. NL
so, then, as so often before in history, architecture will play
struggles with a rising sea
an important role. Design remains the instrument for largelevel, sinking land levels,
seasonal water shortage
scale order, restoration of the economy, and the recovery
and water excess, all havof self-awareness. As it was then, so shall it be again. In
ing huge spatial impacts.
fact, since there is so much to do, it can begin immediately.

Water management, restoration of the construction productivity, and the reorganization of the – what used to be called – countryside. Infrastructure will also
always remain a magnet for national identiﬁcation, no matter how much greed
and ignorance accompanies it. These tasks ultimately underscore the centrality of
the state over its dissolution.
However large these ambitions already are, there are even
greater arenas in which architecture can prove itself. This time it is not about
facts, but about the potential to create new facts. Designers and, above all, clients
must see this, and must gather the forces necessary to make ambition reality.
Take our graying population. Take Europeanization: what can we contribute to
the strengthening of a European identity that preserves national chrematistics?
Take Climate change: how can we build a future that will really endure? When so
formulated, there is no reason at all for lethargy or malaise. On the contrary. It is
strange that there is talk of a leadership crisis, given that there is so much work
for the leaders.
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