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Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA)

Richard Hall Through which years did you work at OMA?

Stefano de Martino From the summer of 1979 to the

winter of 1983.

RH How did you come to work at OMA?

SM I took my bachelor’s degree at the School of
Environmental Studies—what’s now called The Bartlett
(School of Architecture)—at UCL (University College
London), where I had the fantastic opportunity to have
people like Reyner Banham and Bob Maxwell as teachers,
who were connected to a whole generation of younger
people with interesting ideas. Particularly in California.
People like John Sargent, John Winter and Steven Groak
were inspiring unit masters and teachers. It was a very
exciting place, but I was drawn to the AA (Architectural
Association) because that was really where new ideas were
taking shape—and confrontations! It was an explosive
environment. The issue of Architectural Design came out—
the first monograph on OMA—and it was so exciting to see
these projects that relied very much on their graphic
presence. A means of representation as an explanation.
There was of course a written narrative to these projects,
but also a corresponding, very exciting—unprecedented—
graphic representation. That clearly marked it apart from
the work of other great producers, like Superstudio or
Archizoom that I was familiar with. The images by OMA
were of another order. That was a great attraction to me,

so I went to study with them at the AA.

[Irish Prime Minister’s Residence, line drawn isometric —

OMA]

That’s how I got to know Rem (Koolhaas) and Elia
(Zenghelis)—and also Zaha (Hadid) who started teaching

during my second year. When I finished my studies, they

were working on the Irish Prime Minister’s house
competition. They needed help and I joined their team,
along with other people working over the summer on that
project. Ron Steiner had worked on the Dutch Parliament
competition. Those were largely his drawings. And there
was another American who was studying at the AA—
Richard Perlemutter—who could also draw so impeccably.
He also helped on the Irish Prime Minister’s house if I
remember correctly. There were a few people who could
draw exceptionally well. It was a revelation to me. They
could use a Rotring pen so well—without leaving a blob of
ink! I really learnt so much from them. Richard
Perlemutter and Ron Steiner were one or two years ahead
of me at the AA. Alex Wall also just finished before me, but
their aura was still around. It was quite a challenge to

better the standard set by those precedents.

There were two parts to the project: one that Elia was
designing, from Syracuse at the time, no internet, just bad
fax copies travelling distances; and the part that Rem
designed—the guest house and gardens. A simple
rectangle, but Elia’s design for the house was an incredible
complication of curves meeting and crossing each other.

Beautiful!

When I returned to London after a break, I went to see
Rem and asked if there would be an opportunity to work
with them—and there was. At the time Rem started
getting his own commissions in Holland, while Elia was
busy in America and Greece. There was a really beautiful
big room in Rem and Madelon’s (Vrisendorp) apartment
we used as the studio. Rem was working on the
Panopticon (Koepel Panopticon Prison) and that was the

first project I started working on.

For a couple of years, the office was just Rem and I in that
studio. In that time I worked on the Panopticon, the
Boompjes, the Nederlands Dans Theater and the Koch-
Friedrichstrasse projects (IBA). We had exhibitions at the
Stedelijk and Luce van Rooy in Amsterdam, Aedes
(Architecture Forum) in Berlin, took part in the (Dentro
la) Strada Novissima at the Venice Biennale, and had a
great comprehensive show at the AA in 1981. Then three

shows in New York in 1982. Rem was the architect at large,
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the PR, while I was referred to as the ‘secret weapon’ and

produced the material.

London

My interest in working with OMA was in part the
fascination with their approach, which seemed to come
from more of a narrative aspect than a specifically
ideological one. Some architects were keen communists,
and some were total fascists, but here it was just the
narrative: trying to make some bizarre sense out of the
culture of our times. It was very exciting, often sarcastic
but always illuminating commentary, that came largely
from Rem. As a journalist he knew how to make a point,
how to put ideas into words and make them the
conceptual driver of the project. OMA had a unique
position, and the contribution of Madelon, Zoe
(Zenghelis), and Elia made it into a place of lively debate.
A place of discussion, of exchange. It wasn’t hierarchical.
What appealed to me was that it came across as a
collaboration. I dedicated myself completely to this
enterprise and saw myself as a member of this team.
That’s also the impression that colleagues who joined us
later like Alex Wall or Kees Christiaanse shared: that we

were all working together.

I think it’s changed over time; I assume the practice you
experienced and the practice it’s become more recently is
something completely different from this group of highly
engaged, committed people who were active together in
the early 80s, before practice and financial interests came
to the forefront. In my time, that was never an issue: there
was very little work—almost every architect was out of
work...The general crisis brought about by wars in the
Middle East, the oil crisis, the hostage crisis, and the
Falklands war. The kind of nightmare that Thatcher and
Reagan unleashed upon the world with their policies—so
there was just no work. That’s why a lot of architects
devoted themselves to drawing: speculative architecture.
It was possible to imagine something. That vanished with
the kind of new realism that came after Thatcher and
Reagan and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The situation
changed and suddenly every architect became a servant to

a system of speculation where architecture, in fact,

morphed into real estate—the whole disaster we’ve
experienced ever since the 80s. I mean, you’re much too

young to have experienced London as it was before 1984...

RH I wasn’t born in 1984...

SM Exactly! Within a few years the city went from rather
apologetic yet radical instances of modernity, with a
distinctive profile that was beginning to develop on the
skyline, to rampant revisionist novelty architectures of the
(Jean-Jacques) Lequeu / Big Duck (Robert Venturi and

Denise Scott Brown) variety.

There were wonderful examples, like what Alison and
Peter Smithson were doing at Robin Hood Gardens and at
the Economist building, or Ron Herron with the Hayward
Gallery. Their brutalism was kind of maligned at the time,
but it had tremendous qualities, not only from an
architectural point of view. It was able to generate social
and cultural conditions, that suffered for other reasons

than their architectural, spatial intentions.

London changed radically from the mid-80s onwards. You
saw every contemporary building being butchered by
postmodernism. Suddenly, slim glass towers developed
huge bellies to hold more office space and acquired
decoration and ornament and all kinds of pastel colours. It
was an opprobrium, and that stayed with us as the way to
make architecture at the end of the last century and way
into this one. At OMA we were dealing with ideas. We
pursued and explored conceptual dimensions; and related
to these on their own terms rather than as part of

fabricated ideological systems.

While I was there, those four years, there were some
commissions. None of them got built, but they opened the
doors to other projects, I think. The situation changed as
the office evolved. I saw myself as part of a collaboration
and put everything I could into it. It was a matter of luck if
you ever got paid anything at any point. We just trickled
along. The life of a student continued well after studies. It
didn’t matter, it was not the main ambition. London, by
the 80s, was pretty frayed at the edges, falling to pieces.

And you could live on very little. You could make do.
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Technique

[Koepel Panopticon Prison, pastel perspective sketch —

OMA]

The work was fantastically exciting. I began to experiment
with charcoal and pencils—I had learnt from my mother as
a child. I was always curious about different media: pencil,
painting, photography, film, ways of transferring stuff. It
always interested me. Some of my prison drawings were
deemed too serene and were substituted by Madelon’s
murkier watercolour renderings. She had a theme of

making things dirty.

You may know this already about the drawing process, but
it’s worth mentioning as these techniques have changed
radically. You would make a pencil underlay, then trace it
with ink on mylar and then from that ink drawing you’d
go to some highly specialised printers somewhere near
Fleet Street—printers who printed government
documents, on vast gelatine beds: ‘true-to-scale’
transfers, an arcane process. I don’t know if they exist any
longer. You’d take your own paper to them, and they
produced unique prints. I’d get two or three done, because
they were always slightly different, and then colour one or
the other. There could be different versions of the same

original drawing.

RH There was a two-part Zoe Zenghelis exhibition
recently in London (Do You Remember How Perfect
Everything Was?, 2020-21). One of the interesting things
there was seeing example of what you’re describing, with
versions of the same drawing rendered in different ways.
For example, Zoe had produced two versions of an
overview for La Villette: one that was used in the
competition and a much calmer version. Copies of the

same drawing rendered with different emphases.

SM Yes, it was a very useful way of working. I made
extensive use of the crappy Xerox machine we had. In fact,
it was great because you could play around with it in a
totally analogue fashion. Tweaking and distorting and so
on. You could make lots of copies and then test different

renderings. You were not committed to the one precious

thing, and if you made a mistake, it wasn’t a disaster to

start again.

Narrative

RH You mentioned before that you were attracted by the
nonideological use of narrative—or narrative vs ideology.
In the period you’re describing it seems like the work is
driven by curiosity, or exploration, without a preconceived

idea of how it will end, of what the outcome will be.

SM You could say that there is no anticipated outcome.
Because there is no commitment to a particular ideology,
the raising of questions or highlighting issues that could
be addressed, is worth much more than restating
something fixed. It’s an open-ended process that could
lead anywhere. The times we were working in were odd
times, we had no idea we’d be living in these times now,
and no idea where this is all going. It’s just fantastic,
somehow. Ideology is just putting sticks in your spokes!
The way that we were working then was inviting that kind
of openness. We could pursue different strands
simultaneously without being committed to this or that—
ideology has proven its failure and its inability to keep up

with change.

These are times when you feel that so much has been put
into question that you can again imagine; that you can

again dream something.

Rotterdam

RH When the office moved the Rotterdam, did you move

there too?

SM Not entirely. When Elia came back from the States, we
moved first into a tiny space overlooking Regent’s Canal,
then into a house on Bartholomew Road. That’s where we
worked on Parc de la Villette and the Paris Expo 89
projects. Besides Rem’s projects in Holland (the
Panopticon, the Boompjes, the Nederlands Dans Theater)
Elia was working on commissions in Greece. After the Irish
Prime Minister’s house competition, it was clear that that

there was not much collaboration between Rem and Elia,
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despite claims or credits to a number of projects under

both of their names.

Next, there came an interest for doing some housing in
Amsterdam—the IJ Plein (Masterplan) project. Rem had a
partner in Holland, Jan Voorberg. He was instrumental in
bringing that project to the office and managing its very
complex politics. He made the office in Rotterdam
possible: an incredible organiser, manager, an inspiring
and perceptive person. He kept the Nederlands Dans
Theater going through all its ups and downs. He was a
crucial person for the office, not only as a practice but also
as a social space. His untimely, absurd loss precipitated

many changes for all of us.

So, the office in Rotterdam got started and I would spend
periods of time there. At one point there was a discussion
with Rem and Jan: am I going to move to Rotterdam? I
spent six months in Rotterdam, and it was a great time.
You cannot imagine what Rotterdam was like in those
years! It really was happening there. It was happening in
such a free, spontaneous way. It was a hive of activity
between artists, musicians, architects. You could
experience that very closely in such a small place. Yet it
also felt vast—the river, the sea, the landscapes of
refineries and dunes. We were right in the middle of it and

acted very much as a catalyst for many things.

[Boompijes, silkscreen triptych - OMA]

I invited Kees Christiaanse to join the office. He came with
his buddies and really wanted to work with us, so I gave
him an exercise as a test: to make an axonometric of half
of Rotterdam, to contextualise the Boompijes project. Sure
enough, after two weeks he came back with a huge, most
detailed drawing of the centre of Rotterdam—quite a
historical document by now. So big you couldn’t print it.
He knew everybody there in the scene. It was obvious that
he was a fellow sort of futurist punk! He joined the office,

and we became great friends.

He brought in people like Hans Werlemann, the
photographer, who was such an essential part of working

with us, because of the way that he would photograph not

only the work we were doing, but also sites and places. A
unique character. For the Boompjes project we had models
made and I spent quite a lot of time in the studio with
him. His studio was in a place called Utopia—in these
decommissioned waterworks in Rotterdam, just on the
outskirts. It was a collection of industrial sheds and huge
halls, water tanks made of copper or something—that
sometimes we’d go into and make music. Hans was
working there as well as other people who made models
for us sometimes if we didn’t make them ourselves. We
made our own models largely, but then some things were

commissioned outside.

The office was right in front of the Boompjes site, on the
opposite side of the canal. But, as I was saying: after six
months in Rotterdam I said, ‘Look, I left Rome to go to
London, not to go to Rotterdam!’—and that’s not because
London is less than Rome or London is more than
Rotterdam, but because I had my life in London. I really
enjoyed going to Rotterdam. We always had a fantastic
time there. It was adventurous discovering the city and its
surroundings... and even Belgium! We did excursions from
Amsterdam to Antwerp, from the polders to the immense
waterscapes of the Delta Works. It was a really exciting

time.

Authorship

Have you heard of Max Protetch? He was a gallerist in
New York—he closed his gallery a few years ago—
everybody went through him. He was the first to handle
architectural drawings. I mean, he was selling everybody’s
drawings: Zaha, Bernard Tschumi, Steven Holl...
everybody was going through him. In fact, in 1983 I
produced a new set of drawings for the Netherlands Dans
Theater—for the version in Scheveningen, I only worked
on the Scheveningen version of the project—I think AO
sized drawings that I made over three days, non-stop. I
produced them all freehand and took them to Protetch.
The exhibition, called ‘OMA/Stefano de Martino—The
Netherlands Dans Theater’ was practically the only time

that I was acknowledged as author.
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RH It’s interesting because the idea of ambiguous
authorship, from my naive perspective, is exciting. But

one realises it has all kinds of consequences.

[Koch-Friedrichstrasse housing, isometric - OMA]

SM The secret life of my drawings is something I don’t
know about. I was intrigued by the fact I never saw some
of my drawings again, they just disappeared and
sometimes there were substitutes being produced. While
my work appeared on magazine covers and a stream of
publications, I was hardly ever credited—I was the secret

weapon.

Office

Just to complete this picture of how the office was
shaping- up and moving, and the different projects. Elia
was working on a series of beautiful landscape projects in
Greece, and he worked closely with Alex Wall and
Matthias Sauerbruch and others. And Zoe was
instrumental in conveying the shifting qualities of those
landscapes in her paintings, the shimmering light, the
uncertain shadows...Elia sometimes had crits with us all,

to discuss those projects.

We had a great scene going on in the office: Rem and Elia
were hardly ever there. This has to be understood. It was
mostly Alex and I, spending full days and often nights
there. Ron Steiner was coming in nights and disappeared
during the day! Alex has a huge collection of music, from
early blues to early Grandmaster Flash. He made these mix
cassettes—a revelation, really fantastic. That was the

soundtrack.

Parc de la Villette

[Parc de la Villette, general arrangement plan - OMA]

Then, by the time we were in Bartholomew Road, 1982,
that’s where we did La Villette, the first part. To be more
specific about La Villette: there was an incredibly complex
competition brief—I mean the brief was a tome, like a

telephone book—six hundred different individual items

that were specified! It took many conversations to find the
right frame to discuss it in. We devised a number of broad
categories that could operate differently—indoor/outdoor,
extensive or concentrated, specific or fuzzy...There were
ideas that came, for example, from an interest in ambient
music that Kees and I shared—how Brian Eno explains his
process for creating ambient music—loops and repetition,
absence, coincidence, randomness. We extracted from this
a systemic understanding of the behaviour of different
programmes. Instead of having one hundred items, we
could have one category that behaved as a periodic
system, like the confetti; one that behaved as a network,
like the pathways and circulation; one that generated
difference, the strips... We were able to synthesise the
complexity of all that into a number of ‘layers’ that
together lend specificity to each point of the park. You’re
working towards something that you don’t know the effect
of. You don’t have just one finality: there are a number of
conditions and between them this could happen, or

whatever happens, happens.

I think the beauty of our plan of la Villette is that it’s not a
collage. When you do a collage, one thing erases another—
unless you work with transparent things—you put a piece
of paper on top of another, it hides, and it creates a
relationship. Whereas working with these layers was
working with transparency, letting things come through.
There is no priority, only relationships. It all coexists
simultaneously. That was a very exciting thought that
came out of doing that competition, and a way of seeing,
perceiving things generally. It was translated brilliantly by
Ruud Roorda, who had joined us from Rotterdam, in his
rendering of the plan. We delivered bits and pieces with
elaborated parts, and he assembled everything into the
final drawing. There were these printers, the Times
Drawing Office on Maddox Street, which was the printing
place of choice for many architects. They had a machine
that did Reflex prints: you take a drawing to them, and
they would print it onto photosensitive paper. It becomes
a negative, and from the negative they would print a
positive reproduction with a particular satin surface. All
these black drawings—I mean white line drawings on
black—got printed there. That was a negative, but you

could ask for a ‘positive-negative’, if you see what I mean?
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A reverse printed negative, which would be the correct
way around, so you would basically get a negative of your

ink drawing on this paper.

The drawings for La Villette were Reflex prints. I had three
prints made and added the coloured confetti with
adhesive Letraset Pantone from a sampler. One went to
the competition; one I took to the office in Rotterdam and
one [ kept for myself—and I still have it. Afterwards,
seeing it was difficult to print that project in magazines,
someone went over Ruud’s original ink drawing and made
the lines fatter. They actually over-traced it, fattened up
all the lines, so all the subsequent reproductions of the
drawing show these fatter lines. And it lost its
ephemerality, its sense of latency—it was a really beautiful

document.

For the second round of the competition, we all spent a
month in Rotterdam, developing the project and building
the huge model, at Utopia. There were some twenty
people involved. Hans Werlemann set up a rig and was
photographing from above. The model came together in
layers, so the early pictures show the bare strips: a
synthetic landscape, an Urlandschaft pregnant with
potential—that must have been the inspiration for Zoe’s

paintings.

Projects

[Exposition Universelle 1989, coloured pencil sketch —

OMA]

Shortly after La Villette we were invited for the
competition for Expo (Exposition Universelle) 89 in Paris.
That also happened in London. It was agreed amongst all
of us that London would remain as the conceptual office,
or the place for competitions: a laboratory for ideas. While
Rotterdam would be where the commissions would get
done. So, London was mostly where Alex, Ron and [ would
hang out—Elia would be working there as well, and Rem

would come by.

Kees and Willem-Jan came over at some stages to help

with those projects. Following that we did the competition

for the Museum of Modern Art in Frankfurt—which is not
mentioned anywhere in OMA’s official history. It just
disappeared! I was quite interested in that project and
developed a lot of ideas for it, and it just disappeared.

Erased. But it was submitted.

Then Alex and I were assigned to a project for three
apartment towers in Groningen (De Brink Apartments),
which was even built eventually, but it was something that
I took my distance from because the client was a horrible,
horrible monstrous creep. A speculator. I don’t know why
that project ever came to the office. Alex and I felt that we

were being punished somehow!

Post-OMA

As you can probably gather, by now it became much more
top-down. It’s in that context that I left. That and my
asking one question too many maybe. It must have come

across as an obvious sign of mutiny. But it was enough.

Following this experience, I kept working and teaching
with Alex at the AA, later at the GSAPP (Columbia
Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and
Preservation), at U-Penn (University of Pennsylvania).
Together we produced the exhibition and catalogue ‘Cities
of Childhood: Italian Colonie of the 1930s’ at the AA in
1988, a huge success. We’re always in touch. We worked
together on a number of projects, including the house for
Zoe. The first commission we ever did. It was great that
Zoe entrusted us with that project and gave us such a free

rein. Zoe and Peter (Crookston) were wonderful clients.

Also, Rem asked me to help out with the competition they
were doing for the new town hall in the Hague. Later he
offered me the project for the London offices of a big
advertising firm from Los Angeles, Chiat\Day. This was a
dive into another working reality, with its timing and its
contingencies. At OMA we worked mostly at 1:500, here it
was down to 1:1. A total interior design project. With
Simon Hart, Lia Kanagini, Nicholas Boyarsky and Nichola
Murphy in my studio, we designed everything. All the

furniture, finishes, lighting. It only lasted a few years until
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the next tenants came and threw everything out! But it

was widely published at the time.

Colleagues

RH Who else was making an important contribution in
terms of representation and ideas while you were there?
You already mentioned Ron Steiner and Hans Werlemann.

Who else?

SM The collaboration with Alex, Kees, and Willem-Jan was
very engaging, very productive and led to many ideas

across the projects.

Alex Wall brought an encyclopaedic spectrum of
knowledge into the mix, with his background and love for
the history of art, for Modern architecture and design, and
an ability to see options, alternatives, references. He is
brilliant at making freehand narrative drawings, like ‘The

Pleasure of Architecture’ silkscreen of La Villette.

Kees is very resourceful. He is a great networker. He was
instrumental in our efforts to get Boompjes actually built.
My involvement was designing that project and
developing its iconography, so to speak. Kees contributed
some drawings and sketches—he was keen to develop his
own techniques. He had a very good inside knowledge of
what was happening with the projects, he was liaising
with the clients, and was involved in discussions about
how things should develop. On the Boompjes project, he

was the main person I was talking to.

For the second phase of the Dance Theatre, next to Jan
Voorberg and Rem, who navigated the intricate realities of
client-relations, the main person was Willem-Jan
Neutelings. He makes really amusing, very Belgian
cartoons. Very different from Alex Wall’s illustrations.
Willem-Jan makes caricatures. And then his buildings look
like caricatures of buildings! I really enjoyed working with
him, such a clear, solid person with a tremendous sense of

humour.

The Dance theatre went through various recalls, the

budget became less, the conditions stricter—which was a

great exercise in removing assumptions but not
expectations, like leaving out corridors and still get from
one space to the next. At one point it was necessary to
translate the whole project into a feasible, quantifiable
budget and that’s when Jan Voorberg and Willem-Jan
produced a technical set of drawings, paired-down to the
absolute minimum. That was really their thing, I wasn’t
involved in that phase. That was the last version of the

project in Scheveningen.

The same for the Panopticon prison. That got up to the
point where I left it, with the drawings shown at the
Stedelijk and the Biennale, then it was put on ice for a
while, and sometime later it was picked-up again by Mike
Guyer. He worked on the second iteration of the
Panopticon project. In the first one, Rem had the brilliant
concept to engage the Panopticon system directly—to
cross-out the centre, the eye that sees everything. That
made the whole project possible. But in the second phase,
that is gone. It became more of a cyclops... kind of Ulysses

blinding Polyphemus! Just a big hole in the forehead.

[Koepel Panopticon Prison, isometric - OMA]

The Panopticon was a great project to work on to begin
with. To understand the reasoning, how ideas came about.
Rem confronted an architectural concept with it. What
more of an architectural concept do you want than the
Panopticon? You have to deal with it conceptually, you
cannot just add a bit of post-modernism, make it prettier
or whatever. The erasure of the centre of the Panopticon
triggered all subsequent decisions. It flowed very easily. It
almost designed itself because a process had been set in
motion at a conceptual level. To see that was very
exciting; very engaging to get going, to carry on working

with it.

That’s the crucial role that Rem always played: being able
to formulate ideas, to put them in a light where you could

work with them.
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Value

RH What do you think we can learn from this period of
OMA? What do you think is the value of this work today;

the way of working that you were practicing at OMA?

SM I think the way we were working then is actually much
more contemporary and relevant than anything I’ve
experienced since. The idea that you can work together on
things; that together you contribute to the development
of ideas; that ideas develop in a conversation, a discussion
and even a confrontation. That is of value, rather than the
endless restatement that, “This is the newest’. When
you’re involved in something that, ultimately, has
repercussions for us all; what we do as architects—but
also generally what we do as human beings—concerns
everybody and everything. I think acting together and
exchanging ideas brings so much more into the
discussion. It enriches discussions. It makes pitfalls more
obvious, but it also expands the domain of what we

concern ourselves with.

For me, it’s always been important to work in allied fields,
or I've always worked in other disciplines as well. I work in
music, I’'ve always been interested in visual arts, [ work a
lot with photography. I think architecture can only benefit
from opening itself up. How you communicate it, the tools
you use, the media you employ will feed back into its
effect. The idea of its autonomy, as some people like to
talk about, I find absolutely laughable. I mean, what are
you trying to make it autonomous from? Architecture
lives from everything that is around us and should take
stock of what is around us. It should make something
possible, something happen, but not by declaring its great
autonomy. What kind of an argument is that? I don’t know

where that idea came from...

RH It’s become a very trendy, reactionary thing for
architects to say over the last couple of decades, but I
agree: surely, autonomy is the complete antithesis of

architecture.

SM Entirely! I agree rather with the idea of architecture

dissolving, like how you can mix colours in a hundred

different ways! Architecture should dissolve itself in its
environment. It’s part of it. It might also make something
more apparent, but it’s all already out there. Everything is
already out there, whether it's manmade or not.
Geological or philosophical, it’s all out there and all these
different things interact and come together and create the
kind of environments that make one place a little different
from another. Or very different from another. That’s why

it’s so unique and so wonderful.

Stefano de Martino (St. Gallen, 1955) is a partner at
SAMKLm and practices architecture, visual arts and music.
He has taught internationally, and was Dean of the
Architecture Faculty at the University of Innsbruck (2014-
2017). His forthcoming publication Workbook’ explores how
productive processes, through different media, generate their

own trajectories and variables.
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