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TC: Let’s start talking if we may by talking about the fact you are from Basel —
is it significant?

JH: It’s significant in a way that being born here and still living here at the intersection
of three countries made us let’s say grow up in an area that is very European, also very
tight — Switzerland is a very small country — it seemed natural to us to work in a
context that is multilingual and influenced by different culture and different cultural
backgrounds, in so far that it was and still is quite a fruitful context for us to work.

TC: You have been described by Alejandro Zaera Polo hometown kids gone
global, is that fair?

JH: Well I think everyone is a home-town whatever, boy, girl, then ideally you try to
become more visible in your business. We had to take a decision, do we go in another
country another city and we decided no, we are in the centre of Europe geographically
spoken and it is relatively easy to go in any European city within one hour — and the
quality of life is very good here and so that is the reason why we still are here. The
fact that we could go or become global in our activities is of course great, but it
doesn’t really put us under pressure that we would need to be in London or in New
York to do that. In many ways there is even an advantage to being in a smaller
country — there is less attention, there is less importance, there is less also hype. The
cities are here let’s say less congested, you don’t lose so much time in traffic, there are
kind of arguments and reasons, besides the fact that maybe be we just like to be here
because we are from here, and I think it’s natural that you have that kind of romantic
feeling towards where you come from.

TC: And you continue to get good business here, repeat business...?

JH: Yes we have a lot of - Basel is economically very successful and we also use the
city as a model I must say, urbanistically, because it is a tri-national city which is
reaching to national metropolitan dimensions. And this is really interesting as an
experiment and we are very actively involved in the process, with the European study
with 15 years ago with Remy Zaugg and later founded ETH studio for the
contemporary city which is dealing with similar issues, with the city of the 21st century.
Whatever we build here in Basel is not just a project which is close to our home
office, but is reflecting this thinking of what the city should be in the 215t century in
this three dimensional, er it’s three national dimension.

TC: Can we talk a little about how the office is set up, I’ve seen something of
the studio here — and how all the projects start here and then move on to site?
JH: We are around 200 people in Basel, and we work on 40 to 50 projects, which is a
lot and so I think we cannot afford to grow further. Pierre and I are involved in every
single project, in the design process, every single project, we start every single project
and we have a small or medium sized team around us where one partner, one of the
five partners, we have Asclan, Stefan, Christine, Robert, Harry, they are working with
us on one project — the partners, the five partners are only involved in 3-4-5 projects
whereas Pierre and I logically need to be involved in every single project. Then we
have a group of associate partners as we call them, architects completing the teams.
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TC: And a little about your working methods — I notice you have model
making workshops on site, you carry out experiments here in the garden, just
tell me a little bit about that.

JH: Yeah, we try to mix media, that is to say we have very have hands-on very archaic
methods, like model making, models of all kinds using Styrofoam or wood or plastic
or metal or whatever and we also have the sophisticated methods like 3D computer
generated models or 3D pictures or any digital forms and we try to mix all these
methods to come to where we want which is what the project reveals after a while.
Very often we do not know this is where we go, but I think every project has its own
potential and hopefully this is revealed itself after a while, if you have enough
patience. It’s like a photograph which you develop — after a while it shows its
contours, its forms, its colours — this is what we try to achieve and it is clear it does
not come from one head or from one linear perspective in a way but that several
people working on a thing in a group, we also have a lot of random experience in a
project that all of a sudden inspires the process, the design process, the building that
generates this kind of ...when the project suddenly becomes visible and everybody
understands in the team immediately that this is the next step that we can take in the
design process.

TC: Let’s go back a step. I understand you accept only 3% of commissions
which you are offered - how on earth do you choose?

JH: It sounds frighteningly little but in fact many projects are offered, which are not
really offered, which are not really interesting — and a lot is just not possible because
time-wise or whatever, there are just so many factors that describe - architecture is
such a complex business, so many people are involved, so many factors have to be
right that we can start working on them and we have a whole team negotiating or
analysing those offers so that we can have a base to decide.

TC: Something of it must be visceral, it must be something that excites you,
right?

JH: Yes but it is not that because we love soccer it needs to be a soccer stadium or
because we love att, it needs to be a museum (COUGH). It is more do with who is
behind the project, how earnest, how interesting, how committed are the people,
because this is the most important question. We want to build a relationship with a
client. Because when you do a project you spend quite some time together, or more
or less together, you don’t have the same intimate relationship with every client, you
can’t but some projects need a really tight relationship with the client and with the key
decision makers in a project not just someone who just represents the client, because
otherwise you have these overly commercial projects, which we also have, but we
have quite few of them.

TC: You say you don’t choose to do stadia because your are interested in sport
— and yet you are — but you develop an expertise in a typology — so is Beijing
project a sea change in your thinking about stadia?

JH: But the Beijing stadium is a unique event, I don’t think we will ever design
another Olympic Stadium, because normally Olympic stadiums are very problematic,
they are built for one event and very often afterwards they do not play a role any more
in the urbanistic - in the future life of a city, in the after life of an Olympic city, so it’s
rather painful to design them in order that they can play a good role, an important role
in the time after the games and that’s very much what we tried to do in Beijing and
this came out so good — the pictures look really very interesting - it’s perhaps a unique
opportunity in our lives as architects to do that stadium. And of course we are now
experienced in stadiums, we have done soccer stadiums, we’ve done the Olympic
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Stadium. But one should not overestimate what we call expertise when it comes to
building typologies. Time is changing, museums require different things now than
they did 10-20 years ago, and I think that’s encouraging young architects and when
you are really interested in a business and also the topic of a programme and you have
a good dialogue with the client who knows what he she wants and how the business
works and you really gain to that, that makes you fit to do something like that.
Because if you are experienced or you say you are an expert, they say — he can only do
stadiums - there are other companies which do that any very often they are not the
best ones.

TC: I was thinking more — I was having a conversation with Stefan earlier
about the structure of that project and the way in which it’s actually a
development of his work on Prada — two very different typologies and yet a
similar structural solution.

JH: It’s not a similar structural solution. Prada and Beijing are perhaps our most
perfect designs to date. The similarity is that in both cases is that there is no structure,
there is no fagade, there is no space, there is no ornamentation. Of all these four
maybe most important elements of architecture besides programme, there is one idea
- space, ornamentation and structure are like one thing — it’s an ideal situation and it’s
true that you hardly ever achieve that because there are so many reasons why the
envelope is split from the structure or from the space. Most of the architecture today
is like that. But sometimes you can get there and you can do a building which comes
close to that ideal — the mediaeval churches were like that for instance. I don’t say this
is why we love them or why we feel they are great spaces but if you think of why really
you have this amazing, overwhelming kind of impression when you stand in one of
these buildings, it is because there is no difference between the things, between the
stone, the ornamentation has this tactile quality, has a structural quality, defines space,
even the sound and this is still the greatest virtues of architecture when all these
central things of architecture come together and are expressed with very few things,
very few things — and this is the case with Beijing and Prada Tokyo.]

TC: And they come together in what we might term a monument?

JH: A monument in the way that they are monumental is less interesting than if they
are monuments in a way that they remain important in the head or the memory of
people and whether they do that I cannot answer this question now, we will see in
time, but I hope so.

TC: So monuments require time?

JH: Yes, you never know how successful a building is going to be when you design it.
Since we’ve done the Tate, that was the biggest jump in our career, not only because it
was a visible building and it became successful but because we learnt so much, we
learnt that architecture — for the first time we done a piece of architecture is much
more a piece of the city than an independent piece of architecture. The fact that the
Tate is so successful is because people love it, people like to go there. It works well as
a museum but much more importantly for the success of it, the public success of it - it
is something the people accept, almost physically they accept: they hang out, they use
it as a place to meet, that is why I think it could be described as a monument in a
positive way, not because it is so monumental.
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TC: The two projects for Tate Modern could scarcely be more different, the
simple formality, the cool restraint of the initial projects and the exuberance of
the new extension — why the change?

JH: I think it is absolutely great I have to say to work on Tate Modern again because it
is not complete. It’s lacking something at its southern end, it doesn’t open up towards
the city — which has changed dramatically — and we answer to that change and we
answer to what the Tate needs in the future, what the Tate doesn’t have — if we
continued in the same way, very classical or neo-classical, brick, enfilade, we would
just add more of the same and Tate doesn’t need more of the same. The Tate needs
to be one of the great museums in the world and to respond to that demand to be that
in the 21st century architecture has to cope with this. So it’s not that we say, let’s do
something crazy and nice because we’ve done this kind of other thing before and now
we have to show how great we are as architects. This would be a weak base for the
next phase.

TC: This is one of many museums — I’m not interested in the typology as such
but I am interested in the storage of things, it could be Ricola, it could be the
storage of new materials just as much as art, how does that influence the
design.....I’m talking about storage - you’re creating boxes for people to put
things in, how does that influence the form of these buildings.......

JH: More generally spoken? I can only concretely answer as to which storage projects
we have worked on which is Ricola, a very eatly project and the and Schaulager which
stores art and of course you store always more and more things the longer you live,
and you can describe your apartment as a kind of storage place but that is not enough,
you want to live with these things, and in the case of art, that is what is smart about
Schlaulager is you store it but you store it smartly in a way that the art is taken care of
but at the same time you can easily look into the crates, you don’t need to open them,
it’s here, you can visit it, so I think that’s an important step in how we look at art. The
Schaulager - is the first of its kind in the world and it could be a model in the future.
And I quite like this idea of storing things you know and in a way that you visit them
you don’t hide them, but they are still actively involved. You can’t compare this to
what we have done for Ricola, this is a more industrial way to store things. There
we’ve learnt from storage what in terms of architecture that could mean, that in fact if
you build a building, you store the materials that you use to build the building — a
brick wall is a storage of bricks if you want or the loose stones for the gabions in
Tavole was inspired by this awareness that in fact the gravity of the storage of
materials can play an important role in making the building work not only aesthetically
or structurally but ecologically, also with its light. Maybe Dominus is another example
of these almost perfect architectures where these many things come together. I cannot
say the stones are a purely decorative element.

TC: Because the stones arise from the landscape?

JH: Yes, they have so many functions and ideally you can achieve that in architecture,
almost like in nature, nature has that. You do not really know what the function is of
a leaf of trunk of tree, in fact nothing has a function — in architecture you have to give
it a function because you have a client who pays for this, he needs a shelter. So this is
a fact. The most uninteresting and the most unimportant aspect because the fact that
it has to function is so clear and so evident but it has to do so much more than just
this one need and if you can achieve this being so - to overly stress that then you can
do a successful building.
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TC: And there the gabions, far from being decorative, actually control the
climate.

JH: Yes, yes and they are structurally of course carrying the whole building, they carry
themselves, they are really structurally active, they are involved in many functions or
many roles they have in that project.

TC: The other issue is what you might term contextualism — something of a
dirty word in architecture, and yet when you made the Laban project you were
very sensitive to the immediate context of the building, could you just talk a
little about that?

JH: Of course we went in to a nowhere’s land there. Deptford is in itself a nice little
place you know but the piece of land we were given was not really involved in any
urban fabric you know but we had some ingredients, urban ingredients, like the river,
like the kind of open land which was relating to the church, St Paul’s by the way, also,
like the Tate but the small version of St Paul’s, so we took these ingredients and tried
to bring them in a certain context and the building helped making that, and that was
more an urbanistic way, an urban way to integrate or to set to settle the building
within the context. So the architecture in itself is not contextual because it is in no
way related to any historic style or whatever but more like a gestural idea behind it.
But the Laban is perhaps one of the first of our built buildings that went away from
the very simple geometrical forms that we worked on on purpose at the very
beginning of our career.

TC: Jacques finally what does winning the Royal Gold Medal mean to the
practice?

JH: Of course you can also try to understand where they come from and why they are
awarded and in our case being from a small country as I said at the beginning which
has no honours no prizes, no cultural traditions in some way, it’s fantastic to be
awarded in such a country, in England, where there is all of that, there is this tradition
there is this also social component behind that and it’s even more important that to
get it in London because this is the city where we have done Tate and will continue to
work on Tate and where we really want to do a lot to have an impact on the shape of
the city in the 21st century so I think this is a great supportt for that.



