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Many thanks for the invitation to introduce the work of my ex-student, teaching assistant, colleague and dear friend Arjan Hebly. It gives me great pleasure. It also gives me the opportunity to reflect on the rich profession we’ve been called to.

Several years ago I had my first encounter with Arjan’s work, displayed in the gallery my partner Jenneken Berends runs. And an encounter it was, because it fascinated me and made me wonder what had led to the surprising result. The encounter touched both my heart and my mind, my feeling and my ratio.

Though I had known Arjan for quite awhile, I hadn’t previously been aware of the work he was doing in addition to his practice as architect and his teaching at the School of Architecture in Delft. It was a huge surprise – not only for me, but, I suspect, for others as well.

A refreshing point, I should add, was Arjan’s modesty. He simply wanted to exhibit his work. He was not concerned with advertising himself, with acquiring fame. In fact, you could call the exhibit an example of research through design. Architects whom we both admired – Le Corbusier, Alison and Peter Smithson – had also done far more than design buildings. They had experimented with making clothes and toys and cards, among other things. They wanted, according to the Smithsons,

… to try out ideas, performing the same in the small in transient material in advance of permanent constructions.

The themes in Arjan’s work are the essential ones in our experience of architecture: space, object, light. The invitation asked us to attend to them. 

Light intrigues me! Arjan writes on the invitation.
Le Corbusier said,

L'architecture est le jeu savant, correct et magnifique des volumes assembles sous la lumiere.

My rough translation is this:

Architecture is the masterly, correct, and magnificent play of volumes, brought together under light.

In Vers Une Architecture Le Corbusier continued to explain his thoughts about architecture in relation to light:

Nos yeux sont fait pour voir les formes sous la lumiere.
Our eyes are made to be able to see forms under light.

Under light strikes me as a strange expression. I would prefer to say ‘through light’. And when we say ‘through light’, we’re back in the world of space. After all, we see and experience space thanks to light. We could even say that space is light. Space exists for us because we can see it, hear it, and feel it.

Permit me to cite two people who have written about our perception of space. The first is the art historian Schmarsow, who toward the end of the nineteenth century wrote Das Wesen der Architectonische Schopfung. Schmarsow examined the feelings we experience in relation to space and mass. He attributed them to our bodily presence in the world. They are therefore clearly sensual:

Once we have learned to experience ourself as the center of a space, we have found the source of architectural design. Our developed feeling for space, and our capacity to represent that feeling, enables us to create space. We call this art architecture.

The second person is Aldo van Eyck. In the 1960s he said much the same as Schmarsow, though perhaps even more succintly:

Space is our experience of it. It’s an experience that depends on all our senses – on our sensual tools – and enables us really to perceive.

Our eyes are one of the senses that enable us to experience space, and they depend on light. Light, a form of energy, triggers the nerves in our eye to form an image. That image helps us feel the space we inhabit. We may feel at home in it or alienated from it. We could say something similar about sound, another form of energy present in space. It may well touch us even more deeply than seeing does.

Our sensual experience of space is the theme, and Arjan lets that theme come alive in the objects he’s created. And we can relate to those objects by playing with them.

In closing, I should like to cite my partner Jenneken Berends. Unfortunately she could not be present today, but she made her presence known in this message to Arjan:

I experience the energy in your work as an almost literal vibration. It catapults me beyond the duality of earth and heaven. I find myself in a world liberated from polarities. In your work I meet the same wholeness as the wholeness I meet in your own daily life.
