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The architects at OKRA landscape
architects in the Netherlands are well-
known for their designs in which
distinct, often innovative ideas, are
fashioned into practical, feasible plans.
Whether it’s for a neighbourhood
square in Rotterdam or an urban district
in London, OKRA designs in detail but
always leaves scope for flexible use. An
interview with Martin Knuijt, one of the
founders of OKRA, and his new office
partner, Wim Voogt, on vital cities and
the rise of homo ludens: “We want
people to discover for themselves what
they can do with a site.”

Cathelijne Nuijsink

OKRA has four founder members. What are
your backgrounds and what drew you all together?

Knuijt: We were fellow students at
Wageningen University. The idea of having our
own firm of consultants originated when we were
on a sketching trip to the Ardennes in our first
year. There were four of us sitting in a caravan
and fantasising over a glass of beer about starting
our own office at some point in the future. After
our studies, we all went our separate ways but,
eighteen months later in 1994, we met up again
and exchanged ideas about the first illusions and
disillusions we had about working in the real
world. That was when we decided to put our stu-
dent idea into practice.

What was the climate of landscape architecture
in the Netherlands at that time?

Knuijt: Everyone was convinced that the
period of modernism was definitely over. In con-
trast with the Netherlands, serious changes were
already starting to take place elsewhere in
Europe; we could see that. Barcelona was a hot
topic. The School of Versailles in France was
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OKRA landscape     architects
for a vital city

Boudewijn Almekinders, Christ Jan van Rooij, Wim Voogt, Hans Oerlemans and Martin Knuijt.

Ph
ot

os
: C

hr
ist

ia
an

 K
ro

uw
el

s



50 ’ S C A P E  2 /  2009 2 / 2009 ’ S C A P E 51

becoming successful once more after leading a
moribund existence for years. The first unsuc-
cessful copies of these very strong examples were
then starting to appear in Europe. Consultancies
in the Netherlands were either specialised in
designing very strong concepts or in taking a
very conventional approach with significantly
few underlying ideas. Even then we wanted to
design public spaces which had an extra signifi-
cance for the city. Not just presenting innovative
design concepts, but ensuring that they could be
put into practice as well.

How has OKRA made its mark? 
Voogt: In our first project, which was the

redesign of the Van Heek Square in Enschede in
the east of the Netherlands, we showed that we
could create a public space which dragged the
city right out of its doldrums. It was an innova-
tion in itself – both then and now – and showed
that by renovating just one square you could
turn an entire section of the city into a driving
force for the city as a whole. Nowadays, entire
parts of a city are torn down because they are no
longer functional and then replaced by some-
thing completely new. But we think differently
about these things. We would rather transform
what is already there, than knock the whole
thing down and start again. 

Is there a typical OKRA way of working?
Knuijt: We are fascinated by creating vital

cities, post-productive cities. The rural produc-
tion landscape in the Netherlands is rapidly
changing into an urban network. Increasing
urbanisation needs attractive landscapes and
spaces around it. The city is no longer neces-
sarily a place where you have to be, but must be
one where you would really like to be. Quality
must be given to cities by making them liveable.
This implies that you must make use of the green
spaces, water and energy, not just to design a cli-
mate-neutral city but primarily to improve its
liveability. To our mind, a lively city is made up of
places which function at different times of the
day and whose accessibility is well organised.
How can you create places which will function
together as a network – for cycles, cars and
public transport?

As well as post-productive cities, do you think
about the scale of a landscape as well, the post-
productive landscape?

Knuijt: Definitely. You can see agricultural
landscape all around you, but is it really that?
No, it isn’t. The landscape in the Netherlands -
and in other urbanised regions in Europe - is
entirely urban, in fact. We use agricultural green
areas for recreation at the weekend. The rural
production landscape in the Netherlands has
become the countryside for homo ludens or man
the player. And this has far-reaching implications
for urban design. We have to introduce urban
programmes which are linked in with the cul-
tural-historical landscape.

Why is preserving this cultural-historical land-
scape so essential?

Knuijt: Themes which are imposed are fatal.
The theme has to emanate from the place.
There are wonderful post-industrial landscapes –
just think of the Ruhr Area. The parks there
grew out of their own past and have a kind of
purity, providing something that truly belongs to
the economy of the area.

City, landscape, nature and public spaces –
there are more and more sensations and experi-
ences. How can we prevent the landscape from
becoming one big amusement park? 

Knuijt: We search for the authenticity of land-
scapes. You have to distinguish between places
that are already programmed and places which
people have to discover for themselves. Intensify
those pre-programmed landscapes with a couple
of extra amusement parks – but leave the other
places completely alone. 

How do you design the transition between city
and landscape for homo ludens?

Voogt: First, it is about making a change in the
mind-set. City and countryside must not turn
their backs on each other, but should each take
advantage of the other. Second, there have to be
really good, high-quality connections between
city and country so that they are both accessible.
Third, the outskirts of the city must be made
attractive so that you want to go there as well.

Knuijt: The combination of urban sprawl and

the extensive social networks common in the
Netherlands means that everything is connected
with everything else. You live in one place, work
in another and spend your free time in a third.
The networks of city and landscape are very
closely interconnected here. You must not sepa-
rate these networks; otherwise you would be
dividing the Netherlands into small compart-
ments. Even if the Netherlands looks like one
large expanse of grass, you still have to recognise
that this green area is part of the urban system. 

Is the post-productive city a sustainable one too?
Knuijt: We have to make cities which can con-

tinue to modernise. You must see sustainability
as something much wider than an urban ecology
of green spaces, water and energy. We have to
make cities which are also sustainable socially
and economically.

Voogt: Do you know what sustainability is not?
Consumption! Or imitating places which are not
linked to a specific space, completely without
identity. It is not about making something that
we are going to demolish in ten years’ time so
that we can replace it with something else. 

What is your approach to urban culture in your
designs?

Knuijt: The interesting thing about a city is its
mixture of functions; this is something we don’t
find in modernism. It is, in fact, about mixing
groups of people and creating a city which is
accessible to everyone, to older people as well as
young people and families; this is what you
would like to see in an urban culture. Breeding
grounds, the attractive and vital places in a city –
these are the places you must keep. The shop on
the corner and the small local garage where you
can still see them repairing a couple of cars out-
side – these are the features which disappear for
good when a neighbourhood is pulled down.
The urban culture has its anchors and you have
to understand what they are. Demolition on its
own ruins a city economically and spatially. Our
motto is to revitalise the city, not amputate parts
of it.

How can we design a landscape in such a way
that it does justice to the dynamism of our quickly

changing society?
Voogt: Globalisation does not mean that every-

thing coalesces and starts to become a homoge-
nous mass. We can move around a lot faster
nowadays and we travel to more places but, in
contrast, we still yearn for our own familiar sur-
roundings. In landscapes, however, we can dis-
cern the unmistakable signs of continual blur-
ring; we can remedy this by taking the diverse
identities embedded there and making them
recognisable again. 

What does this imply for a long-term design? 
Voogt: Don’t impose a use but make it pos-

sible. Programming a place doesn’t mean that
you have to label every single square metre but
that the space can be used by different users at
different times. Our designs are extremely
detailed, but the way that you can use them is
made as flexible as possible. 

What is the importance of your lighting designs
for the city? 

Voogt: During the day, the city is shaped by
mass and space. At night, a completely different
landscape is possible just by using light to hide
or reveal spaces. By choosing whether or not to
introduce illumination into projects, we can
create particular sites and bring ‘the city of the
night’ into an existence all of its own. 

Knuijt: The idea behind a night landscape is
based on the dynamics of the city. We want to
create spaces with a rhythm of use. Public spaces
have a day and a night-time rhythm and we
would like, of course, to see these day-time
spaces used in the evenings as well.  There is also
the weekly rhythm of markets, which fill up
empty squares at set times. And finally there is
the year’s rhythm of the seasons. Using light you
can determine which places you want to link to
certain routes during these various rhythm
cycles. 

What about green spaces in the city?
Voogt: If we look at what is happening abroad,

there could be a greater focus on our concepts
of planting in the Netherlands. It’s not that we
lack the capacity to do this, but we are held back
far too much by our clients and by the problem
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OKRA in one of their recently finished projects: The Dutch Defense Line near by Utrecht.

The city is no longer necessarily a place where you have to be, 
but must be one where you would really like to be
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of maintaining public green spaces. 
Knuijt: It bothers us that the planting in

public spaces has become so meagre since the
sixties. Nearly everything is public space, but this
is usually only a few grassy fields with the odd
tree, preferably a plane tree because they grow
so well in cities.  We advocate a richer and more
varied green picture. Specific to the place. This
implies making choices about public spaces and
asking ourselves whether everything should be
accessible to the public. Having part of a public
space which is not open all the time, but half
open or a private area that is open from time to
time creates a much more varied city landscape.
Just consider the huge buildings in New York
whose occupants adopt green areas. What does
the city get in return? Small pocket parks, atria
and roof gardens which are looked after with
zeal. 

When is a design successful? 
Voogt: It is not about making a pretty design

for yourself, but about the person you make it
for being able to adopt it and feel a connection
with it. The new part must add something, and
the design must link in with the existing sur-
roundings.

What is the biggest challenge facing Dutch cities
over the coming decades?

Voogt: The main problem is fragmentation.
We have a network of cities intersected by infra-
structure. Bringing the city in balance as an
urban system requires cohesion between all the
separate projects. If there is no joint collective
interest, there will only be individual develop-
ments.  Cities may become more urban but, in
contrast, they must have very attractive, green
spaces. For OKRA, the key words are: vitality,
liveliness, sustainability and accessibility for
everyone.

Your portfolio of projects is becoming increas-
ingly international. What makes working outside
the Netherlands so different from working here? 

Knuijt: The kind of remit! Assignments are
often based on practical considerations in the
Netherlands, and we are aiming for better than
average. A lot of research is done here, but when

it comes to the implementation we are still trying
to do too much with too few resources in the
Netherlands. In response, we like to define the
extent of the remit using our own initiative. In
this way, we turned a remit for the design of six
beach access points into a much more important
assignment: a complete vision of the entire coast
of Zeeland in the Netherlands. We think it is
more interesting to know what the coast really
looks like. Outside the Netherlands, the focus is
much more on the actual remit. The client is
also involved and, moreover, there is more
respect for the architect’s expertise. In London
we are involved in the regeneration of the urban
district of Croydon, an area which, after
Westminster and the City of London, aims to
become London’s 'third city'. Without doubt,
this is a comprehensive remit.

What is left of the intimate characteristics of a
project on the scale of a public square close to a
theatre and other cultural buildings, like that at
Holstebro in Denmark.

Knuijt: We want people to discover the possi-
bilities that lie in a landscape for themselves.
This may mean that we create a stairway which
can become a row of tiers to sit on, or make a
pleat in the landscape which provides cover so
that people experience it as a more secluded
place. The trick is not to design places which are
fully pre-programmed and set up just for a single
purpose, but to design places which lend them-
selves for spontaneous uses instead.  Stairways
along waterways which lead people to sit down,
or go fishing, or play with boats in the water are
all examples of sites where you leave the use of
the area to the people themselves. 

The master plan for Croydon in London looks
like a prize example of sustainability. Is this a new
direction for OKRA? 

Knuijt: Sustainability plays an important role
in the more large-scale remits. In the Croydon
project, we can take a more integrated
approach. Economics, mobility, the environ-
ment, social relationships are all very closely con-
nected. In China, for instance, we are designing
a model garden which focuses on the cycle of
water, nutrients and energy. If you can develop a

district in a city in a similar way - with production
and consumption closely linked together - this
creates very interesting correlations. 

What is the driving force behind your success
and how do you keep it in motion?

Voogt: A sharp concept in combination with
the makeability of the plan remains the core
quality of OKRA. We are driven by idealism to
develop our concepts on the basis of what we
want, and then we work out how we can realise
them. You need new visions to continue to
develop, but the real fun begins when the
project is completed and handed over.

How do you see the discipline of landscape
architecture changing?

Knuijt: Landscape architecture as a profession
has always been very object-oriented but is now
process-oriented. The discipline is now con-
nected with the place and the underlying land-
scape. Rapid developments and countless
sources of information make the identity of the
place more important than ever. By taking the
original situation and converting it into a revital-
isation of an area, we are able to add something
extra as landscape architects. 

What are your ambitions for the future?
Knuijt: We started fifteen years ago as a com-

pany working on the revitalisation of public
spaces. So that’s something we know how to do.
Now we want to work on the revitalisation of
cities.

Voogt: We want to work on the larger type of
project, one which allows us to show our
expertise from vision to realisation. At the very
top of our wish list is an opportunity to make a
large urban park and a cemetery.

What ideas have you still got up your sleeve?
Voogt: Designing landscape cities. There will

be a reassessment of the concepts of city and
landscape.

www.okra.nl
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Rapid developments and countless sources of information make the identity
of the place more important than ever



2 / 2009 ’ S C A P E 53

Afrikaanderpark
Rotterdam, the Netherlands, 2003-2005

the basis of their wishes, OKRA
sketched a masterplan that started
out from providing space. The idea
was to bring together cultural diver-
sity – umhampered and without indi-
vidual boundaries – through a func-
tional renovation.

The park’s new layout is an incen-
tive for a free and easy use. The cen-
tral area is a large, open green turf
where one may parade, stroll, play and
horse around. Activities like the
weekly market and sports and games
are concentrated on the asphalted
strips bordering this. The central
green is framed by a promenade,
planted with sizeable trees and fitted
with thick retaining walls of a
brownish orange. This forms the tran-
sition between the big central open-
ness on the one hand and the organ-
ized events on the other.

The promenade’s retaining walls

The Afrikaanderplein is an uncom-
monly large public realm in a multi-
cultural, underprivileged area of
Rotterdam. As alternative open spaces
were lacking, this was the only place
where the more than ninety different
cultures could gather within their own
district. However, intensive use and
individual activities that did not tally
with those of other user groups
resulted in a run-down site with huge
maintenance problems. With the
makeover of the 5.6-hectare square
within this true inner-city park, OKRA
has given the neighbourhood a new
dimension.

In order to define the renovation
programme more closely, one has fol-
lowed an interactive planning process.
Residents, interest groups and civil
servants began to participate early on
in the design process by doing work-
shops on themes like the park’s acces-
sibility, public nature and its use. On
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A free green and open park space offers possibilities for its use.

Commodious entrances are conducive to an interaction between the use of
the promenade and that of the park’s central area.



vention of vandalism and the coun-
tering of pollution. For the sake of
transparancy, the fencing consists of
strips. The fence gives the park a new
atmosphere, in which inside and out-
side acquire an almost magical
boundary. Also, there is a more varied
planting within the enclosure, with
possibly a higher level of mainte-
nance. Instead of  a green leftover
space within the city, the
Afrikaanderplein has become a usable
city park.
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Like in many European cities, the
water in the Belgian town of
Mechelen had been largely filled in.
Due to the European programme
‘Water in Historical City Centres’, this
has changed. Together with ’s-
Hertogenbosch, Ghent, Chester,
Limerick and Breda, the programme
afforded Mechelen with the opportu-
nity to restore water storage within
the town. Still, OKRA has given its
Mechelen commission an extra twist .

De Melaan 
Mechelen, Belgium, 2005-2006

The old quay walls have been redis-
covered and newly erected. The walls,
fitted with a broad natural stone edge
on top, now mark the border of the
stream. By introducing a difference in
height, however slight, it is now pos-
sible to experience the water. The high
and low quays are respectively a
through road and a promenade along
the water where one can parade, walk
the dog or play outside. Bridges of a
modern design connect the new quays
with the existing buildings.

The choice for black shiny granite
and cobblestones is the outcome of an
exploration into the effect of textures.
These materials ad an extra contrast
between light and dark, giving
expression to the designed spaces.
Due to the historical location one has
chosen a utility lighting with a warm
hue. The blue lamps under the abut-
ments of the bridges ad an extra
dimension to the lighting plan. This
striking light creates a very special
landscape at night. And, apart from
enhancing the atmosphere, it also
increases personal safety at night.
Thanks to this makeover, the Melaan
has – next to being a water storage –
attained an expressive function
within the historical inner city.

vary in width, providing various nooks
and crannies. It invites one to linger
there. At the same time, the prome-
nade forms a ‘grandstand’ for the
activities taking place on the ‘stage’ of
the communal central area. Paved
pathways cut across this great open-
ness. Due to a careful choice for either
a stony or a softer roadbed a limited
number of paths suffices. By lowering
the green turf in relation to the prom-
enade, this vast expanse within the
city is emphasized all the more.

Under the motto ‘safety in unity’
the park is enclosed by a fence. This
fencing marks the space and con-
tributes towards personal safety, pre-
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Apart from bringing back the water in
the town, they have simultaneously
introduced an attractive and everyday
living area with both high and low
quays. Once again, this public space
attracts people from the town as well
as its surroundings to sojourn in this
historical inner city.

By filling in the river Melaan, origi-
nally used for transport by water, as a
sewer and as a place for washing, the
logic in the city had disappeared over
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The park’s central area is suited to a free use. On the side of the park, the promenade is demarcated by a sitting edge with
planted borders.

The return of the water in the Melaan is marked by the
new bridges to the existing buildings.

The low quay forms a promenade along the water.

The lighting makes use of the fact
that it is reflected by the materials,
so that at night the public realm also
becomes a comfortable and safe
space.

The choice to close the park at night forms the basis for its improved maintenance.

the years. Where once the water used
to flow, a car park had been made. A
large number of the surrounding
buildings had their backs and blind
façades turned towards the street. So,
restoring the natural water course
also provided the opportunity of
seeking a new accessibility. What for-
merly was a place to leave your
vehicle has now become an attractive
pedestrian and cycling area, where
the car is only a guest.
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The Danish town of Holstebro used
to have its back turned to the river
Storaa. It was a situation in which
many backsides as well as the town’s
districts north and south of the river
were badly connected. Then OKRA
used the water as a natural feature
and transformed the existing car park
into a square with the proud front of a
riverside promenade and a large
public outdoor stage.

Bringing together Schul Landskabs-
arkitekter from Copenhagen and
Berlin lighting artist Asa Franken-
berg’s lighting design, an artistic elab-
oration was created for this 2.3-
hectare planning site. The present
square was sized-down and provided
with a strip of water and a lawn.
Along the relatively deeply situated
river, inclines were raised that enable
you to get from high to low without
difficulty. By placing the retaining
walls of the ramps also at a vertical
slant, the waterfront appears ‘softer’.
A new bridge has been provided with
‘twists’ and ‘dents’, and does not only
serve as a connective element, but

also as a sojourning space. In two
places, big wooden steps form real
‘grandstands’.

The lighting design gives the
square a theatrical effect. Besides the
lighting of the bridge and the stages,
various circles of light have also been
installed in the floor. The bottom of
the foyer is lighted by computer-con-
trolled waves of light. The dynamics of
this night landscape are unique in
OKRA’s portfolio. The building seems
to hover above the square.

The space has become a hybrid
between a park and a square, in which
greenery and stone are combined
effortlessly. Essential in the design is

Holstebro’s Storaa Stream
Holstebro, Denmark, 2007-2009

that the public realm is able to expand
and shrink according to how it is used.
The space’s dynamics are enhanced by
changeable elements. Mobile green
element on rails, still to be realized,
will form the wings of the outdoor
stage. The water on the pavement in
the theatre square is able to appear
and disappear, and thus contributes to
the public space’s ever-changing focal
point.

The view at night of the bridge to the theatre emphasizes the sculptural space.

The theatre square’s water floor with its sprays, facilitates the water’s temporary appearance and disappearance.

The bridge is a link, yet there is also room for informal seats.Along the Storaa, green wedges negotiate the difference in height up the incline’s walls.

The plan generates a sojourning area along the river and a theatre square with a green frame on the southside.

A proud front of a riverside promenade and a large public outdoor stage.
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The monstrous traffic artery of
Wellesley Road divides the centre of
the London borough of Croydon into
two parts. OKRA entered a closed
competition for coming up with a
solution for this. The firm saw it as a
challenge to turn it into a lively urban
space that connects instead of
divides. In collaboration with Urhahn
Urban Design, Peter Brett Associates,
Karakusevic Carson Architects as well
as Soundings, one arrived at a func-
tional, transportational and aesthetic
elaboration that proved to be a
winner.

Important here is the integrated
elaboration of the plan, the green
image and the diversity of liveable
spaces. Thus, Croydon will be provided
with a new green urban arterial road,
which can be easily crossed and is con-
nected with sojourning places that
have profuse planting.

The task of making Croydon to
Greater London’s third city, next to
Westminster and the City of London,

58 ’ S C A P E  2 / 2009

is a challenge in which public space
plays an important part. The borough
will have to acquire a better mix of
living, working and studying. And par-
ticularly it will all have to become
much greener.  The main thing is the
area’s transportational improvement.
In the plan, Wellesley Road’s on-going
artery is transformed into a boulevard
with new cross-connections for slow
traffic.

Along Wellesley Road, there are
public and semi-public ‘urban rooms’.
The public sojourning areas each
acquire a personal character, and are
there to sit in quietly or to enjoy the
water and greenery. The sites on the
private land to the northeast of
Wellesley Road are to be converted,
becoming small green spaces
branching off into the informal net-
works between the blocks.
Sustainability is another of the com-
mission’s priorities. The aspiration is
to push back the overall amount of
traffic and simultaneously improve
public transport. In many places stone

is being changed into greenery. Water
is being collected on the rooftops, and
whenever possible it is purified and
reused in Croydon itself.

This 20-hectare project’s execution
strategy has been planned in several
phases. Temporary projects of imme-
diate benefit to the present popula-
tion of 350,000, are launched as a
form of acupuncture. Also, the cross-
ings between the areas on both sides
of the present arterial road will be
realized as soon as possible. The jury
praised the Dutch-British team’s entry
for its convincing execution strategy
and the idea of the green avenue as
an integrating element, in which the
new sideway-crossings will be made
possible by introducing a radically dif-
ferent traffic system, giving priority to
both pedestrians and cyclists.

A Fragmented Orchard
Kirchberg, Luxemburg, 2008-2009

Here, OKRA’s winning design for a
competition is a daring plan on behalf
of the public space between the office
buildings within the Luxemburg bor-
ough of Kirchberg’s Grünewald area.
The designers wondered how to give
the fragmented neighbourhood an
identity of its own. By planting apple
and pear trees, OKRA is now
attempting to create a cohesion
between the scattered spaces and
buildings.

s the area lacks a clear programme,
OKRA has chosen to come up with a
programme of their own on behalf of
the urban orchard. The fragmented
layout of squares and passages will
thus acquire a coherence around the
theme of the edible city. Every little
orchard has a different atmosphere of
its own. But everywhere in this urban
orchard, citizens are invited to pick
the fruit. In this way, the public space
becomes something accepted and
nice.

The choice for the organic form lan-
guage of these orchards contrasts
with the present rigid development’s
austere grid, and creates a coherence
between the fragmented sections. In
doing so, the entrances to the build-
ings, car parks and routes are not
simply dimensioned in a functional
way. OKRA makes this counter-form
into a varied composition. By a
gradual change in the planting’s type
and density, there arises a link
between the higher, more commercial
part of Kirchberg and the city’s green,
southern part leading to the park
Klosengroendchen.

The pedestrian pathways form a
mesh of lines linking up different
parts of public space in a narrative
way. They have been laid out with
prefab concrete elements in various
modules which one designed oneself,
facilitating a free lineation.

The 2.8-hectare urban orchard

clearly distinguishes itself from other
places in the town, and is designated
by its users as ‘the place with the
apple and pear trees’. This formally
anonymous spot is now turning into a
significant public space with a strong
identity.

Regenerating Croydon
Londen, United Kingdom, 2009

The connective layer between the scattered blocks gradually changes downhill.

The public orchard defines Kirchberg’s new identity. Green places in between the blocks are for resting and lingering in.

The green strip in the middle of Wellesley Road facilitates recreational activities such as jogging and cycling.

THe overall design for
Croydon.
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1. The force of the volcano. The urbanized land-
scape is like a volcano which erupts time and again.
The flows of lava erase all tracks, creating a
palimpsest. There is danger and there is beauty. There
is more under the surface than meets the eye. And the
same holds true for society. What seems peaceful may
all of a sudden erupt due to tension in the social
structures. Our challenge is to revitalize and
strengthen present structures, to unravel the existing
field of force and to make possible the revitalization
of structures.

2. Interventions in the jungle, Machu Picchu. In the
various land art projects, it is the intervention’s
acupuncture that stirs the imagination. The tension
between human intervention interacting with the
dynamics and the force of nature becomes palpable.
Again, the landscape changes in a protracted process
– showing the forces of the vegetation, the wind or
the sea – and nature once more takes over the gash in
the raw landscape. In a poetic way, one can feel and
see this in ruins, meaningful relicts, like for instance
Machu Picchu. Human activity consists of cultivation,
development, flourishing, but decay is also an essen-
tial part of it.

3. Powaqqatsi. Recent documentaries on the threat
that human activity forms to the climate, like Jennifer
Baichwal’s Manufactured Landscapes, are of topical
interest. Interesting is also the more than twenty-
year old trilogy of which Powaqqatsi is a part. The
images of the old culture are sharply placed vis-à-vis
those of contemporary life. In doing so, Powaqqatsi
makes a powerful statement about the price of
progress.

4. Nazca. Water is our source of life. The spiralling
entrances to the old Nazca culture’s underground irri-
gation canals do not only lead to cool water for the
hot land, but also form a link with the rising moun-
tains of the Andes further on.

5. The gardens of Babylon. The garden as a place of
longing and a place of the urban oasis was in ancient
times represented by the gardens of Babylon. For a city
in the desert, water and lush greenery are a source of
life. This source seems to have been forgotten in the
contemporary urban landscape, but it will be back.
Climate changes and expanding urbanization require
innovative and sustainable solutions. This is the reason
why the garden of the 21st century will be more than
the idyllic spots in recent garden history. In the quest
for a new harmony between urbanization’s advancing
sprawl and what we have of nature, the key lies in the
reprogramming of the city and the curbing of the city
dweller’s ecological footprint.

6. Deleuze. The complexity of cities and their pluri-
formity of use can only be given dimension by recog-
nizing and embracing them. Deleuze’s line of thought
is interesting: every one has his own idea of reality,
depending on who, where and when one is. Within
public space, contingencies occur alongside of one
another and everyone creates his or her own experi-
ences and recollections. Life in the city moves like a
perpetual mobile machine, but always with small dif-
ferences.

Designing public space is therefore not a question of
imposing an unequivocal use, but of conjuring up com-
plexities and interlinking images in order to make
unexpected use possible or to evoke it. Thus space is
changed by people, gradually, hour by hour, day by day. 

7. Badouin. Baudoin’s social feeling crops up in many
stories, like in Abbé Pierre and in Vero, a tale telling of
the dead-end existence of youngsters in 
the French suburbs. Even though there are no walls
around them, they are nevertheless all in a prison.
Badouin’s drawings emanate a certain crudeness, but
particularly genuineness too. These sketches are an
epitome of the idea, telling the story in its purest form.

8. Antoine de St. Exupéry – The Little Prince. The
imaginative modern fairy tale which de St. Exupéry
wrote a year before his mysterious death in 1944 is
still very much alive. Like the existentialists, his work
harks back to the meaning of existence. All of his life
St. Exupéry was in search of the essence of being
human. In The Little Prince, the beholder of this quest
is endearing. The little prince still has a child’s lack of
inhibition and is able to perceive the imperceptible
in the visible. The fairy tale teaches us to set aside
our prejudices and to become better observers our-
selves, which is something that we as designers
cannot be aware of enough. A hat is not a hat, but a
boa constrictor in the process of digesting an ele-
phant. Just look and see: the field is not a meadow
full of cows, but a scene of battle between the
farmer and the city dweller who in his search for
diversion is alleviating his hunger for land. The fairy
tale teaches us sorrow over a delicate flower. In fact,
we all ought to be the little prince. Perhaps there is a
little prince in everyone of us, but we have forgotten
that this is so.

The inspirations of OKRA
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9. New York, the celebration of urban life. Every
year we travel with OKRA to some destination
abroad in order to draw inspiration from other cities.
In all its complexity, New York represents urban
vitality. Just before we were setting off for it, the city
was hit right in its soul on 9/11. Yet six months after
9/11, it appears to have picked up the pieces and life
has overcome destruction. Social networks and spa-
tial networks appear to be so powerful that, after
the catastrophe, the city is able to add a new layer to
its history.

10. Human interaction: the temporary interven-
tions.   Just like the rhythmic tide of the sea, there is
in the city a motion of ebb and flow on a human
scale. Human interaction results in changing spaces,
which is only possible if the space that has been
shaped is changeable. The urban beat requires a
rhythm both day and night, throughout the week
and throughout the year. Within this constellation,
temporary interventions play an essential part.

7.

1.

3.

10.
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