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Nirwana & Modernity 
 

After World War 1 the situation in the Netherlands was a situation 
of reconstruction. There was an urgent need for housing, especially for 
the less fortunate ones. The Dutch population was growing as a result of 
the increase of trust in this society and the landscape was urbanising. 
Ground prizes in the city were rising fast by this urban development. The 
new technologies of mechanisation and industrialisation were beginning 
to change society. This asked for architectural reactions. Duiker designed, 
along with Wiebenga, the Nirwanaflat and introduced the high-rise 
apartment building with a concrete skeleton in The Netherlands. What 
were the consequences of the introduction of this new building type, and 
can it be seen as a success in general, in terms of modernity and in terms 
of society? And what were the consequences of the restoration of this 
building in 1992 by Rainer Bullhorst? 

 
Duiker & ’Het Nieuwe Bouwen’ 
Johannes Duiker was one of the Dutch architects who wanted to use 

all the new technologies to bring more comfort and hygiene into housing 
for everyone. He was really fascinated by the work of Wiebenga in 
Groningen, the middle technical education centre. This got Duiker 
involved in  ‘Het nieuwe bouwen’, a style of architecture that was founded 
in Germany as ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’. This was a more political engaged part 
of CIAM. The Dutch avant-garde elite movement aimed on the 
modernisation of the society, breaking with tradition, truth in material 
and construction, emancipation and equal adjudication.1  In CIAM, this 
political part was directed by Ernst May in Frankfurt. He thought that 
upbringing and education were the basis for the new human. He was 
engaged with the social housing in Frankfurt and his published work 
‘Wohnung fur das existenzminimum’ is on the social needs as well as the 
spatial needs in housing.2 ‘Het nieuwe bouwen’ was involved in those 
issues as well. Other items on their agenda were transparency, space, 
light, air, functionality and this was exactly what Duiker was into. He 
joined a group of architects who were into the hygiene issue as well. ‘De 
8 en Opbouw’ was merely about efficiency, functionality and needs of 
society. This group was a counterpart of ‘De Stijl’, who aimed for more 
rational, universal solutions. Unlike most avant-garde movements such as 
DADA, ‘De 8 en opbouw’ was not deconstructive, there was no wish for 
tabula rasa.3 This group was more a constructive group then, since they 
wanted to deal with the real society of that day.  
Duiker was extremely fascinated by all new materials and installations 
that could give more comfort. The reinforced concrete skeleton was a new 
construction method that had a lot of advantages in terms of the 
objectives of the architect who were involved in ‘Het Nieuwe Bouwen’ and 
‘De 8 en opbouw’ as well.  
 
 
1. Heynen, H, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, MIT Press, p 26-29 
2. May, E, Die Wohnung für das existenxzminimum, CIAM, 1929, p 6 
3. Heynenm H, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, MIT Press. Translated in Dutch, Architectuur en 
de kritiek van de moderniteit, 2001 SUN publishers p 60 
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Cooperation 
Wiebenga was an architect who specialized in the then new 

constructive system of reinforced concrete. After Wiebenga returned from 
the United States, where he studied the American apartment buildings, 
Wiebenga told his good study friend Johannes Duiker full enthusiasm 
about his findings. Duiker was interested of course, and they decided to 
cooperate in a project. Both fascinations were to be combined in a plan 
for the first high-rise apartment buildings in The Netherlands, which had 
to improve living quality for the dwellers. For the Dutch this was a new 
building type. Their plan was not utopian; it was to be built in the 
contemporary society. It was a real life experiment to research the 
possibilities for this kind of housing. Was this a logical reaction to the 
industrialisation? Did the two architects saw it as a solution in 
architecture in the developing society? Ernst May speaks on this as a goal 
of his magazine Das Neue Frankfurt. 

 
Human willpower alone will never bring about a new development. Deliberate 

measures however, can smooth the way and accelerate the tempo. This is the aim of the 
monthly magazine Das Neue Frankfurt. The point of departure is the design of the organism 
of the metropolis with particular reference to its economical foundations. But the magazine 
will widen its coverage to include every domain that is relevant to the designing of a new 
unified metropolitan culture.4 

 
This cooperation was to combine Wiebenga’s fascination for high-

rise apartment building constructions with Duiker’s aim to increase 
comfort for everyone combined with the development of ground prices 
and the urbanisation of the landscape. 

                                                                                                              
  
Advantages High-rise & concrete skeleton 
The apartment building in general had several advantages in 

contrast to the established four story single-family houses. These were 
attractive for these engineers because it could mean lower building costs 
and that is interesting for the lower incomes especially. But also in terms 
of ‘De 8 en opbouw’ the apartment building, constructed of a concrete 
skeleton, had several advantages. To start with the economical 
advantages: The roof surface is smaller; there are less columns and 
foundation piles needed; a smaller amount of ground preparing activities, 
less pipes, ducts and cables; less masonry; less concrete and less 
staircases. All these reductions of costs should end up in reducing the 
total costs of the single-family house. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Hirdina, ed., Neues Bauen, neues Gesstalten, p 68-71 
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 The construction method of the reinforced concrete skeleton could 

provide the dwellings with light,  air, transparency and all the other 
objectives of Duiker. Facades did not have to be load bearing anymore so 
more glass could be used. The use of cantilevers in these buildings could 
decrease the use of columns even further. The concrete floors enlarged 
fire safety and hygiene, and decreased rumour from neighbours and 
outside. The High-rise buildings gave much space to the environment of 
the buildings, without decreasing the average amount of houses. These 
spaces were used for leisure and other services. More leisure, more space 
for the children to play, is that not comfort? 
The development of mechanisation and industrialisation were to increase 
comfort in housing without the need for expensive servants. Installations 
as toilets showers, hot water, washing machines, vacuum clean 
installations, ventilation and so on and so on were very ingenious 
inventions applied to these buildings. Communal services such as a 
kitchen, a washing chamber, restaurant, garbage collection area and 
bicycle storage space would enlarge the comfort and hygiene for a 
relative small investment per dwelling. All this should deliver a higher 
quality of living for all, with lower costs.5 
Dwelling was a big issue on the agenda of ‘De 8 en opbouw’. The 
Amsterdam houses were criticized quite al lot. In terms of de 8 this was 
not dwelling but camping. 
 
…….and in all the houses there are people living, you might think as an innocent visitor. But 
then you are mistaking. In all those houses indeed there are people staying, in all those 
houses people try to live, but there is none dwelling going on at all………….6 
 
In this and other articles the poor conditions of houses are discussed, and 
used as propaganda for their objectives in dwelling. The new way of 
building and architecture should provide this.  
 This high-rise project cannot be dwelling in terms of Heidegger. His 
philosophy in dwelling is that dwelling is only possible if a house is with 
respect to heaven, earth, mortals and immortals. 
 
What is the state of dwelling in our precarious age? On all sides we hear talk about the 
housing shortage, and with good reason… However hard and bitter, however hampering and 
threatening the lack of houses remains, the real plight of dwelling does not merely lie in the 
lack of houses…….The real plight lies in this, that mortals ever search anew for the nature of 
dwelling, that they must ever learn to dwell.7 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Duiker, J, Hoogbouw, 1930, reprint 1981 
6. Merkelbach, B, Wonen, article in ‘De 8 en opbouw’, No. 1, 1932, p 1-5 
7. Heidegger, Building, dwelling thinking, p 160, translated from: Heidegger, Bauen, wuhnen, denken, in: 
Heynen, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, p 16 
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Duiker and his friends see the new way of dwelling as the way to 
create and house the new human being. The new way of construction, the 
glass facades, the building services, all should make life contemporary 
and useful. Cacciari has some other thought on the use of glass however. 
He mentions it in terms of Mies van der Rohe. 
 

 Glass is the concrete negation of dwelling….. From the 1920-1921 project for a glass 
skyscraper in Berlin…..up to the Seagram building in New York, one can trace this constant 
in Mies’s work: A supreme indifference to dwelling, expressed in neutral signs…..The 
language of absence here testifies to the absence of dwelling.8 

 
This dematerialisation was used by advocates of this architectural 

style as a way to create the new human being. Giedion, art historic, critic 
and founder of CIAM, used the term ‘durchdringing’ as an explanation for 
the use of glass. He published several items in ‘De 8 en opbouw’ as well. 
This durchdringung could not just be applied in dwellings. 

 
This absolute experience, which was formerly unknown, cannot just be applied to 

dwellings. However this principle is enclosed in every design of the new way of building: 
there is only one big inseparable space, in which proportions and penetration are ruling, 
instead of rigid borders.9  

 
All this was engaged in the Nirwana project as well. The freedom was 

enlarged by the fact that this was a high0rise building. It contributed to 
less noise, more durchdringung of air and light, and more public space. 
The original 5 building plan as a whole can be seen as a fabric in which 
construction and air are interwoven. A perfect durchdringung in 1925, 
that might have influenced Giedion in his book Bauen in Frankreich; 
Eisen, Eisenbeton if this project was a French one.    
  
 

The plan & building process. 
Their plan consisted of five transparent apartment buildings placed 

in a way that maximizes comfort. Each building was 60 meters high. 
Influenced by ‘Ville Radieuse’ of Le Corbusier and ‘Ville Tours’ of Auguste 
Perret10, the plan was to be more realistic, it had to be built in the 
existing environment and in the current social system. The challenge to 
get it built was great; there were quite some complications though…. 

As soon as their ‘ideal plan’ was finished, both architects went 
looking for a proper location for the plan. This gave mayor complications. 
All cities did not have space for a project this big. Finally a building area 
was found in The Hague.  
 
 
 
 
8. Cacciari, Eupalinos or architecture, p 115, in: Heynen, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, MIT 
Press, p 20 
9. Giedion, Bauen in Frankreich, 1928, p 8, in: Heynenm H, Architectuur en de kritiek van de moderniteit, 
2001 SUN publishers p 48 
10. . Duiker, J, Hoogbouw, 1930, reprint 1981 
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Dutch building regulations did not allow buildings that high. Was the 
government not ready for this development or was Duiker a pioneer? The 
technical possibilities were there, so Duiker and Wiebenga wanted to 
experiment with it. Local governments were pushed to adjust the 
regulations, but bureaucracy avoided it from happening. So the building 
went to 25 meters.   

In the meantime, the building area was contracted to another, less 
experimental architect, so Duiker had to find a location again. A location 
was found in The Hague, were the five buildings would be built. Because 
Duiker and Wiebenga initiated this project themselves, they had to search 
for buyers and investors themselves as well. This turned out to be 
another problem. The investors were found after some time. But there 
was not much interest in the apartment building and buyers stayed away 
very long. Rainer Bullhorst in an interview: 

 
 ”This was not what peoples houses should look like, nobody wanted this clean building 
without masonry and small windows!” 11 
 
H.P. Berlage states in 1932 that the workingman could not identify with 
this ‘Nieuwe zakenlijkheid’ because this tendency can be seen as the end 
of all emotional elements in buildings. The working class wants the old, 
traditional, individual romanticism back.12 

 
Fortunately, there were some buyers after all, and construction of 

the first building started. The plan decreased from five to three towers. In 
the plan was spoken of a certain flexibility of the inner walls, in reality 
this turned out to be a drama. The ideal plan changed time after time, 
with buyers having much influence on this. Duiker was too focussed on 
getting the work built and adjusted the plans every time. Wiebenga was 
not amused and he quit the project, leaving Duiker alone. In a letter from 
Duiker to Wiebenga, Duiker was claiming Wiebenga for complaining about 
too many changes for too small payments. Duiker gives an aggressive 
reaction, resulting in Ms. Wiebenga writing ‘end of this story’ onto the 
envelope, so Wiebenga was quitting the project. So Rainer Bullhorst told 
in an interview.13 

 
Glass inner walls disappeared, most large balconies disappeared, so 

most of the characteristic items were to be cancelled. During the 
construction of the first tower, Duiker still had confidence that the other 
two were going to be built as well. So the balcony connecting this building 
to another was constructed. When the first of the towers was finished, the 
other two were to be cancelled as well. The construction turned out to be 
quite difficult as well. In the  
construction period one contractor collapsed by the lack of knowledge of 
the construction in reinforced concrete, the amount of changes and the 
experimental design. 
 
11. Rainer Bullhorst in an interview on 1st November 2007, The Hague 
12. Berlage H.P, Dr. Berlage en de nieuwe zakenlijkheid, in: De 8 en opbouw No. 5 1932 
13. Rainer Bullhorst in an interview on 1st November 2007, The Hague 
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The Nirwanaflat was finished in 1926 was an incredible monument 
of experiment for that time. The 8-story building had a concrete structure 
of beams and columns, large glass facades, balconies, al lot of personal 
comfort installations, large public spaces around it and central services. 

The name Nirwana is a Buddhist term that refers to the highest 
state of mind one can achieve. And this is probably what the designers 
wanted to achieve with this project. The highest state of living stands out 
in light, air, space, transparency, hygiene and functionality.  

It integrates almost all issues of the new way of building. The parts 
where this is not the case are the symmetrical facades and the fact that 
the building is not really floating above the ground in a way that Gropius’ 
Bauhaus (1926)14 does. With this said it must be considered remarkable 
that this very project is never really recognized as a masterpiece of het 
nieuwe bouwen.    

In Das Neue Frankfurt there is spoken about dwelling in its 
essence; authentic, minimal and pure. The Nirwana project is not 
authentic in those terms, considering the amount of services that make 
life easier. So Duiker was not that social engaged. The apartments are 
not very small and were not cheap as a result of all these services. So the 
existenzminimum is not something Duiker was aiming for in this project.15  

Neither can there be spoken of Loos’ individualized dwelling, in 
which there is a strong separation between interior and exterior. The 
difference between family life and outside life is nowhere to be fond in 
Duikers project.16 

Walter Benjamin however considers the radical openness and 
transparency as characteristic elements for this new form of society. This 
is more what Duiker thinks, but the architects in ‘De 8 en opbouw’ are not 
being that philosophical about it.     
 

Consequences 
The Nirwanaflat cannot be considered as a big success. The whole 

Dutch society was not flabbergasted by the appearance of a high-rise 
apartment building. Of course it did create a conversation between critics 
of this new building style. This particular building had some consequences 
as well. It took until 1960 to convince the governments to change the 
building regulations in terms of building heights. The Nirwanaflat, along 
with other high-rise projects and plans in this period had influence to this. 
Architects of the modern movement pushed society forward. In ‘De 8 en 
opbouw’, the magazine of this group, is stated more than once that 
houses’ architecture was behind on revolution for like 50 years and that 
society was screaming for answers for this new way of living in modern 
society.17 
 
 
 

 
14. Gropius W, Bauhaus, Dessau, 1926, in: Heynen, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, p 39 
15. May, E, Die Wohnung für das existenxzminimum, CIAM, 1929, p 6, in: Heynen, Architecture and 
modernity, a critique, 1999, p 43-71 
16. Loos, A, in Heynen, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 1999, p 75-95  
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But in the meantime, so appears, it is the society who is slowing 
down this development of new ways of dwelling. So the Dutch 
governments were not ready for these changes in architecture. Did it take 
until 1960 to get ready for high-rise buildings then? The trouble Duiker 
had selling the apartments show that the people were not ready as well. 
By this Duiker is recognizable as an avant-gardist pur sang. He wanted to 
make a change in The Netherlands, as did a whole group of architects in 
this country. The change to a more hygienic and comfortable environment 
was to be pushed by experimental building projects such as the Nirwana 
project.    
 

After about 60 years of use the building was in a terrible condition. 
It was time for a serious restoration. Architect Rainer Bullhorst was 
leading this whole operation, which finished in 1992. The restoration 
mainly consisted of a total reconstruction of all elevations. Obtaining 
contemporary levels of thermal and sound insulation was the main issue. 
The amount of traffic had increased over the years, and so did the noise 
of this traffic. The concrete was insulated with 40 mm of insulation, which 
was plastered in a colour afterwards. The glass was replaces by double 
layered gas-filled sound insulating panes, placed in new framing. Natural 
ventilation was introduced as well, since the restoration had to be done 
according to the then current building regulations. The glass panes were 
placed with an offset of 40 mm to the old ones as well, so the exterior 
picture would be kept identical from the original.18 

Indoor there were some problems to be solved as well. ‘One day, a 
piece of a floor collapsed and came tumbling down. The concrete was 
very bad reinforced locally and this was to be reconstructed in a more 
safe way. Vibrations of the construction work probably caused the floor to 
collapse.’ Problems like these are not to blame by the fact that in this 
time buildings were not built for eternity, as mayor avant-gardists Santa 
‘Elia and Marinetti say in 1914 already. 

 
We have lost the sense of the monumental, of the heavy, of the static; we have enriched our 
sensibility by a taste of the light, the practical, the ephemeral and the swift…. An architecture 
so conceived cannot give birth to any three-dimensional or linear habit, because the 
fundamental characteristics of Futurist Architecture will be obsolescence and transience. 
Houses will last less long than we. Each generation will have to build its own city. 19 

 
 
The problems with the concrete can however be blamed by the 

experimental character of this project. There was not much Knowledge of 
constructing in concrete in general, and certainly not in dwellings.  

 
 
 

 
 
17. De 8 en opbouw, 1933  for example No. 9 p 83-87  
18. Bullhorst R, Duiker in Den Haag, 1999, p 64-79 
19. Sant ‘Elia & Marinetti, Futurist Architecture, 1914, in: Heynen, Architecture and modernity, a critique, 
1999, p 36 
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Interesting is that almost all literature on this new way of building 

are published after the construction of the Nirwana apartment building. 
Despite that in the project issues such as durchdringung can easily be 
recognized. Duikers book ‘Hoogbouw’ (1930) was mostly written in the 
years that the project was taking place. In this sense he cannot be seen 
as just another architect from the ‘Het nieuwe bouwen’ period. He was a 
pioneer in his time and country. At the end of the day we could say that 
the level of experimentality of this very building project is not recognized 
enough by critics and historians.  
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