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H you dont know what Julien De Smedt looks ke, t's very difficult to spot him in his studio. host
architects can be distinguished from thesr infantry because they're the anly ona n the office who
thair Trainers with 8 Sman suil, hides behind a sacrefary’s antechamber or Simply exwedes
a certaln mportance. De Smedt, however, bor afl | can tell, might a5 W e ona of his own intems
Wearing black jeans and @ trendy maitary cap, ha blends in parfectly, U 1l ke sfans o talk, that is
We're in his studio in an obd rear building in a workers districl of Copenhagen. Run-down houses and
Turkish shaps ame interspersed with the odd hip bar! it's one of thoss areas that tesiar lashionabhy
on the brink of gentrification De Smadt beckons me ino his office on thae first floor, 8 space divided
s siafl of 35 work, by & screan of yelow plastic faps. Ho's jof

tagged in a hyperactive way, I've just returned from Brazil,” he explains. °| was thene for a B2B-forem,
amganisad by some companies who had iwited a hand-picked bunch of internaticnal architacts... I

this computer around 1o you, 50 | can show you some of our new work. Wa're just updaling the
wabsite with 15 niw proescts.’ He's an sffickant chap. | in tha fiegt two minutes of our interview, he
has aleady established that he balongs 1o architecture’s jol sel, knows Business-speak and has ots
of commisskong

off fram the opon-plan studio whm his

S0 much, 50 young, Bom in Brussels in 1975 D Seraid died anshitectuses al diffarent Europaan

urversities and contends that ‘as an architect, you should study cities rather than schools’. Among
his teachers was Elia Zenghess, co-foundor and ax-partner al OMMA, who got him his first job a1 OlA
while he was stll a student. After @ year he continued his studies, but returned 1o Rottesdan soon
as ha had finished them, allegedly summonad by His Remness in person. That's when he me? Bjarke

Ingeis, who also worked for Koolhaas, In 2000, the pair decided to leme OMA and opan thair gem
office i Brussss, alt thery didn™t hove @& singlé commissen on the Books Shorlly aferwards,
waved to Bjarke's homa lown of Copenhagen. Logend has i that they wantad to take & broak
from architeciure and make a mavie in the city of DogmA, hence the choice of office name, Phol. YWih
De Smedt and Ingels hanging arcund waiting for funding, they casually entered a fow architectural
compeatiions and won them all. And suddenty the company name took on another twist. ¥Within no
lima, Plot became the new shooting star on what was then the rather dull firmament of contemporany
DO re. In a country whare the mediocrity of most curment bullting projects was borng
gven thidr architects o tears. Plot made an immediate impact. De Smedt and Ingels Sered up a tangy
architectural cockiall, conamsting of two parts playtulnd ong par naivety, one par pragmatics and
mong than a good pinch of OMA-approach, As soon as its Tirst bulldings were finished international
magazines jumped on them. ‘Every tima Plot opens its front door, 8 dozen Japanese architecture siu-
dents fall inside, waniing to do an internship,' a Dansh friend once told me, In architecture land, that's
wihan you know that you'ne the dernéar cri
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Five years later thowgh the plol unravellad and came 1o an abrupt eénd. In sarly 2006, Bjarke and Julien
split up. “Vou can ses it &5 & S-year project,’ De Smedt tries 1o explain dipiomatically. Thede was noth-
ing dramatic about It It was |ust necessary for both of us. Of course we're alill on speaking terms.”
hen pushed a bit e doss admit: "Bjarke is now finishing a lot of designs which | staried. | duin't geat

the really hot potatoes, because I'm not Danish. Most of them waene green 10 Bjarke's new office BIG
| don’t want 1o waste my energy on thinking abowt that, though.” Fair enough, so lal's think atsout the
abwious influence of OMA on JDS, a8 De Smedt's new firm |5 called, Luckdy, ha's not insulted by this
observation, '‘Bud | hope thal thira's mans old than now OMA I my weork. Be new projecis [ack some
qualities which the odd cnes had, You 500, a projod likg @ computer gama: thera's tha kevel of ren-
daring and there's tha fluidity. The balance betwean the two has to be right.” Computer gaume-anal
ogies aside, De Smedt dossn't appear hall as playtul as his archilecture, It could be the @ lag. but
during our convarsation he ghes the impression of someone who takes himsalf and his work rather
senousty. But maybe that's what it takes il you want to franscend flavour of the month status. And o
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ing projects around. According to De Smed?, the recipe for success is shaping nstead of styling. “A lot
of Danish grehitectun s styled, Instead of thinking about shapes, they clad the walls with marbila, | re-
ally wouldn't want a project to become boring just because then hias o be marbla in 0.

WM was Plol's first comenission, but it's also among Bjarke's and Julien’s last joint progects to be fin-
tshed, And ke in any decent divorce case, them ans bones of contenton. Mext to VW, its Mountain
Dwellings are currently under construction, a hill-shaped stack of housing cubes, the reols of which
form a terrace landscape. “The project credits ane a case for the lawyers,” De Smadt says, but refuses
to comment further, He niso doesn't really feel Bke explaining why terrace landscapes keap re-ap-
paaring in his architecture. ‘| like simphe things. And a rool terrace is nice, there’s no distussion about
that.’ ‘What be does feel happy 1alking about is tho impression that hig mcant g to Brazil made on
him. “A lot ol modemity happaned there. You know, European modemnism is a sad story bacausa i
was all about re-building countmes destroyed by war, Brazil was about building somathing new, Creat-
ing uiopia.* He's undeniably got a point there, alihough it might ba a bit over-samplified,

This milx of wit and precociousness seams to be charscienstic of De Smedt, and it can also be falt in
the projocts JDS is currently waorking on, of which B0 per cent are outsste Denmark. "We have several
projects in the Chinese city of Shenzhen in tha pipeling,’ he says. "We'ne designeng a 220-slorey mix
s I (housing/'commarncialipublic/offices) with a park on lop and elevators circling around It 1's
actually not o building, but & vertical urban plan = an architect’s wet dream. This [s my idea of what
things should be ik when they gt this insane.” In addition, these an plans 10 inbroduce Somme Moun-

tain-shaped dwellings inlo the rapidly growing city, which lies on originally hilly, aridiciaiy llattened
fterrain. “We wanit to bring back natwe in the form of bulldings,’ De Smedt explains, “Who says that
uddings have o be boxes?" And as i that wasn't enowgh, there are also plans for a shopgpeng mall in
the shape of a terraced hill, *it's Guggenhesm on LSD. One access routn Bads via the teraces on the
oulskde, an atternative route is inside.’ Opan-air luxury shopping in a subtropbcal climate? Doesn that
sound a ba implowsible? De Smedt semply dismissas my obdection with a shrig, and siddeanly | feal
ke an uther killjoy, Ohkay, bd's approach this ditherenhy: does he sengusly balleve that all this will b
Built? "Oh. ol cowrse it's China, 50 you naver know. Bufl to bo honest, | don't care 85 much, | got paid
up-fromt.’

AL the end of our conversation, Dw Smadt takes a Ble skatch af the Wi-
hoirses which he soribbled onto a notepad wiith a ballpoint pen whila -
talking, provides it with a JODE office stamp and hands it 1o me I'm e, L
slightly bewilderad, la ha more awane of the inonic side of hes emeng ST
ing starmrchitect status than | thought T Maybe, But the simple answer B
i fal Fhe DY souvens iz a business card, and even this networking
topd is serious in s playfulness. #
www. [dearchitecis. com
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