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PM This issue of Cite started by posing a very ambitious question:  
What does it mean to be of our own time? We decided that issues of  
contemporariness were something that we didn’t want to define, 
but rather we wanted others to describe what in their work can be 
defined as contemporary and if this concept had driven the way 
they work in any sort of way. The issue of “being of our own time” 
appeals to us because we understand how contemporariness is 
never a fixed category. Categories such as the past, present, or future 
are, we realize, not empty ones. We are, after all, living in a past 
future. So it is more about how issues of the past are still embedded 
in our present and how we are still reacting to them. In your view, 
how do these reflections manifest in your practice? In what ways 
do issues of the past and the future frame the way you operate?

JK The idea of contemporariness or the idea of being of the 
moment is much more heightened today than it ever was because 
of the immediacy of all the media that allows us to interact with the  
 “now.” The idea of “now” is a phenomenon that affects every part 
of our lives.
 It also gives us a kind of amnesia. I see it with my students; their 
relationship to history is very different because we live much more 
in the present today. To a certain degree, the relationship with the 
future is also quite different because of this. And for architects, 
this gets at the core of how we are trained, which has always been 
about bridging between the past and the future. Everything we do 
is about building up the knowledge of the discipline and moving 
that forward because at the same time, we project into the future.
 Because it takes so long to build a project—years can pass between 
initial idea and final completion—there is an inevitable distance  
between the time in which the first idea was conceived and its 
ultimate resolution. And if you add to that concerns related to the 
building’s durability, we are also planning for things that are often  
unpredictable and might arrive far into the future. In that sense, 
our profession is by nature very much about this bridging  
of times. 
 There are aspects of this at play in our work as Karamuk Kuo. 
When designing, we always strive to think about how a building 
could last over time. We hope that ten or twenty years later, people 
will look at our buildings and not think that they are dated or that 
they are obsolete. Our work shouldn’t look like we put a timestamp 
onto it, even though to a certain degree that is unavoidable. There 
are influences and styles that come and go. But the works that we 
are most inspired by and that we enjoy visiting and spending time 
in are those that are not burdened by a trace of their time. In that 
sense, our approach is also not so much stylistic—because that 
is where you tend to fall into the trap of contemporariness—but 

rather more from how we inhabit space and what that means in 
terms of the experiences created.

PM You mentioned this idea of reaching a sort of timeless 
condition. How do you know when you’ve reached it? Further,  
how is timelessness approached in your work? How would  
you characterize it?

JK It has to do with how we approach a project in general. I mean, 
we try to start with the most essential elements of architecture. 
 It’s not necessarily minimalism in the sense that it’s not that 
we’re trying to be completely austere in the way that we conceive 
of the building or the spaces. It’s more like an economy of means: 
What are the elements at our disposal, in terms of design strategy? 
How can those aspects of the building form its experience? I’m 
talking more about elements like structure or things that may, in 
the beginning, seem banal. For example, how we service a building, 
the HVAC system, etc. We also consider things like the program, 
but I am mostly referring to those hidden elements that in the 
end will remain part of the functionality of the building and that 
were previously sidelined as solutions after design. 
 This dismissal of the ordinary is something that frustrated us as 
young architects. We started our practice during the exuberance 
of the late 90s, and early 2000s when Dubai and China were the 
testing grounds of flamboyant designs. You could say that there 
was an idea about style informing the way those buildings were 
designed but not enough attention was placed in caring for the 
things I mentioned before, which later became additional costs. 
Of course, these were not just financial costs but also occupational 
costs as a consequence of how those spaces were built and used. 
This context led us to reflecting on what it means to build more 
consciously. Today, in the face of pressing ecological questions, 
it’s not just about using green materials or slapping on some solar 
panels and calling it a day. Instead, we ought to understand how 
we should approach design at a more fundamental level. How do 
we create something that lasts and that remains relevant to the 
people using it? This also led us into questioning the frivolous use 
of materials or the use of materials and techniques that essentially 
take on more resources than is necessary. If a building needs struc-
ture to stand, why not use the structure as a means of conceiving 
the spaces themselves and using that as the conceptual basis  
of a project? Why must we clad the structure? These were the 
kind of explorations that we were doing at the beginning. And, 
of course, this way of thinking continues to evolve in the work 
that we do right now.

PM I’ve always found your work and your approach to design 
to contain a way of fighting the system from within. There’s never 
just the need to satisfy a brief, but there’s a constant exploration 
into how far you can push the limits imposed onto the practice of 
building. You understand that architecture is regulated by a set of 
conventions, rules, and standards that are foundational and at the 
core of professional practice. However limiting these can become, 
you always find a way of using things that we would typically see as 
restrictions in your favor. You set your agenda. Would you describe 
your work in this way? And if so, what are your allegiances?

JK Yes. That’s a great way to put it. We operate in a much larger 
context that often puts conflicting demands on a project. We can 
be overwhelmed by codes and regulations or we can be creative 
in maneuvering through them. This is not to say that we break the 
law but that we try to dig deeper to find the loophole that allows 
us to abide by it while achieving our own agenda. I think it’s also 
important that we always question the conventions that we take 
for granted. Some of these are cultural constructs that may not 
hold true anymore.
 We attempt to rethink things on fundamental levels: in terms 
of relationships of spaces, ways in which people use space, and 
the subtle architectural cues that highlight or alter daily habits. 
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became a vicious cycle. It pushed both sides further and further 
apart. Each side essentially rejected the other by saying, “We’re 
better this way because we get to build,” or “We’re better that way 
because we rethink what you build.” In the end, nobody’s talking 
to one another. But in reality, we need both sides to advance the 
profession. Architecture in the boudoir doesn’t serve us very well 
if it can’t be translated into practice.
 When I moved to Europe, part of that decision was about 
having the opportunity to experiment and question things through 
starting our own practice. I strongly believe that most of the work 
that can be done to question or change the way we do things has 
to happen within the system. Of course, some people will be the 
revolutionaries doing the flag waving in the front end of things, 
and we need them to do that, but that’s not going to affect the big 
picture with any immediacy. We rarely have the opportunity to do 
completely revolutionary things. We can look at all the utopian 
propositions that have been made and remark upon how little 
they have shifted the real world of architecture. 
 My approach to teaching changed a lot after our first built 
project. Many of the questions that I bring into the studio are 
generated from practice, and many of them have to do with finding 
a way out of the polarization between practice and academia so 
that we can have productive discussions again. We’re rethinking 
how we would like to communicate with and teach our students 
who are the next generation and the values that we want to instill.
 I’m not sure whether it comes from one particular way of 
working, or rather more about the questions that we ask. There is 
a bit of a missed opportunity in terms of how we frame projects 
and the types of projects that we assign to students. 
 One of the reasons behind the publication of my first book 
A-Typical Plan was my frustration with the attitudes towards the 
office building. It’s a typology that essentially takes up a huge 
part of our cities and our daily lives, but one that designers have 
avoided dealing with in the past decades. We had left their fate to 
corporate offices or the market economy. Sometimes my way of 
changing things has to do with simple things like not assigning 
museums as studio projects. Only one percent of architects get to 
design a museum! Of course, we would all love to do museums, but 
we need to broaden our engagement to issues that shape our cities 
on more fundamental levels. In the US this is now also changing. 
In the last five years, I have seen that a lot of issues that used to be 
put to the side when I was a student—housing or office buildings, 
for example—are now being addressed.
 We should be making students excited about projects that have 
to do with how we live in a city. How do we live or work together? 
What does it mean in terms of typologies that contribute to our 
collective social condition? I remember that when I was a stud- 
ent people would dread taking a housing studio because they 
thought it was beneath them. Someone might have remarked,  
 “Why do we need to do that? Why can’t we just do fun things like 
museums and spas?” 
 That conception of architecture had a lot to do with the gener-
ation of starchitects who were role models but whose projects  
were inaccessible to 90% of working architects. To a certain  
extent, I believe that it is our responsibility to change that mind- 
set. We need to recognize the ordinary as something meaningful 
and exciting.

PM For the project that is closest to a museum in your work, the  
Archeological Center at Augusta Raurica, you take a very ordinary 
problem—a steel structure—and you make a project out of it. An  
exuberant aesthetic or formal expression doesn’t seem to be  
motivating the project, but rather the reinterpretation of a banal  
and ordinary structural system. By working on sometimes 
disregarded typologies, you invite us to read them differently, 
to find the potential in that which is deemed ordinary. Can you  
speak a little bit about that?

Lausanne is about bringing together four different public and 
private organizations that have overlaps in terms of the things 
they do and their research but that are completely independent 
of each other. At one point, some of the users were resistant to the 
idea of sharing spaces with somebody else because they were so 
used to having their own environment. And now, after the building 
was built, they are all convinced, excited, and understanding of 
the potentials implicit in the spaces created for a building like 
this. They understood that it is about community and collective 
identity while simultaneously providing privacy. The spatial orga-
nization created opportunities to run into others by chance, to 
not have to make an appointment or cross the city for a meeting. 
It enhanced the potential for joint projects and collaborations, for 
casual encounters. For an institution such as this one, to interact 
in these informal levels changed how they saw themselves within 
the larger scope of their discipline, which is sport sciences. 
 Situations like these, in which people interact in unexpected 
ways, are often taken for granted. Because very often institutions 
measure space through specific functions and by what people are 
used to. Often there are all these regulations determining how they 
are structured and governed. Getting them to change when they 
don’t know anything else depends on having the right leadership 
with the right vision. But if you understand the basis of those habits 
and structures, you can perhaps introduce something into them 
that changes the equation. And people start to act differently, too. 
They start to open up more and to relate to each other more. In a 
way, the larger ambitions that we have in our work are also about 
contributing to the idea that we are part of a collective society.

PM While preparing for this interview, I read a piece in The 
Architectural Review by Jessica Bridger which stated that one of  
your projects is successful because of “how well it serves its users, 
how carefully it anticipates needs and desires.” Based on your 
comments on the attention given to daily habits, places of encounter, 
places for community-making or community recognition, I cannot 
help but agree with that statement. This observation renders  
visible something that we all know is at the core of what architec-
ture does—or of what it should be doing but that we, more often 
than not, can lose sight of. Having this sort of collective forget-
fulness as our backdrop, I’m curious to know what your thoughts 
are on the state of discourse in academia? I see, for example  
that during architectural reviews, we seem to focus on grand  
narratives or complex theoretical statements rather than on  
aspects of everyday life. It has always amazed me how little  
we talk about the actual drawings that students produce. 
Having a non-American educational background, I have come  
to notice these differences between Europe and the United States. 
You have experienced both too.

JK I do think that there is a big difference between architec-
tural education in Europe and in the US. To be honest, both sides 
are useful because both aspects—the conceptual and the prag-
matic—are necessary. There is beauty in questioning things at 
more fundamental levels and the need to rethink our approach 
when dealing with grand narratives—and the courage to do that. 
The same can be said of a more practice-oriented approach. 
 In the US, the trajectory of the profession changed radically. It 
used to be much closer to what it was in Europe. But things changed 
dramatically because of the deregulation of the profession in the 
seventies. That deregulation essentially forced a kind of bifurcation 
of our profession, as people with smaller offices or medium-sized 
offices could no longer afford to compete for projects because  
they were being outbid—or underbid, actually—by large com- 
panies that could afford to reduce their fees. This condition 
favored large corporate practices producing work that was more 
service-oriented than design-oriented. So people who were 
design-oriented were pushed into academia because that was 
the only way they could survive. This polarization, over the years, 
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JK When we started that project, we didn’t think about it as a 
building. We thought of it as a system that was meant to house not 
only the researchers and archaeologists, but also their huge collec-
tion of objects—nearly 1.7 or 1.8 million artifacts! All those things 
had to be easily accessible and the system had to have the capacity 
for further growth. In an archeological site like this one—with only 
a very small percentage that was already excavated—growth was 
not a variable but a constant. The task was then to do a building 
that essentially has no end. A building that will continue to evolve 
along with its occupants and its expanding collection. We wanted 
to design a system that guides that growth, but we also had to keep 
in mind that this was an institution with tight budget constraints.  
 “Nobody wants to fund old rocks,” was something we kept hearing. 
For the client, it was important to receive the most bang for their 
buck. This was translated into a building that is never fixed, unlike 
other museums that house similar artifacts. Instead, if they ran out 
of money, expansion could stop at any moment and the building 
would still look complete. 
 The chosen structural typology quickly arrived to us as the 
obvious answer to the constraint of how to build lightly on top of 
these ruins. This system allows for the reconfiguration of every 
space by following the spatial cues inherent to the system itself. 
The architecture speaks to you about what might potentially fit in 
the future and how to accomplish this. The rhythm that we set up 
with the structure is not just pure repetition; there’s an A-B-A-B 
rhythm that also includes the distribution system. These zones of 
distribution allow the building to function at all times, even if they 
change the spaces or make smaller offices. It’s all about the idea of 
flexibility and the creation of subtle limitations that guide it. It’s 
also about the spatial layering and the intensity of the repetition 
as well as its exceptions.

PM Can we talk about Cannady Hall, your project for Rice 
Architecture? I’m interested because we’ve talked about the state 
of academia, about your interests in both practice and teaching 
and how you reconcile both in your work. And because you are 
tasked with designing an extension for a prestigious architecture 
school. To many, this seemed like the perfect fit. Your office can 
find and produce magnificent spaces, even with very limiting 
restrictions. And the Rice University campus has a lot of those. But 
mostly because you have a multifaceted client: the student body 
and the university administration on one hand and the entire dis- 
cipline of architecture on the other. And yet, this is a Karamuk Kuo  
project, so there is an expectation of what is the typology that you 
want to reinvent? Is it the architectural studio? Is it the student 
spaces, the pin-up spaces? I’m curious about those innovations. 
In what ways do you think you might have room to innovate with- 
in the Rice project?

JK How we work today, in architecture schools, is very different 
than when Anderson Hall was built and even when the addition 
by Stirling and Wilford was completed in 1981 
 But even with the Stirling extension, you could argue that, to 
a certain degree, the teaching areas simply repeated the diagram 
of the existing building. Take, for instance, the double-loaded 
corridors: on one side you have offices and on the other side 
the studios. That is the same in both parts. Sterling’s contribu-
tion was to add a central figure, Farish Gallery and Jury Room, 
that united the school on a larger scale. That was already a very 
different approach relative to what you can find in all the other 
academic buildings on campus. The buildings on the Rice campus, 
especially the older ones, are informed by the Beaux-Arts type of 
learning, where teaching would happen in these very defined and 
constrained spaces. There’s nothing generous about that type of 
spatial experience. And certainly nothing that fosters collectivity 
outside of formal learning.
 So we’ve been thinking a lot about the ways an architecture 
school works today. What do we do inside them? And how do 
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JK There is indeed a focus over the last ten years of having fabri-
cation labs and having certain types of machinery. Maybe this is 
justifiable, as schools must evolve with the times and even move 
ahead of current practice. But at the same time, these types of 
technology have a lifespan of maybe a decade or so, and then new 
tools and new ideas come in. 
 To a certain degree, we’re not necessarily designing the Rice 
Architecture extension for any particular way of working. The 
approach has mainly been about finding spatial logics that allow 
these tools and pedagogies to evolve without being constraining. 
Much of the focus had been on defining the relationship between 
the large-scale production spaces and the smaller-scale meeting 
and flexible work areas to provide a stronger spatial identity for the 
school. The organizational structure is meant to ensure a certain 
resiliency but also to strengthen the culture of curiosity, making, 
and experimentation that’s already at the school.

PM The technologies that we are now using and implementing 
as part of any design curriculum tend not only to require a lot of 
space but also to drastically transform more traditional approaches 
to design. Can you speak about the uses of technology and in what 
ways are these technologies informing how we create and think 
of architecture?

JK Technology has certainly opened the door to positive changes 
in design. The renewed interest in construction—making proto-
types, testing large-scale mock-ups—brings a direct relationship 
between the theoretical and the practical that is very productive. 
What’s quite fantastic about being a designer today is the ability 
to move quickly between scales and between media, from digital 
to physical and back. We need to take full advantage of that.
 At the same time, a healthy relationship to technology is very 
important, especially because some form of it has always been 
part of the profession. It’s true, engaging with technologies means 
rethinking how we design and their impact on the production of 
space and buildings. We shouldn’t forget, technology changes at 
a much faster rate than buildings do. 
 How we design at Karamuk Kuo is not informed by any partic-
ular technology, but by how we would engage the technology and 
the philosophy behind it. That’s also my approach to technology 
within the studio environment: I see it mainly as one of many tools 
towards design. We should not be enslaved by new tools or say 
that design can only happen because we engage with these items. 
It’s more about how technology opens up opportunities for us to 
expand our way of thinking.
 To that end, that’s also why I was very drawn to this project 
at Rice. I have a very close affinity with how the school is peda- 
gogically structured. The idea of the architect as a generalist—a 
conductor leading a large orchestra—is something that I believe 
in because I think that for us to solve larger issues, we must  
also understand our own discipline to know where we can be 
effective and where we hit our limits. We can’t do everything and 
we are always in need of others’ expertise, especially as projects 
grow increasingly more complex. One of the main skills that we  
underestimate—and had in the past overlooked in academia—is 
the architect’s need to communicate with others.
 I would like to think that architects can change the world, but 
that change doesn’t often happen in revolutionary terms and 
is certainly not confined to our disciplinary bubble. We can  
however exert change within the scope of what we can contribute to  
society and we can certainly change the way we think and engage 
with contemporary issues. To do that, we need to understand 
what it means to design: that the mediums at our disposal are the 
materials and elements that define space, and that these spaces 
are part of a larger context and continuity. Then everything else—
even technology—is just the way in which we can extend that 
knowledge further.

students engage with design? Because today more than ever, it is no 
longer a linear process. It’s not even about studio space anymore. 
It’s not just about your desk and the things that you produce at 
your desk, which, for a long time, was how things were done. 
The studio spaces at Anderson were designed with the idea that 
everyone would work at their assigned desk and that everything 
you would produce you could do on that same table, because your 
Mayline where you drew your drawings was there and your models  
at a manageable scale would conveniently fit there too.
 Today, the way we design and the tools that we have at hand  
are very different. We’re talking about much larger prototypes 
and ways of working that involve experimenting at 1:1 scale.  
We’re talking about working with different types of media and 
using different types of machines. And recognizing this state-
of-affairs is not to underestimate a past way of working; it simply 
recognizes the values that drive the discipline today. A lot of the 
work has moved beyond the individual; beyond the singularity 
of the project and its assumed single author. Today, it’s much  
more about this collaborative effort of how you conceive of some-
thing together. Who are the people with whom you can come 
up with not just an idea, but something that you can test out  
in physical ways? I think that this new set of values and the  
non-linearity of that narrative, do not dictate a start and an end.  
This means that we have to think about the spaces of learning  
in other ways. There needs to be a way to approach space  
beyond the assigned table.
 Cannady Hall will provide a large fabrication hall and 
woodshop as well as a gallery on the ground floor. Above it,  
with a physical connection from Anderson Hall coming over the 
existing arcade, will be a sequence of spaces that would comple-
ment the dedicated studio spaces in Anderson. These are not meant 
as additional studio spaces but rather as spaces for collaborative 
work, informal pin-ups, and temporary galleries. There would also 
be space for faculty and staff with large open offices that foster 
collaborative design research.
 The greatest challenge was how to add onto part of the histor-
ical quad of the campus while recognizing that the scale and 
function of the activities in Cannady Hall are very different from 
all that is around it. The organization and form of the design  
is a direct response to the physical connection to Anderson. 
A series of staggered bars begins with the extension of  
the Anderson roof over the existing arcade to become the aggre- 
gate roofscape of Cannady Hall. The resulting sawtooth roof is  
a nod to the more industrial activities within while the staggered 
volumes produce a more refined and abstract reading of the form. 
This also allows us to break down the scale of the building and 
its effect on the site so that the building remains respectful of 
the context while having its own expression. Most importantly 
Cannady Hall and Anderson Hall will function as one integrated 
culture for the school.

PM I’m looking forward to seeing those sorts of inventions at 
Rice, even if it is just the redefinition of the working table. I think 
that we both agree that this approach has enormous potential. I’m 
curious to see how this plays out at Rice.
 Thinking about how we work in architecture schools, it seems 
to me that today there is a tendency in every school—or the  
academic offerings of architectural school’s programs—towards 
uniformity. All schools seem to offer the same things, especially 
in terms of facilities. Discursively, this is also apparent in how  
one school compares itself to others. Everyone wants a lab;  
everyone wants a bigger and newer fabrication space. In the 
way you’re describing your approach to the Rice expansion, 
it’s not only about getting those spaces and checking them  
off the list, but rather how these spaces are connected and how 
these can frame and foster new modes of working and think- 
ing that may or may not already exist.
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