
From Filmmaker to Builder
Rem Koolhaas was born on November 17, 1944, in Rotterdam, 
Netherlands, just four years after the major seaport city was 
destroyed by German bombing during World War II.  His 
father, Anton, was a well-known Dutch writer and film critic, 
who, when Koolhaas was eight years old, traveled to 
Indonesia to serve as the director of a newly formed 
cultural institute. At the time, Indonesia had just 
broken ties with the Dutch, who had dominated 
the region since the seventeenth century. From 
age eight to twelve Koolhaas and his two 
younger siblings lived with their father in 
Jakarta, Indonesia. While there, the 
young boy developed a fascination 
with Asia that would continue into 
adulthood.
“The word ‘architecture’ 
embodies the lingering hope—or 
the vague memory of a hope— 
that shape, form, coherence 
could be imposed on the 
violent surf of information that 
washes over us daily.”

Founds the Office 
for Modern 
Architecture
In 1978, based on his 
observations, Koolhaas 
published Delirious 
New York, which he 
frequently described 
as a “manifesto for 
Manhattan,” and 
which discusses 
in detail patterns 
of urban growth. 
The book 
became an 
instant classic, 
and according 
to CNN.com, 
“Critics hailed 
it as a must-
read on 
the subject 

of modern 
architecture 

and society.” 
Therefore, oddly 

enough, before he 
laid a single brick on a 

single project the Dutch 
designer had achieved a 

level of fame that takes most 
architects years to achieve.

When he was traveling and 
studying in the United States, 

Koolhaas was accompanied by 
his wife, Madelon Vriesendorp, an 

architect and painter. In fact, the two 
were professional partners as well as life 

partners. The dust jacket of Delirious New 
York features a Vriesendorp painting, 
and a few years earlier, in 1975, 

Koolhaas, Vriesendorp, and two 
friends, Elia and Zoe Zenghelis, 

formed their own design company 
called the Office for Modern 
Architecture. Known as OMA, 

which happens to mean 
“grandmother” in Dutch, the 

company was originally 
based in London, but 

eventually moved to 
Rotterdam in the 

West Netherlands. 
Marcus Fairs of 
Icon Magazine 

described 
it as a 

“hot-house 
research 

laboratory,” 
and in 

2004 OMA 
employed 
85 staff 

members, 
with some 

1,400 hopeful 
architects 

applying for 
employment 

each year.
In its first 
decade 

OMA’s 
designs were 

theoretical, 
meaning they 

were captured 
on paper but 

never actually 
built. Koolhaas 
submitted 

many striking        
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and 
innovative 
ideas to 
several high-
profile architectural 
companies and entered
number of competitions, 
but no one seemed interested. 
Finally, in 1987 Koolhaas was hired 

to design and build the Netherlands Dance 
Theater in The Hague. Composed of three 

areas, including a stage and auditorium; a rehearsal 
studio; and a complex of offices and dressing rooms, the 
theater garnered Koolhaas immediate acclaim. According 
to Koolhaas’s profile featured on the Syracuse University Web 
site, it is considered by Phyllis Lambert of the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture to be one of the top nine buildings of the twentieth century.

The Koolhaas Way
When not designing, overseeing a project, or globetrotting from his Rotterdam 

offices to his home in London, Koolhaas works as a professor on the faculty 
of Harvard University. Instead of simply teaching design Koolhaas 

established a research unit that studies contemporary cities. 
The research findings were being published in a series 

of books that focus on topics such as shopping 
and urban conditions in China and Nigeria. 
The first in the series, Harvard Guide to 
Shopping, was published in 2002. In May 
2004, Koolhaas also published a follow-
up to S, M, L, XL, called Content, which 
chronicles recent OMA projects and includes 
essays and commentaries by Koolhaas on 
the state of twenty-first century architecture.
Rem Koolhaas may be well known for his 
writings and commentaries on the future of 
architecture, but many believe that Koolhaas 
himself is the future in the now. According to 
Marcus Fairs of Icon Magazine, “Koolhaas 
has established himself as architecture’s 
most prolific, influential and extreme oracle 
[visionary].” And, as the unconventional 
Dutchman told Fairs, he has no intention of 
slowing down. “There is no plateau of resting 
or stabilizing,” Koolhaas explained. “Once you 
are interested in how things evolve, you have 
a kind of never-ending perspective, because 
it means you are interested in articulating the 
evolution, and therefore the potential change, 
the potential redefinition.”
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