
Text 
Arthur Wortmann 

MVRDV created an instant hit 
in Rotterdam, with a little help 

from artist Arno Coenen. 
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Two wal ls of apartments 
bow to each other and form an 
arch. 

~~7 The Markthal's exterior 
wal ls are clad in natural stone, 
which is the same shade of grey 
as the paved square from which 
the building r ises. 

As is t rue in many o ther European 
coun t r ies , you can' t zap th rough TV 
channe ls in t h e Ne ther lands w i t h o u t 
runn ing in to numerous cu l inary p ro 
g rammes . Al l day long you're inv i ted 
to w a t c h cooks - both ama teu rs and 
pro fess iona ls - c o m p e t i n g aga inst one 

ano the r or s imp ly having fun in t h e k i t chen . Promoted by rea l i ty 
shows , res tau ran ts f i nd themse lves in d e m a n d . Chefs evolve 
into na t iona l ce lebr i t ies . Food has become a v i ta l aspec t of t h e 
con tempora ry l i fes ty le . What we eat and where we eat is par t 
of w h a t de te rm ines our ident i ty . We w a n t food tha t ' s au then t i c , 
or loca l , or organic , or g lu ten - f ree , or easy -ye t -hau te cuisine. 
We w a n t shared d in ing ; we w a n t a tea sommel ie r . We w a n t 
super foods . We w a n t to cu l t i va te our own vegetab les and s tu f f 
our own sausages. We wan t nose to t a i l ea t ing . Those of us 
w i t h o u t a persona l food b log s t i l l t ake (and post) p ic tu res of 
the d ishes brought to our tab les when we go out to eat . The 
open ing of t h e M a r k t h a l in Ro t te rdam - t h e Ne the r lands ' new 
food Walha l la - cou ld not have been be t te r t i m e d . 

The s tory beh ind the M a r k t h a l began, none the less , in a 
very d i f f e ren t way in 2004. An t i c i pa t i ng t h e adop t i on of s t r i c te r 
European regu la t ions fo r t he sale of food in open-a i r mar 
kets , t he mun ic ipa l i t y of Ro t te rdam came up w i t h t h e idea of 
expand ing the popu lar ou tdoor marke t in t h e hear t of t h e c i ty 

- a l ready compr i s i ng over 400 s ta l l s - w i t h a covered m a r k e t 
p lace. It wou ld provide be t te r hygienic cond i t i ons for t h e sale 
of mea t , f i sh and o ther f resh produce. Six p roper ty deve lopers 
were inv i ted to make a p i t ch . Because ano the r of Rot terdam's 
a ims is a h igher level of res iden t ia l dens i t y in t h e inner ci ty, 
t hese deve lopers were asked to incorpora te hous ing in the i r 
p lans for t he marke t ha l l . 

• 
A Provast , one of t he se lec ted deve l -

Wk opers , asked MVRDV to co l labora te 
on a design concep t for i ts p roposa l . 
Together they came up w i t h a b u i l d 
ing t ypo logy t h a t they c la im ex is ts 
nowhere else in t he w o r l d : a marke t 
ha l l w i t h i n a she l l c o m p o s e d of hous 

ing un i ts . Provast w o n t h e p i tch and received t h e go-ahead 
to develop i ts pro jec t . Comp le t ion o f t h e bu i l d ing came 
ten years later, ow ing to delays caused by a f i nanc ia l c r is is , 
a rchaeo log ica l excavat ion and the care fu l c o ns t r uc t i on of an 
accompany ing underground pa rk ing garage t h a t had to leave 
the nearby medieva l church undamaged . Ironical ly, s t r i c te r 
European regu la t ions for t he sale of f resh food in open-a i r 
marke ts - fo reseen by Rot te rdam au tho r i t i es in 2004 - were 
not approved . Apparent ly , lobby is ts f r o m Sou the rn European 
coun t r ies exer ted enough pressure to prevent the i r a d o p 
t i o n , and t h e laws now in p lace are cons iderab ly more len ien t . 
Consequent ly , Rot terdam's open-a i r marke t is s t i l l ope ra t ing , 
a l though vendors are now requi red to se l l f resh meat and f i sh 
f r o m spec ia l ly re f r igerated marke t vans. No mat ter . Even a 

' super f luous ' bu i ld ing can be an en r i chmen t of t he city. 

The new M a r k t h a l - w i t h 96 f r esh - food s ta l l s open for 
bus iness daily, 20 spec ia l i s t food s tores and res tau ran ts , 228 
a p a r t m e n t s , and park ing for 1,200 cars - t yp i f i es t he oeuvre 
of MVRDV in par t i cu la r and t h e a rch i tec tu re of Ro t te rdam in 
genera l . MVRDV has a t rack record of bu i ld ings t h a t dazzle at 
f i r s t g lance and t hen pu t a smi le on your face - desp i te t h e 
gr ipes of ce r ta in c r i t i cas te rs who accuse t h e a rch i tec t s of 
wo rk t h a t smacks of cheap sensa t i ona l i sm . Cant i levers are 
a la rming ly mass ive, f unc t i ons and vo lumes s t range ly s tacked , 
mate r ia l s and co lours o f ten unconven t iona l . Ro t te rdam is - > 
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Shops, restaurants and cafés 
at ground level are a c c e s s i b l e 
to those in the market hall and 
to pedestr ians on the street 
outside. 
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< - proud of its ' ro l l up your sleeves and get busy' roots - a m i n d 
set seemingly in jected into t he DNA of t he c i ty by generat ions 
of dock-workers . Design an ext raord inary piece of a rch i tec ture , 
and in Rot terdam they ' l l do the i r best to bui ld i t . The resul t is a 
profus ion of remarkab le ob jects , some of wh ich appear to have 
parachuted f rom the sky and landed hit or miss in t he city. 

What iden t i f i es t he M a r k t h a l as a Rotterdam p ro jec t 
is i ts concep tua l , abs t rac t - and brazen - character . These 
a rch i tec ts d id not a im for r e f i nemen t . They deve loped the i r 
basic idea as s imp ly as poss ib le . Two wa l l s of a p a r t m e n t s bow 
to each o ther and f o r m an a rch . Transparent wa l l s a t e i ther 
end of t he ha l l , marke t s ta l l s ins ide, a 
park ing garage unde rnea th , a se lec t ion 
of shops and res tauran ts at t he lower 
levels, and Bob's your unc le. 

The crux is t h a t every th ing 
looks so p la in and s imp le . In p rac t i ce , 
t h o u g h , the re were a l l so r ts of p rob
lems to solve. How do you ensure t h a t 
t h e t w o end wa l l s , fo r ins tance , are 
as t r a n s p a r e n t as possib le? (Answer: 
you make cab le -ne t facades and f i l l 
t h e m w i t h pe rmanen t g laz ing s u p 
por ted by p re - tens ioned cab les ; l ike 
a tenn is racket , t hese wa l l s have a 
m a x i m u m var iance of 70 cm at t he 
m idd le , p rov id ing s tab i l i t y even du r ing 
s t o r m - f o r c e winds.) How do you con t ro l 
t h e c l ima te in t he hal l? (Answer: ra ther t han hea t ing or coo l 
ing t h e vas t space, you op t for an ou tdoor c l ima te . Stee l gr id 
f l oo rs beneath the end wa l ls a l low ou tdoor air to en ter t he ha l l , 
and you make openings in the roof to exp lo i t na tu ra l d raugh ts 
c i r cu la t i ng w i t h i n t h e t owe r i ng space.) How do you des ign a 
bu i l d ing t h a t looks inv i t ing f r om a l l d i rec t ions and lures peo
ple ins ide? (Answer: you make a ' log is t ic hear t ' in t h e base

men t . Del ivery vans dr ive into t he pa rk ing garage to load and 
un load marke t produce. There's space for re f r igera t ion , s tor 
age and p repara t ion . Six goods l i f ts t r a n s p o r t t he p roduce to 
t he marke t f loor at ground level.) How do you design sa t i s fac 
to ry f loo r p lans for a p a r t m e n t s t h a t receive day l igh t f r o m one 
s ide only (as do mos t M a r k t h a l hous ing un i ts) , ha l f of wh i ch 
have a nor thern o r ien ta t ion? (Answer: you accep t t he fac t t h a t 
not a l l p lans are su i tab le for every house hunter.) How do you 
give occupan ts p leasant v iews in a bu i ld ing t h a t faces a huge 
of f ice bu i ld ing on one s ide and is soon to face an even ta l le r 
res iden t ia l complex on the other? (Answer: you accep t t he fac t 

t h a t the advantage of l iv ing in t h e inner 
c i ty o f ten means wa iv ing t h e r ight to a 
s tunn ing view.) 

Not every so lu t ion arr ives w i t h 
out a s t rugg le . On open ing day at t he 
M a r k t h a l , t he a rch i tec t s recounted 
th ree i m p o r t a n t m o m e n t s in t he 
design process, th ree po in ts of con f l i c t 
be tween t h e p rac t i ce and i ts c l i en t . 
The a rch i tec t s came ou t on top t w i c e 
and conceded one po in t to Provast. 
U l t imate ly , t h e resu l ts of t hose d i scus 
s ions were essen t ia l t o t he success of 
t he pro ject . 

The f i rs t d ispu te concerned the 
ce i l ing of t he ha l l . The in i t ia l idea was 
to moun t screens on the curved sur face 

for showing videos. Af ter two years of research, carr ied out in 
co l laborat ion w i t h Phi l ips, th is p lan was deemed f inanc ia l ly 
infeasible. The fo l low ing idea was to pr int a photographic image 
on a lumin ium panels. The proper ty developer suggested tha t 
they could 'grab an image f rom the in ternet ' and be done w i th 
i t . The arch i tec ts managed to convince Provast t h a t a sur face 
of 11,000 m 2 needed someth ing d i f fe rent . Seven nat iona l and - ¥ 

You're barely 
out of the car 
before being 
engulfed by 

the dynamics 
of the market' 

x ~ Interior wal ls and ceiling 
cover a sur face of about 11,000 
m J . T h e y are clad in over 4,000 
aluminium wall panels, each 
measur ing 1 .5x1 .3 m.The 
art ist 's digital image required 
a 1.47-terabyte file, which 
w a s rendered with software 
from Pixar Animation Studios 
and developed on a 'computer 
farm'in New Zealand. For the 
sake of good acoust ics , from a 
height of 10 m the hall's panels 
are perforated, and their rear 
sur faces are covered with a 
sound-absorbing material . 

The Markthal was erected 
at what is considered the 
birthplace of Rotterdam.The 
stairwel l to the parking garage 
features display c a s e s filled 
with archaeological ar tefacts 
that were discovered before 
and during construct ion. Some 
of these objects date back to 
around the year 1000. Because 
they are exhibited in the 
sta i rwel l , they can be displayed 
at roughly the same depth 
where they were found. 
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As d a r k n e s s fal ls , a 
veritable 'big bang' of edibles 
animates the blank centre of 
the ceiling. The video projection 
features a c luster of f resh 
produce that rolls, rotates and 
bursts apart in a shower of fruit 
and veg that s e e m s to fall from 
space . 

Visible not only from levels 
that accommodate lifts but 
a lso from apartments in the 
curved she l l , market s ta l ls have 
to be attractive when viewed 
from above. MVRDV used three 
types of roofs for market-hal l 
units: glazed roofs, green roofs 
(for actual cultivation) and roof 
terraces (for restaurants) . 

< - i n t e r n a t i o n a l a r t i s ts were asked to s u b m i t ideas for a pano
ramic scene. Two pul led out of the compe t i t i on , unable to han 
dle the size of the pro ject w i th in the proposed t ime l imi t . From 
the remain ing f ive en t ran ts , Team Arno Coenen was chosen as 
winner. Coenen: ' I t was late summer. We live in t he count rys ide, 
not far f r om Rot te rdam, and we were outs ide, in the garden. Al l 
the p lants were in b loom; insects were everywhere. I l i t another 
c igaret te, we bra ins tormed - and in no t i m e we had a plan.' 

Coenen's Horn of Plenty, a d ig i t a l l y c rea ted dep i c t i on 
of f r u i t and veg f a l l i n g f r o m heaven 
l ike m a n n a , can be seen as a re fe rence 
to t h e t r a d i t i o n of s t i l l l i fes in Dutch 
a r t , as w e l l as to ce i l i ng pa in t i ngs in 
chu rches and ca thed ra l s . His c o m b i 
na t ion of t h e t w o genres is a s t r oke of 
gen ius t h a t ' s bo th b r i l l i an t and a m u s 
ing. The g igan t i c s ize and the ex t reme 
pe rspec t i ve make t h e w o r k of a r t a 
s p e c t a c u l a r psychede l i c exper ience -
and a ' m u s t do' pho to o p p o r t u n i t y for 
every t o u r i s t w h o v is i t s R o t t e r d a m . 

A second po in t of con f l i c t 
emerged du r ing t h e design of an 
access route f r om the pa rk ing garage 
to t he marke t ha l l . Whi le t ak i ng v i s i 
to rs on a tour of t he bu i ld ing , MVRDV 
par tner Natha l ie de Vries says: 'There 

was an in te res t ing deba te w i t h Provast abou t t he pos i t ion of 
t he esca la tor and abou t how to make an open ing in t he marke t 
ha l l . We w a n t e d an open connec t i on be tween ha l l and garage.' 
Project a rch i tec t An ton Wubben con t i nues : 'The conven t iona l 
way to enter a shopp ing cent re is t h rough a corr idor. Here 
we've opened the hal l comple te ly , so t h a t even when you're 
four f loors below ground level , you s tep into a void w i t h a v iew 
of t he ar t on the ce i l ing high above you.' It cos t t he developer a 
few square met res of ren tab le space, bu t it wo rks we l l : you're 

The gigantic size 
and the extreme 

perspective 
make the work of 
art a psychedelic 

experience' 

barely out of t he car before be ing engu l fed by the dynam ics of 
t he marke t . What 's more , you have no t r oub le mak ing your way 
th rough the var ious sub te r ranean levels. 

When the par t ies locked horns for t he th i rd t ime , the 
arch i tec ts suf fered defeat - and they are s t i l l p lainly annoyed by 
the loss. In th is case, t hough , the c l ient 's refusal to budge was 
probably j us t i f i ed . Hans Schroder, par tner a t Provast, expla ins: 

'The arch i tec ts wan ted apa r tmen ts w i th a v iew of t he market 
hal l to have w indows t h a t opened on t h a t side. Our a rgument 

was based on undes i rab le smel ls , noise 
levels and safety. It t u rned into a heated 
exchange, but in t he end they designed 
w indows t h a t can' t be opened. ' 

Windows t h a t of fer a v iew of 
t he marke t be low f r o m the apa r tmen ts , 
wh i le giving shoppers a g l impse of the 
domest ic l i fe going on al l around t h e m , 
are a spec ia l a t t rac t ion of the Mark tha l . 
They could have been omi t t ed , of course, 
bu t they were inc luded del iberately. Out 
of fasc ina t ion . The f a c t t ha t they are 
t r ip le -g lazed and always c losed, prov id
ing t o ta l insular i ty, makes the re la t ion
ship between inside and outs ide anony
mous and de tached . The w indows are a 
pro ject ion screen t h a t reveals another 
wor ld . In add i t ion to the prac t ica l ob jec

t ions t h a t Schroder ment ions , d i rect con tac t between the two 
domains wou ld f rac tu re the under ly ing sense of fasc ina t ion . 

Queen M a x i m a inaugura ted t h e M a r k t h a l on 1 October. 
One week la ter Corio, t h e c o m p a n y t h a t manages t h e c o m 
plex, pub l i shed t h e f i r s t r esu l t s , a m o n g w h i c h a w h o p p i n g 
350,000 v i s i to rs . It t ook only t h ree weeks fo r t h a t n u m b e r to 
t op t h e mi l l i on m a r k . T h e gates of Wa lha l l a have o p e n e d , and 
everyone is j o s t l i n g to get in . <f-

mvrdv.nl 
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01 Entrance to parking garage 
02 Ramp to lower parking 

levels 

03 Loading zone 
04 Refrigeration, storage and 

preparation 

05 Retail space 

06 Storage for apartments 
07 Market s ta l ls 

08 Shops and restaurants 

09 Entrance to apartments 
10 Lifts to parking garage 

11 Esca la tors to parking 
garage 

12 Entrances to the Markthal 

13 Apartment 

'Windows that offer a view 
of the market below from 

the apartments are a special 
attraction of the Markthal' 
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+ 11 
I 

+10 01 Apartment 

02 Roof terrace 

03 Entrance to penthouse 
04 Penthouse 

05 Patio with view of the 
Markthal below 
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