
With cutting-edge architecture 
and a thriving design scene, 
Rotterdam is a worthy rival to 
the first city of the Netherlands, 
writes Tony Clayton-Lea

F
rom the spring of 1940, everything 
changed for Rotterdam. The Nether-
lands’ second city (after Amsterdam) 
and Europe’s largest port was virtu-
ally obliterated by the Luftwaffe. So 
began a slow, arduous journey from 
being a city with a once beautiful 
array of 17th-century houses, cob-

blestone laneways and decorous architecture to 
what it is now: a bold, glorious tribute to modernism.

It isn’t often that an old city (it dates back to 1270; 
by 1340, it was granted city status) can boast such 
a variety of contemporary design and architecture, 
but that’s exactly what happened following a burst 
of what has been termed ‘crisis reconstruction’ in 
the immediate aftermath of World War II. Refur-
bishment isn’t the right word for it – Rotterdam has 
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FACTFILE
Sleep: we all like a comfy bed and a good 
night’s sleep, but it’s even better if your hotel 
is a few minutes’ walk from more art, design 
and architecture than you can point at with 
a pencil. Designed by acclaimed architect 
Rem Koolhaas, nhow hotel features sleek, 
quasi-futuristic rooms (help! Where exactly 
is the television?) and panoramic harbour 
views. Wilhelminakade 137, Wilhelmina Pier; 
nhow-rotterdam.com

Dinner: down by the waterfront, Las Palmas 
is operated by Dutch television chef Herman 
den Blijker. With a reputation to uphold, the 
place is something else; from Andy Warhol- 
style fish-related wall hangings to an  
impressive open-kitchen atmosphere, this 
brasserie is jumping. Buzzy? Busy? The best 
bouillabaisse in town? Walk this way.  
Wilhelminakade 300; restaurantlaspalmas.nl

Art Café: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen 
is one of the oldest in the Netherlands. Its 
Pavilion-style restaurant – which has 
almost 360-degree views of its renowned 
sculpture garden – is worth visiting even if 
you’re not interested in the stunning art 
collection. Museumpark 18-20; boijmans.nl

Exhibition: ‘Bruce Davidson’ is the first retro-
spective in the Netherlands of the American 
photographer, who is famous for depicting 
themes in his work such as poverty, racism, 
civil rights and violence. Over 200  
photographs are exhibited. Runs until  
January 7, 2018. Nederlands  
Fotomuseum, Wilhelminakade 332;  
nederlandsfotmuseum.nl

How To Get There: various airlines operate 
direct flights from Dublin and Cork airports  
to Rotterdam and Amsterdam. From  
Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport, high-speed 
trains operate twice an hour to Rotterdam 
Centraal train station.

Useful website: rotterdam.info

actually been reinvented and rebuilt, and the city is 
now viewed in design terms in the same way that 
Paris is to fashion, New York to multiculturalism or 
Los Angeles to showbiz.

Design achievements aren’t always obvious, how-
ever. You can look up at the impressive skyline, and 
see such ambition and grandeur, height and scale 
in structures such as the Erasmusbrug (a 2,600ft 
cable-stayed bridge, with a characteristic curve, 
that links north and south of the city) and the New 
Orleans Tower (at 520ft, the tallest residential building 
in the Netherlands). Ambition is also on the street, 
however, so for the moment we’ll move away from 
spectacularly designed neck-straining high-rises, 
and take a random walk through the city, meeting 
up with low-key designers and other creative types. 
Call them the lesser-spotted movers and shakers, if 
you must, but as much as the higher-profile people 
involved in stylishly remodelling Rotterdam, they 
are just as interesting and innovative.

Located unobtrusively at Diergaardesingel 60a 
is female fashion accessory label The Boyscouts. 
There’s a typically stoic sense of ambition from its 
founder and owner, Zelda Beauchampet, whose 
fascination with Robert Baden-Powell’s international 
youth movement informed her design aesthetic. 
Her philosophy is grounded in the pragmatic (“they 
develop basic survival skills,” says Zelda through a 
noticeably solid chest infection, “as well as learning 
how to use practical tools and instruments.”), and so 
her designs are utilitarian, with clean, smooth lines. 

Art Café at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen

An exhibition of photographs by Bruce Davidson

Las Palmas, a busy restaurant by the Waterfront

Rotterdam skyline: the Dutch city was completely rebuilt after being destroyed in World War II
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All pieces are created in her studio – which adjoins 
the compact retail space – by a core team. Working 
with Fair Trade materials, the city’s self-worth is 
reflected in Zelda’s committed use of local craft, as 
well as promoting refined urban traditions.

Urban traditions are very much to the fore – if not 
in your face – at Sober Collective, whose gallery space 
is at Zaagmolendrift 53, but whose artistic spread can 
be witnessed all over Rotterdam. On a brief walking 
tour close to the gallery, you can see extraordinary 
urban art that brings to a new level what can be done 
with a can of spray paint. The collective may operate 
under a brand name, but its gathering of artists pitch 
in to create many beautiful pieces of art.

This type of creativity is, our tour guide says, viewed 
generally with suspicion by the local authorities. Yet 
the same bodies are quick to change their stances 
when social media kicks in with high praise, website 
clicks and queries to tourist offices for the locations 
of such art. There have been occasions, we are told, 
when Sober has requested permission from the pow-
ers-that-be to artistically reinvent an unused wall, 
only to be refused. Sober’s response is to ignore the 
refusal and to paint the wall, regardless. They view this 
approach as more socially responsible than anything 
else; when you stand in front of so many amazing 
pieces of art that, literally, brighten up a space that 
would otherwise be drab, you can’t but agree.

There is so little in Rotterdam, however, that is 
drab. From urban art on small side streets to those 
neck-strainers we mentioned earlier, the sensibility is 
that whatever the scale, there is quality and attention 
to detail. This is made all the more obvious with a visit 
to the design architect firm MVRDV. Founded in 1993 
by three penniless graduates (Winy Maas, Jacob van 
Rijs, Nathalie de Vries), the productive model behind 
the company is to (as they state in their promotional 

material) “provide solutions to contemporary archi-
tectural and urban issues”.

This may well be a fancy way of saying they ‘build 
stuff’, but when you see their work, you get a much 
better notion of how idealism can transform into 
something intriguing and tangible. For starters, 
MVRDV has designed what is unquestionably one 
of the best pieces of contemporary retail and ac-
commodation space you will ever see. Conceived 
in 2009 as a combined artisanal food market and 
residential apartment complex, and opened in 2014, 
the futuristic Markthal (Market Hall) has a horse-
shoe/tubular structure that houses over 100 shops/
stalls, about 15 restaurants/bars and several sit-down 
coffee shops. Its exterior is similar to something like 
a spaceship hangar in a science fiction movie, while 
its 120,000sq ft curved interior walls and roof hosts 

the world’s largest work of art (by Arno Coenen and 
Iris Roskam).

Looking ahead to next year, MVRDV is in the final 
development stages of Depot Boijmans Van Beunin-
gen. Conceived as a bowl-shaped six-storey storage 
facility for every single piece of art at Museum Boi-
jmans Van Beuningen (which has over 70,000 pieces, 
of which only a small percentage can be presently 
viewed due to lack of space), the structure’s entire 
exterior is made of mirrored glass, which allows the 
building to reveal its surroundings, season by season.

Empathetic to its setting, and designed with true 
regard to the city’s inhabitants, the Depot project 
reflects Rotterdam to perfection: pioneering and 
experimental, but never at the cost of practicality. 

A destination within a destination? A design for 
life? Rotterdam has it all. n
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