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FABIAN VAN DER LEER 
AN EXCELLENT BACHELOR ALUMNUS WHO WANTS 
TO MAKE ARCHITECTURE HIS PASSION - NOT HIS JOB

BY DAPHNE BAKKER

What happened after you graduated from the Bachelors? What is 
the first thing you did?
I went to France for three months and I lived there by myself on 
farmland. Thereby I missed the bachelor ceremony, but I enjoyed the 
peaceful surroundings of France. There were days where I didn’t speak 
to anyone. Except at the bakery in the morning. All I had to say was: 
une baguette s'il vous plaît. I thought in silence about what to do, 
where to go and where to work. I didn’t feel like starting the master, 
because I was and am very young. The impression I had from the 
Bachelor was that it was far from reality  Within this imaginary world, 
we become able to dream in a creative way, which is a fantastic quality, 
but through internships I wanted to test my dreams in reality.

Were you sure that you wanted to be an architect?
I really love architecture and I’m happy that I did this study. But as I 
look at it now, I don’t want to be an architect. I associate the word 
architect with money. I love architecture too much to make it into my 
job, because then it means if I want to eat, I need to do projects. I don’t 
want to practice my favourite passion depending on money. Architec-
ture should be free for me. I want time for architecture without financial 
pressure.

Do you have enough money to work like this?
Not yet, but I’m working on it. I try to keep my life as simple and pure 
as possible. I drink only water, no alcohol, no drugs, no social media, no 
place to live, no phone and no other contracts that demand money every 
month except health insurance. I hope to find a simple and basic way of 
life. Independence is important for me.  At one point I want to be able to 
live independently in a small home or hut, working at a bakery for a few 
days, just to have enough money to eat. And hopefully then, with my 
free time, I can work on my favourite passion - architecture.

Tell us about what happened after your stay in France?
I had three portfolios with me in France and I sent it to three offices - 
one in Belgium, one in Japan and one in Switzerland. In the end these 
were the offices where I was invited to work. The first in Belgium was 
architecten de vylder vinck tailleu. I had a wonderful time. I started at 
the bottom, doing basic intern stuff, like making models and getting 
lunch. This was a good experience for me. In the Bachelor you have this 
impression that you understand things, but you’re not experiencing 
reality. It is good for your development to do an internship, because you 
realize how limited your knowledge is. 

What did you learn during your internship, what stuck out for you?
What I really liked about my internship experiences was that I got to 
know the social part of architecture. In the university, it’s all about your 
drawings and presentations, but in the office you deal with clients, 
discussions and the influences of culture on the way of debating. These 
conversations are maybe 50% of the job. You’re the architect and you 
know a lot, but you’re depending on the client, because they have the 
money. The client however rarely considers aspects such as space or 
experience. They want things to be fast and easy.

After de Vylder, did you go to Japan straightaway?
There was a month in between, some rest and traveling again, and then 
off to the crazy Japan. It was shocking. In Holland I grew up in this 

culture, which I regarded it as a matter of course. Like it has always 
been there. But if you go to Japan, suddenly everything that is normal 
to you is gone. I’ve been to Asia a couple of times, but this was the first 
time it really impacted me. I thought, wow, the Dutch culture, which 
was always there, is not needed here. In Japan it is completely different 
and it’s working. Cultures in general felt vulnerable to me after Japan.

How was it in the office of Atelier Bow-wow?
I think I was really lucky with this office. I heard some stories about 
Japan and the working conditions, but Atelier Bow-wow is really kind 
to its employees. But in Japan as an intern you work mostly for free, a 
quite difficult and strange condition. Some people say that I should be 
ashamed, because I supported this system of not paying interns. But on 
the other hand I gained so much from this. It was worth it. I spent my 
internship mainly making models. In the beginning they make you do a 
test - making this perfect one by one cm cube. It was like in a martial 
arts movie, where you have to wash a car over and over again, “wax on, 
wax off” [laughter]. Then they know what your skills are and they place 
you in a group working either with very difficult models, easier models 
or sketch models. Somehow I was placed in the highest order. I made a 
model of 1:20 and worked on it for six weeks. The model had to be of an 
amazing detail level, precision and sense of materiality. Afterwards I 
was placed on another project, one in Chile entitled Ocho al Cubo. I had 
to join a meeting in the SANAA office, where all top young Japanese 
architects like Ishigami, Fujimoto, Kuma and Nishizawa and Sejima 
were present.  Once again, I got to observe the social side of architec-
ture relating to the hierarchy among the architects and their employees. 
Japan is, compared to western countries, quite exceptionally traditional. 
The boss is the guru, who takes all responsibility. The difference with 
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"I DON’T WANT TO BE AN 
ARCHITECT. I ASSOCIATE 
THE WORD ARCHITECT 

WITH MONEY."

Europe is that the period of time to grow from intern to employee or 
boss, is much longer in Japan.

What else did you learn?
I thought Atelier Bow-wow was not really money minded, but I was 
wrong. The model I worked on was for a very large holiday home, that 
would be used only for a few months each year. I felt uncomfortable 
with this. But it brought money into the office, to keep the office 
running. At the same time, they make humane architecture for every-
body, and I really like these projects, but I realized that to make this 
kind of public architecture, you need architecture for the rich to finance 
it. It was striking to experience that this is depending on that. I would 
like not to have this dependent relationship in my own work.

Do you see yourself than as a humanitarian architect?
No, just as a passionate person that wants to express himself in a 
creative way. It could be art or architecture for the richer or for the 
poorer. It’s not black or white, it’s grey. But they shouldn’t depend on 
each other. It should depend on my opinion. I want autonomy within my 
work.

What did you do after your internship?
After my two and a half month internship at Bow Wow, I spent the final 
ten days of my visa travelling through Japan. I wanted to experience 
what it is like to live without a home, so I slept outside. It was about 
seeing what I could do without and to find the origin of architecture 
which is sheltering. Have we as humans - after ten thousand years of 
evolution - become so weak that we cannot live outside anymore? Do 
we need these thick walls and these hyper-technical windows with 
insulated glass, high-tech solar panels, feeding our plasma televisions? 
It’s all really complex and we’re making it complex for ourselves. 
Sometimes I’m bothered by this. It’s so complicated. Maybe it could be 
more easy.

So how did it go for you, sleeping for two weeks on the street?
I slept under bridges, in playgrounds, temples and in the Church of 
Light by Tadao Ando. The special thing is that even if you sleep under a 
bridge, this becomes a place and you get attached to it. If I go back, 
maybe it will still feel a bit like home. It happens so quickly - totally 
anonymous places, suddenly become meaningful.

What motivated you to go for Zumthor?
It came on my path. I met a friend of Zumthor during my journey 
through Europe and she thought my character would fit in the office of 
Peter Zumthor and therefore recommended me to him. It seems to me 
that Peter Zumthor is one of the few architect that resists the financial 
pressure in the architecture profession, resulting in a what I regard as a 
pure form of architecture.

You don’t want to practice architecture in the traditional sense?
I don’t really have this goal of creating buildings for the sake of creating 
buildings. For now, my dream is to make my own house. This is the only 
building I really want to make. For the rest I have no other architectural 
dreams. In the meantime, I want to be inspired by other people and 
cultures. But I do feel attracted to traditional sense of an architect as an 
craftsman. At the moment I’m doing studies on different crafts and 
materials by visiting craftsmen, traditional production factories of bricks 
and wood and by working at a construction site in Amsterdam. So I see 
my lifelong education as an architect in a traditional sense. 

Do you have any tips for bachelor students? How can they keep 
their integrity intact during their studies?
It’s hard to give a general tip that could relate to all bachelor students, 
since each persons has a different background and character. My tip 
would not try to find your own way within the numerous possibilities 
that we have as students. Don’t be afraid of wrong choices, because by 
these choices you know what you don’t like and thereby you are one 
step closer to what you do like. Whether you’ re going through life 
partying or being serious and thoughtful. It doesn’t matter, as long as it 
fits you. So find your own way. Go for it. 
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fits you. So find your own way. Go for it. 

It’s hard to give a general tip that could relate to all bachelor students, 
since we all have different backgrounds and characters. My tip would not 
be about to do this or that, but about trying to find your own way within 
the numerous possibilities that we have as students from the TU Delft. 
Don’t be afraid for wrong choices, because by these choices you know 
what you don’t like and thereby you are one step closer to what you like. 
Whether you’re going through life partying or being serious and thoughtful. 
It doesn’t matter, as long as it fits you. Go for that.

I went to France for three months and I lived there by myself on 
farmland. Thereby I missed the bachelor diploma ceremony, but I enjoyed 
the peaceful surroundings of France. There were days where I didn’t speak 
to anyone. Except at the bakery in the morning. 
I thought in silence about what to do, where to go and where to work. I 
didn’t feel like starting the master, because I was and am very young. The 
impression I had from the Bachelor was that it was far from reality. Within 
this imaginary world, or let’s say imaginary BK City, we become able to 
dream in a creative way, which is a fantastic quality, but by internships I 
wanted to test my dreaming in reality.

I really love architecture and I’m happy that I did this study. But as I look 
at it now, I don’t want to be an architect. I associate the word architect 
with money. I love architecture too much to make it into my job, because 
then it means if I want to eat, I need to do projects. This dependency and 
pressure I want to exclude in my way of working. The architecture I work 
on, should be free from my financial situation. I want time for architecture 
without money pressure from my side.

Not yet. But I’m working on it. I try to keep my life as simple and pure 
as possible. I drink only water, no alcohol, no drugs, no (a)social media, 
no phone and no other contracts that demand money every month except 
health insurance. Not out of greediness, but out of a search for purity. I 
hope to find a way of life, that remains simple and basic without 
benefiting or relying on others. Independency is important for me.
At one point I hope to be able to live independently in a small home or 
hut, working at for example a bakery for a fewdays, just to have enough 
money to eat and sleep. And hopefully then, with the time remaining I 
can work on my passion for creating, in a pure way. 
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ture should be free for me. I want time for architecture without financial 
pressure.
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live independently in a small home or hut, working at a bakery for a few 
days, just to have enough money to eat. And hopefully then, with my 
free time, I can work on my favourite passion - architecture.

Tell us about what happened after your stay in France?
I had three portfolios with me in France and I sent it to three offices - 
one in Belgium, one in Japan and one in Switzerland. In the end these 
were the offices where I was invited to work. The first in Belgium was 
architecten de vylder vinck tailleu. I had a wonderful time. I started at 
the bottom, doing basic intern stuff, like making models and getting 
lunch. This was a good experience for me. In the Bachelor you have this 
impression that you understand things, but you’re not experiencing 
reality. It is good for your development to do an internship, because you 
realize how limited your knowledge is. 

What did you learn during your internship, what stuck out for you?
What I really liked about my internship experiences was that I got to 
know the social part of architecture. In the university, it’s all about your 
drawings and presentations, but in the office you deal with clients, 
discussions and the influences of culture on the way of debating. These 
conversations are maybe 50% of the job. You’re the architect and you 
know a lot, but you’re depending on the client, because they have the 
money. The client however rarely considers aspects such as space or 
experience. They want things to be fast and easy.

After de Vylder, did you go to Japan straightaway?
There was a month in between, some rest and traveling again, and then 
off to the crazy Japan. It was shocking. In Holland I grew up in this 

culture, which I regarded it as a matter of course. Like it has always 
been there. But if you go to Japan, suddenly everything that is normal 
to you is gone. I’ve been to Asia a couple of times, but this was the first 
time it really impacted me. I thought, wow, the Dutch culture, which 
was always there, is not needed here. In Japan it is completely different 
and it’s working. Cultures in general felt vulnerable to me after Japan.

How was it in the office of Atelier Bow-wow?
I think I was really lucky with this office. I heard some stories about 
Japan and the working conditions, but Atelier Bow-wow is really kind 
to its employees. But in Japan as an intern you work mostly for free, a 
quite difficult and strange condition. Some people say that I should be 
ashamed, because I supported this system of not paying interns. But on 
the other hand I gained so much from this. It was worth it. I spent my 
internship mainly making models. In the beginning they make you do a 
test - making this perfect one by one cm cube. It was like in a martial 
arts movie, where you have to wash a car over and over again, “wax on, 
wax off” [laughter]. Then they know what your skills are and they place 
you in a group working either with very difficult models, easier models 
or sketch models. Somehow I was placed in the highest order. I made a 
model of 1:20 and worked on it for six weeks. The model had to be of an 
amazing detail level, precision and sense of materiality. Afterwards I 
was placed on another project, one in Chile entitled Ocho al Cubo. I had 
to join a meeting in the SANAA office, where all top young Japanese 
architects like Ishigami, Fujimoto, Kuma and Nishizawa and Sejima 
were present.  Once again, I got to observe the social side of architec-
ture relating to the hierarchy among the architects and their employees. 
Japan is, compared to western countries, quite exceptionally traditional. 
The boss is the guru, who takes all responsibility. The difference with 
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I had three portfolios with me in France ,which I sent it to three of-
fices - one in Belgium, one in Japan and one in Switzerland. In the end 
these were the offices where I was invited to work. The first in Belgium 
was architecten de vylder vinck tailleu. I had a wonderful time. In the 
Bachelor you easily create the impression that you understand things, 
but you’re not experiencing reality. It is good for your development to do 
an internship, because you realize how limited your knowledge is. By the 
Bachelor, you know almost nothing, but you get to learn what to know. 

All of my internships were short, three to six months, just so I could 
orientate myself. For me architecture in the end is too personal to 
collaborate for a longer period. My ideas about architecture relate to a 
way of life. I did not regard my internships as an expression of that, it 
was an addition to it. What I really liked about my internship 
experiences was that I got to know the social part of architecture. 
In the university, it’s more about your books, drawings and 
presentations, but in an office you deal with clients, discussions and 
the influences of culture on the way of debating. For me it was very 
interesting to discover the conversations that were needed to connect 
the differents perceptions in architecture.
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There was a month in between, some rest and traveling again, and then 
off to the crazy Japan. It was shocking. I grew up in the Dutch culture, 
regarding it as a matter of course. But if you go to Japan, suddenly every-
thing that is normal to you is gone. In Japan it is completely different and 
it’s working. Cultures in general felt vulnerable to me after Japan. 

How was it in the office of Atelier Bow-Wow?
I think I was really lucky with this office. I heard some stories about 
Japan and the working conditions, but Atelier Bow-Wow is really kind to 
it’s employees. We had barbeques on the rooftop of the office, watched 
football in the office while drinking champagne.
But in Japan as an intern you work mostly for free, a quite difficult and 
strange condition. Some people say that I should be ashamed, because I 
supported this system of not paying interns, resulting in unfair competi-
tion with other countries. But on the other hand, I gained so much from 
this working experience. It was worth it. I spent my internship mainly 
making models. In the beginning they make you do a test - making a 
perfect one by one cm cube. It was like in a martial arts movie, where 
you have to wash a deck over and over again, “wax on, wax off” [laughter]. 
Then they know what your skills are and they place you in a group work-
ing either with very difficult models, easier models or sketch models. I 
made a model of 1:20 and worked on it for six weeks. The model had to be 
of an amazing detail level, precision and sense of materiality. Afterwards 
I worked a project in Chile entitled Ocho al Cubo. For which I joined a 
meeting in the SANAA office, where all top young Japanese architects 
like Ishigami, Fujimoto, Kuma and Nishizawa and Sejima were present. 
Once again, I got to observe the social side of architecture relating to the 
hierarchy among the architects and their employees. Japan compared to

Western countries, is quite exceptionally traditional in the office’s hierarchy. 
The boss is the guru, who takes all responsibility. Then older staff, younger 
ones and at the bottom interns without responsibility. The difference with 
Europe is that the period of time to grow from intern to employee or boss, is 
much longer in Japan. It takes a while before you get more responsibility.

What else did you learn? 
The 1:20 model I worked on was for a very large holiday home, that would 
be used only a few months each year. I felt uncomfortable with the luxurious 
aspect of this project. But it brought money into the office, to keep the office 
running. At the same time, they make humane architecture for everybody. I 
like these projects, but I realized that to make this kind of public 
architecture, they  need architecture for the rich to finance it. It was striking 
to experience that this is depending on that. I would like not to have this 
dependent relationship in my own work.

Do you see yourself than as a humanitarian architect?
No, just as a passionate person that wants to express himself in a creative way. 
It could be art or architecture for the richer or for the poorer. It’s not black or 
white, it’s grey. But they shouldn’t depend on each other. It should depend on 
my opinion. I want autonomy within my work.

What did you do after your internship?
After my two and a half month internship at Bow-Wow, I spent the final ten 
days of my visa travelling through Japan. I wanted to experience what it is like 
to live without a home, so I slept outside at night. It was about seeing if I could 
do without and to find the origin of architecture, which is sheltering. Have we 
as humans - after ten thousand years of evolution - become so weak that we 
cannot live outside anymore? Do we need these thick walls and these hyper-
technical windows with insulated glass and high-tech solar panels, feeding 
our plasma televisions? It’s all really complex and we’re making it complex for 
ourselves. Sometimes I’m bothered by this. It’s so complicated. Maybe it could 
be more easy.

So how did it go for you, sleeping for two weeks on the street?
I slept under bridges, in playgrounds, temples, along rivers and in the Church of 
Light by Ando. The special thing is that even if you sleep under a bridge, this 
becomes a place and you get attached to it. If I go back, maybe it will still
feel a bit like home. It happens so quickly - totally anonymous places, suddenly 
become meaningful.

What motivated you to go for Zumthor?
I have two reasons. First because it came on my path. I met a friend of 
Zumthor during my journey through Europe and she thought my character 
would fit in the Zumthor’s office and therefore she recommended me to him. 
The second reason, relating to his work, I find more difficult to find the 
words for. Maybe at the same time it’s easy; I liked what I saw, felt, smelled, 
and heard, while visiting his projects. Like the first two steps while entering 
the Shelters for Roman Archaeological Site in Chur, Switzerland, sounding 
like Prokofiev’s Dance of the Knights.
Beside his work, it appears to me that he is one of the few architects who 
has become able to resist the financial pressure in the architecture profes-
sion, resulting in a what I regard as a pure form of architecture.

You don’t want to practice architecture in the traditional sense?
I don’t really have this goal of creating buildings for the sake of creating 
buildings. For now, my dream is to make my own house. This is the only 
building I really want to make. For the rest I have no other architectural 
dreams. In the meantime, I want to be inspired by other people and cultures.
But I do feel attracted to traditional sense of an architect as an craftsman. 
At the moment I’m doing studies on different crafts and materials by visiting 
craftsmen, traditional production factories of bricks and wood and by working
at a construction site in Amsterdam. So I do see my lifelong education as an 
architect in a traditional sense. 

What do you think about the government obliging students to gain two 
years of work experience in order to become an architect?
I’m not sure if I agree or disagree on the obligation. Most important is that 
students are supported and encouraged to do so. An obligation would only 
work when they consider each person individually and carefully, but probably 
there is no money and time for that.
However it should be up to the students to think about developing 
themselves in an extracurricular way, because as we all know, not 
everything can be learned in university. But as soon as it becomes obliged, 
the individual creativity and the ensuing variation might be in danger. 

While this individual creativity and variation, in the end, 
make architecture beautiful. I personally don’t like it when 
things are obliged. After my bachelor period I really 
enjoyed the freedom of following my own path, doing 
internships, started to study materials and crafts, worked 
at construction sites, traveled through Japan and Europe.
I’m not telling this to brag, but to illustrate the chances and freedom without 
the government or university obligating us things. I enjoyed that I could go 
my own way and this process on itself is really useful and important for my
development as a person and as an architect.
I think within the freedom that we have without the obligation, students 
should realize that becoming a architect is not only about getting your 
diploma, it’s also about becoming strong enough to choose your own path 
without loosing empathy towards others and the understanding of the social 
importance in architecture.

Do you have any tips for bachelor students? How can they keep their integ-
rity intact during their studies?
It’s hard to give a general tip that could relate to all bachelor students, since 
we all have different backgrounds and characters. My tip would not be about 
to do this or that, but about trying to find your own way within the 
numerous possibilities that we have as students from the TU Delft. Don’t be 
afraid for wrong choices, because by these choices you know what you don’t 
like and thereby you are one step closer to what you like. Whether you’re 
going through life partying or being serious and thoughtful. It doesn’t matter, 
as long as it fits you. Go for that.
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FABIAN VAN DER LEER 
AN EXCELLENT BACHELOR ALUMNUS WHO WANTS 
TO MAKE ARCHITECTURE HIS PASSION - NOT HIS JOB

BY DAPHNE BAKKER

What happened after you graduated from the Bachelors? What is 
the first thing you did?
I went to France for three months and I lived there by myself on 
farmland. Thereby I missed the bachelor ceremony, but I enjoyed the 
peaceful surroundings of France. There were days where I didn’t speak 
to anyone. Except at the bakery in the morning. All I had to say was: 
une baguette s'il vous plaît. I thought in silence about what to do, 
where to go and where to work. I didn’t feel like starting the master, 
because I was and am very young. The impression I had from the 
Bachelor was that it was far from reality  Within this imaginary world, 
we become able to dream in a creative way, which is a fantastic quality, 
but through internships I wanted to test my dreams in reality.

Were you sure that you wanted to be an architect?
I really love architecture and I’m happy that I did this study. But as I 
look at it now, I don’t want to be an architect. I associate the word 
architect with money. I love architecture too much to make it into my 
job, because then it means if I want to eat, I need to do projects. I don’t 
want to practice my favourite passion depending on money. Architec-
ture should be free for me. I want time for architecture without financial 
pressure.

Do you have enough money to work like this?
Not yet, but I’m working on it. I try to keep my life as simple and pure 
as possible. I drink only water, no alcohol, no drugs, no social media, no 
place to live, no phone and no other contracts that demand money every 
month except health insurance. I hope to find a simple and basic way of 
life. Independence is important for me.  At one point I want to be able to 
live independently in a small home or hut, working at a bakery for a few 
days, just to have enough money to eat. And hopefully then, with my 
free time, I can work on my favourite passion - architecture.

Tell us about what happened after your stay in France?
I had three portfolios with me in France and I sent it to three offices - 
one in Belgium, one in Japan and one in Switzerland. In the end these 
were the offices where I was invited to work. The first in Belgium was 
architecten de vylder vinck tailleu. I had a wonderful time. I started at 
the bottom, doing basic intern stuff, like making models and getting 
lunch. This was a good experience for me. In the Bachelor you have this 
impression that you understand things, but you’re not experiencing 
reality. It is good for your development to do an internship, because you 
realize how limited your knowledge is. 

What did you learn during your internship, what stuck out for you?
What I really liked about my internship experiences was that I got to 
know the social part of architecture. In the university, it’s all about your 
drawings and presentations, but in the office you deal with clients, 
discussions and the influences of culture on the way of debating. These 
conversations are maybe 50% of the job. You’re the architect and you 
know a lot, but you’re depending on the client, because they have the 
money. The client however rarely considers aspects such as space or 
experience. They want things to be fast and easy.

After de Vylder, did you go to Japan straightaway?
There was a month in between, some rest and traveling again, and then 
off to the crazy Japan. It was shocking. In Holland I grew up in this 

culture, which I regarded it as a matter of course. Like it has always 
been there. But if you go to Japan, suddenly everything that is normal 
to you is gone. I’ve been to Asia a couple of times, but this was the first 
time it really impacted me. I thought, wow, the Dutch culture, which 
was always there, is not needed here. In Japan it is completely different 
and it’s working. Cultures in general felt vulnerable to me after Japan.

How was it in the office of Atelier Bow-wow?
I think I was really lucky with this office. I heard some stories about 
Japan and the working conditions, but Atelier Bow-wow is really kind 
to its employees. But in Japan as an intern you work mostly for free, a 
quite difficult and strange condition. Some people say that I should be 
ashamed, because I supported this system of not paying interns. But on 
the other hand I gained so much from this. It was worth it. I spent my 
internship mainly making models. In the beginning they make you do a 
test - making this perfect one by one cm cube. It was like in a martial 
arts movie, where you have to wash a car over and over again, “wax on, 
wax off” [laughter]. Then they know what your skills are and they place 
you in a group working either with very difficult models, easier models 
or sketch models. Somehow I was placed in the highest order. I made a 
model of 1:20 and worked on it for six weeks. The model had to be of an 
amazing detail level, precision and sense of materiality. Afterwards I 
was placed on another project, one in Chile entitled Ocho al Cubo. I had 
to join a meeting in the SANAA office, where all top young Japanese 
architects like Ishigami, Fujimoto, Kuma and Nishizawa and Sejima 
were present.  Once again, I got to observe the social side of architec-
ture relating to the hierarchy among the architects and their employees. 
Japan is, compared to western countries, quite exceptionally traditional. 
The boss is the guru, who takes all responsibility. The difference with 
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