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At the time when they received the commission, the work of 
Duiker and Bijvoet still belonged to the (brick) tradition of 
Berlage, which was no doubt one of the reasons why the old 
master held their work in so high regard. In the early s, 
however, Duiker and Bijvoet emerged as leading exponents 
of functionalism. In the same period, Wiebenga realized the 
building that is often regarded as the first example of function-
alism in the Netherlands, the Intermediate Technical School 
in Groningen (). 

During the design of Zonnestraal, Duiker and Bijvoet 
went their separate ways. Duiker went on to build the Open-
luchtschool voor het Gezonde Kind (Open Air School) in 
Cliostraat, Amsterdam, a building closely related to Zon-
nestraal in architecture and approach, and, also in Amster-
dam, the Cineac, a cinema that showed non-stop newsreels.

Bijvoet moved to Paris in  where he worked with Pierre 
Charreau on the celebrated Maison de Verre and from where 
he kept in touch with his former partner. In  he returned 
to the Netherlands to complete the Grand Hotel Gooiland in 
Hilversum which Duiker had been working on at the time 
of his premature death. After the Second World War and in 
partnership with the younger architect Gerard Holt, Bijvoet 
re-emerged as the designer of a large number of high-quality 
concert halls, although they never attained the architectural 
heights of Zonnestraal.

The building is copybook example of the functionalist 
ideal of a strict separation between the loadbearing construc-
tion – in this case reinforced concrete – and the facades, which 
here consist mainly of glass in very slender steel frames. The 
almost total transparency of Zonnestraal satisfied the med-
ical demand for light and well-ventilated rooms while at the 
same time allowing Duiker and Bijvoet to demonstrate the 
functionalist character of their building. 

Zonnestraal consists of a main building flanked by two 
pavilions. On the first floor of the main building was a din-
ing and recreation hall, while the ground floor housed all the 
core facilities, from treatment rooms to the kitchen and from 
offices to the boiler room. The boiler room’s prominent loca-
tion in the main building served to underscore the functional, 
machine-like aspect of this architecture.

The two V-shaped pavilions are angled to catch the maxi-
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mum amount of sunlight. Each pavilion accommodated fifty 
patients, all with their own room opening onto a sun terrace 
where the patients, if necessary with bed and all, could recu-
perate in the bracing open air. 

In addition to the main building and the two pavilions, 
Zonnestraal comprised a range of outbuildings which included 
a servants’ house, De Koepel, since reconstructed by Delft 
architecture students, and several workshops. Under the motto 
‘recovery through work’, patients who were considered strong 
enough were set to work, which gave them something to do 
and also enabled them to repay (part) of the cost of their own 
care. Among other things, bicycles, summer houses, sailing 
boats, furniture and tools for the diamond industry were made 

at Zonnestraal, usually without much publicity being given 
to their provenance owing to the unfounded but nevertheless 
existing public fear of infection via these products. Altogether 
Zonnestraal provided work for nineteen different occupational 
groups, from book binders to market gardeners.

By the s, the success in combatting tuberculosis had 
rendered the complex obsolete as a tb sanatorium. Thirty years 
after Zonnestraal’s construction, tuberculosis had been brought 
under control in the Netherlands. So in  Zonnestraal 
became a general hospital, a change of use that required numer-
ous constructional modifications. Initially these were designed 
by Bijvoet and Holt but later on other architects were engaged. 
Little by little, the main building and one of the two buildings 
for patients, the Henri van der Meulen Pavilion, underwent 
a radical transformation. For example, the sun terraces were 
enclosed and integrated with the hospital wards. The other part 
of the complex, the Dresselhuys Pavilion, remained empty and 
over the years it degenerated into a modern ruin.

Since the s, architects and architecture lovers have 
tried to preserve Zonnestraal from damage and deterioration. 
Architect Jaap Bakema (who carried on the Brinkman & Van 
der Vlugt practice together with Jo van den Broek) even went 
so far as to argue that this high point of modern architecture 
should be treated with the same respect and solicitude as Rem-
brandt’s Nightwatch. 

Despite Zonnestraal’s high reputation among aficionados, 
it was not until well into the s that the dilapidated com-
plex finally acquired listed status. Oddly enough, this pro-
voked an equivocal reaction from the surviving hard core of 
functionalists and Duiker experts who claimed that it would 
be contrary to Duiker’s functionalist spirit to treat a building 
conceived as a purpose-built ‘implement’ which had since lost 
that original purpose, as a sacrosanct monument. In their view, 
Duiker himself would have seen the eradication of tuberculo-
sis as a reason to declare the building redundant.

Listed status did not lead to a speedy return to former glory, 
but it did prove to be Zonnestraal’s salvation. It safeguarded 
the complex from further modifications and encouraged the 
user to be more circumspect in its treatment of this piece of 
national heritage. It also served to keep the idea of restoration 
on the agenda from the s onwards. The actual restoration X
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came within view when the hospital, after a regional merger, 
no longer needed the Zonnestraal complex and a new user 
appeared on the scene in the form of an institution for pre-
ventive and curative therapies, a programme not all that far 
removed from the original function of Zonnestraal.

During the arduous, decades-long process, the steadfast 
commitment of the Department for the Preservation of Mon-
uments and Historic Buildings and, more especially, of Hubert-
Jan Henket and Wessel de Jonge, was of immense importance. 
For many years, these two architects, who have carried out the 
restoration along with the necessary modernizations and addi-
tions, have campaigned on behalf of Zonnestraal and of other 
examples of modern architecture. They are the founders of Doco-
momo, a worldwide association dedicated to the documentation 
and conservation of the architecture of the Modern Movement. 
The knowledge and expertise that Henket and De Jonge have 
accumulated over the years in dealing with modern architecture 
from the first decades of the twentieth century makes them pre-
eminent experts with respect to those early experiments in con-
crete, steel and glass. Given the many stumbling blocks inherent 
in experimentation, this did not always result in the most per-
fect architecture imaginable. Moreover, energy efficiency stand-
ards have changed dramatically since those days. Henket and 
De Jonge have the necessary architectural and constructional 
know-how to reconcile those erstwhile experiments with con-
temporary requirements in an outcome that does full justice to 
the airiness and transparency of the original functionalist archi-
tecture, introducing the necessary contemporary additions in a 
subtle, often barely visible fashion. Emblematic of that subtlety 
is the virtually transparent lift that has been inserted into the 
main building of Zonnestraal. Anyone placing photographs of 
the building in  alongside those of the current situation will 
be hard put to spot the differences.

Below: Semicircular staircases 
such as this one lend structure to 
the building on the outside as 
well in that – often with large 
windows – they serve as oriels 
next to the facades. For the 
occupants, this allows views to 
the outside and the entry of 
direct sunlight.  

Left: The large hall on the top 
floor of the main building was 
used as a dining hall. Duiker  
and Bijvoet adorned it with a 
wide roof lantern in order to 
bring daylight into the middle  
of the room.  
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Right: The facility as a whole 
from a bird’s eye view (drawing 
by Jan Duiker). On both sides of 
the main building, there are the 
bed pavilions, each of which 
housed 50 patients and had their 
own terrace or balcony. To the 
north-west of the main building, 
there is the in-patient section 
(left), which is protected from 
the sanatorium but connected to 
it by a bridge between the 
buildings.    




