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Good evening, everybody. How wonderful to see you all here. I'm Will Gompertz
and I'm the Director of the Sir John Soane's Museum. The place is completely
packed - standing room only at the back. I was talking to the young man
ushering people in at the top of the stairs, and he said, “Oh, it's amazing, I've
never seen it this full in my life before.” I said, “God, that's incredible - how long
have you worked here?” “Three weeks.” [laughter] Which I thought was lovely.

We're all here, of course, for the same beautiful reason: to celebrate the 2025
Soane Medal winner, and to hear her lecture. Well, of course, I'm talking about
Madelon Vriesendorp. “What is your number, Madelon?” “852.” She's number
852 of the Vriesendorps - she actually owns the name, unbelievably.

So there's much to look forward to. We had to turn away something like 300
people who wanted to come to this talk, which gives you an idea about Madelon,
and about how her work, her practice and her spirit extend right out into the
world. I know there are people in this room who've travelled thousands and
thousands of miles to be here, so thank you to everybody who did.

Thank you also to Hamish Forsyth, who's sitting at the front here, and his wife
Sophie. Hamish is a great trustee of the Soane Museum, but also a generous
supporter and sponsor of this fantastic award for the last three years. So thank
you very much indeed, Hamish - I think we should give him a round of applause
for that generosity. [applause]

Thank you also to our illustrious - and I do mean illustrious - panel, who chose
Madelon as this year's winner. And finally, and really importantly, thank you to
the RA for having us, for hosting this talk. We couldn't quite squeeze you all in
at the Soane; it wouldn't have quite worked, things would have got broken, and
it would have been sad. But Rebecca Salter, the President of the RA, is here
somewhere. Oh yes, there she is. Rebecca. [applause]

The RA literally meant the world to Soane. He was an uneducated eighteen-
year-old when, through several bits of happenstance and good fortune, he was
sent to the RA as one of its first architectural students, by Chambers and by
Dance, who paved his way through here. He ended up winning the RA gold
medal as a student when he was twenty-one or twenty-two, before going off on
the Grand Tour. That just wouldn't have happened without the RA. So when he
came back to England and built his practice, the fact that he was eventually
made Professor of Architecture at the Royal Academy was the pinnacle of his
career and of his life.



And it's really the reason there is a Soane Museum at all. When he taught his
students at the RA, he couldn't send them on the Grand Tour the way he had
gone himself, because of the Napoleonic Wars. So he thought, well, I'll build the
Grand Tour in Lincoln's Inn Fields. And that's how it came about. So being here,
Rebecca, means such a lot to us at the Soane. It's wonderful to locate this
lecture in this space. Thank you very much indeed.

Just very briefly before I hand on: Soane and Madelon - or Maddie - would have
got on terribly well; I'm absolutely sure of it. For one thing, they both love
clutter. The Soane is full of objects, as you know, but it's nothing compared to
Madelon's studio and flat, which is frankly insane. I hope you don't have a
cleaner, because how would they ever know which bits to throw out and which
to keep? Old milk bottles and all the rest of it.

Also, from the point of view of working creatively, in collaboration: Soane
worked with Gandy, the architect but also the brilliant watercolourist, purely as
an artist. Maddie has worked with Charles Jencks and Rem Koolhaas and many
others as a collaborator and an interlocutor. And the other reason I think they'd
have got on so well is that they were both really mischievous - his crazy grotto,
the Monk's Parlour. Well, you're going to find out about Madelon in a minute, so
I'll leave you to enjoy that.

Before we get on to Madelon and her lecture - after which I'm going to ask her a
few questions - I wanted to ask Vicky Richardson to come up and say a few
words. Vicky is one of our illustrious panel. She was also Curator of
Architecture here at the Royal Academy, and is a writer and curator in many
fields, a very brilliant person and a good friend. Vicky, if you could tell us a little
about why the panel chose Madelon, we'd be very grateful. Thank you very
much, Vicky. [applause]

Citation and presentation of the medal by Vicky Richardson

Thank you. Well, it really is a huge honour to be able to introduce Maddie's
lecture, and also to present her with the medal - which I mustn't forget to do. So
I'm going to say a few words, not to represent the jury necessarily, but hopefully
to describe some of the things we talked about, and some of the reasons we felt
so strongly that Maddie was the perfect person to be given this medal.

It's my second year on the jury, and both years we've had a really lively,
opinionated discussion, which is as it should be. But I think we were universally
enthusiastic about this decision. There's something about Maddie's work and
her outlook that feels very right for the time we're going through at the
moment, which is always an important thing to consider with these kinds of
awards.

With Maddie, we're celebrating somebody who has a tremendous body of work
and an incredible career, but we're also really celebrating a world view - an
astute and wise view of the world that I find hugely valuable today. It's a world



view that combines a really astute critique with a surreal approach to
representing architecture and its broader context, and also just a tremendous
sense of humour.

Maddie also has this incredible ability to take people with her, and I think that's
partly what explains this amazing gathering tonight. It's so fantastic to see
friends and people Maddie has worked with from around the world - people
have come from Korea, Dubai and elsewhere to be here - which is a massive
reflection of the loyalty people feel for her.

[ won't give a big biography, because Maddie is going to go into that herself,
but she was born in Holland. She studied there initially, and also studied
etching in London at the Central School of Art, taking evening classes. Then, in
1972, she moved to New York, where she embarked on a body of work about
Manhattan - watercolours, gouache and felt-pen drawings observing the
architecture of the city. This was critically important when it came to the
founding of the Office for Metropolitan Architecture in 1975 - fifty years ago this
year - of which she was one of the co-founders.

And then, of course, famously, one of her paintings was on the cover of
Delirious New York in 1978: the painting Flagrant Délit, that fantastic image of
the Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building in bed together, which
sums up Maddie's surreal, humorous, but really piercing critique of
architecture.

Maddie's work has been exhibited worldwide, and a tremendously important
exhibition - The World of Madelon Vriesendorp, in 2008 - was a real moment for
bringing together the various aspects of her work. In recent years she has
expressed her ideas very much through making; in particular, reimagining all
the ordinary objects that surround us in commercial and everyday life. Milk
cartons, egg boxes, even the little balls in the packaging that deodorant comes
in. It's this complete ability to look at all the things most of us are oblivious to,
and then to re-see them as something else.

I think it's this ability to really observe the world around us that is so powerful,
and that enables Maddie to communicate with such a wide group of people. She
has been particularly important for young people and students, and she has a
particular eye on children and the importance of childhood.

I had the pleasure of working with Maddie in 2012, when we hosted an
exhibition at the British Council: Lina Bo Bardi: Together, a fantastic show
curated by Noemi Blager that then travelled the world. Maddie had run a
workshop in Brazil as part of the research towards the exhibition, and she'd also
made a series of what are called Exus - I think - the northeast Brazilian devils.

That particular character I always find really resonant of Maddie herself, in a
way, because these little devils are impish, childish, irascible little creatures,
with all the creativity and imagination of children, but also the ability to disrupt



and make things go wrong. And I think that naughtiness, that mischievousness -
as you said, Will - is something I really treasure in your work. We certainly need
more of this kind of surreal naughtiness in the world at large.

So it's fantastic that you've won this medal. I'd now like to invite you to come
and give your wonderful lecture. And also - I mustn't forget to give you the
medal.



