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the new  
TROPICAL 
MODERNISM
WORDS MATT BEALL  |  PHOTOS DE REUS ARCHITECTS

Accurately describing the value of high quality architecture 
is an enormous challenge. Architects themselves, of 
course, do a passable job at it, but even their language 
is often too “insider” for the average homeowner or 
prospective homebuilder. Marketers are far worse. Flowery 
clichés litter real estate publications...

“ARCHITECTURALLY-DESIGNED!” 
“HAWAIIAN SENSE OF PLACE!” 

“BUILT BY LEGENDARY ARCHITECT”

I’m not buying what they’re selling. 

In Hawaii, the commoditization of 

architecture (and architects) has led to 

a bizarre emphasis on kitschy historic 

references in buildings as a means of 

defining the place (think tapa cloth and 

tiki torches and pineapples carved into 

wood). These are superficial design 

trends. And, by definition, they’re 

trendy. But like fashion, trends are 

temporary, and when they’re exploited in 

architecture and design, the unfortunate 

result is a built environment that is largely 

repetitive and uninspired. 

A building’s aesthetic quality can 

and should create a foundation that 

contributes to a rich experience of the 

landscape, the community, and the 

building itself. Fortunately, there are still 

architectural firms and individuals who 

share and express this belief. They’re 

combating formulaic thinking. They’re 

influencing Hawaii’s architecture into a 

more relevant and contemporary context.

Hawaii-based de Reus Architects is one 

of those firms. Their work serves as a 

counterpoint to this trend of architecture 

as a commodity. They recognize that 

good design not only respects tradition, 

but it also allows its buildings to evolve 

and adapt over time.  

Bridging time-honored principles 

of balance, proportion, rhythm and 

sequence with the demands of a fast-

paced, rapidly expanding world is a 

delicate dance for architects. The results 

speak for themselves in the case of de 

Reus. The firm is helping to shape the 

new direction of Tropical Modernism 

architecture in Hawaii.. 
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Photos: (previous page) at Kauhale Kai a circular stone water element, the “well spring” of the home, rests below a shade trellis that 

connects two pavilions; (this page, clockwise) Punta Sayulita Treehouse designed to fit into the hillsides and find commonality with the 

regional vernacular; Punta Sayulita is a 33-acre sustainable residential resort community nestled under the canopies of oil palms and 

gumbo-limbo trees; open spaces and gardens at Kauhale Kai sequence with the pool’s axial geometry; The stepped cedar ceiling at 

Kauhale Kai references the ancient Majapahit culture from Java.
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Photo: Coral stone columns supporting hipped roof pavilions represent island 

architecture at its most elemental.

ENGAGING OUTDOOR SPACE

Famed Hawaii architect Vladimir Ossipoff’s buildings from 

over 50 years ago effectively captured Hawaii’s climate, 

dissolving distinctions between indoor and outdoor space. But 

over the years, these contextually appropriate homes have 

become more and more rare. 

Hawaii has borrowed from the continental U.S. and elsewhere 

a model of more enclosed homes where square footage 

is maximized. In the context of Hawaii’s residential market, 

however, the grandeur of a large house can totally overwhelm 

its site. 

de Reus Architects combat this contextual challenge by 

designing the house as independent, interconnected pavilions., 

By creating the feeling of the home as a unified village, indoor 

and outdoor spaces are allowed to blend, and structures don’t 

overwhelm their locale. 

Kauhale Kai, a residence on Hawaii Island, exemplifies these 

traits.  Between the pavilions, de Reus weaves gardens that 

act as outdoor corridors between the rooms of the home. The 

three-dimensional feel of the garden is an integral part of the 

overall concept, underscoring the role of nature in successful 

topical design..
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Photos: Kaupulehu ‘s architectural elements embody Craftsmanship and the 

concept of “Listening to the Land.”

CRAFTSMANSHIP

If skillfully built, architecture can rise to the level of art. High 

level craftsmanship creates a positive visceral experience for 

residents in their homes or guests in resorts. Often, generic 

and mass-produced solutions are favored for time, money and 

ease of construction. But discerning homebuyers throughout 

Hawaii often prefer homes with a craftsman approach.

In de Reus’ work, the details — from structure to cabinetry 

— are not left to chance. It’s the creative details — and their 

execution — that leave a first and lasting impression. 

THE LAND 

When architects allow a site’s distinct character to inform a 

building’s design, the result is a feeling of being true to its 

place.

Within de Reus’ projects, the final site plan shows the way 

nature influences its micro environment. The quality of the 

land reveals distinct design opportunities and inspiration. 

Pavilions align to take advantage of exposures and views. 

Open spaces are protected from dominant winds. 

Geometric overlays and grids don’t force the spaces into a 

predictable sequence or layout. The result maximizes the 

site’s potential to influence and enhance the architecture. 

What occurs as a simple and clean expression of the site’s 

unique nature is, in reality, a very complex and sophisticated 

response to environmental forces and attractions.

The unique individual features of a site, its topography, view 

planes and vegetation, invariably make each design different.
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A MOVEMENT

Rejuvenated and reinvented 
architectural approaches like 
these are taking residential 
architecture back to the future 
in Hawaii.  As more residences 
are handcrafted to complement 
their sites, the pendulum swings 
back to a style of residential 
architecture fit for modern 
tropical living.

Photo: Steel and glass doors at Kauhale Kai encase this 

Dining Pavilion that floats in a reflecting pool.

Learn more about de Reus Architects at  

dereusarchitects.com




