


2 3More is expected, more is required.  
Excess. Or so it seems.        But even 
here, if we take the world for what it is  
— does this not mean that it can also be 
something else? Not everything that is 
possible must be possible.        Is there 
not also a part of the world that is  
opposed to excess, and precisely  
desires less?        Not to find less,  
but to use less to find something else.  
Something more. A different more.
        Imagination is the key here. An 
imagination that does not start from the 
excess, but embraces the less.

The built world faces the same dilemma. 
More is expected, more is required. 
More has to be possible.        The same 
question may be asked. Is the striving 
for more the only response to the world 
we live in? Should we not find opportunity 
in constraint?        Again, a different  
opportunity.        And as soon as this 
is found, can this not be celebrated as 
bravoure?        The world needs imag-
ination to change its course, as does 
the built world. However, the built world 



4 5needs imagination in its materiality. 
Imagination through making.

A new momentum emerges. Using the 
barely to imagine much more. To imagine 
scarcity as bravoure.        New expres-
sions appear and new meanings merge.                 
        Imagination creates a momentum.  
A turning point. A turning point that trans-
forms scarcity into wealth.         Obser-
vation precedes imagination. And, more 
often than not, requires boldness.        At 
the same time, doubt arises. Not as con-
tradiction, but as harbinger of imagination. 
Imagination surpasses certainty, precise-
ly because of a moment of doubt.        A 
moment of doubt caused by a shift in 
perception. Not as a deliberate reconsid-
eration, but as the result of an unexpected 
event. The opportunity of the event and 
the acceptance of the unexpected provide 
the key.

short stories

P.75      Scouting premises in  
Blankenberge. A first demonstration of 

scarcity. Barely different from simply 
building. But with a precision that makes 
all the difference.        A plastic gutter 
and corrugated fibre cement. A struc-
ture of wooden beams and columns as 
backdrop.         No resources. But when 
scrupulously employed, just enough re-
sources. A scarcity that requires precision, 
and becomes a measure for bravoure. An 
unexpected precision.

P.80       An archives building in Ghent. 
What might and should have only been 
a box turns into something else.        The 
context of façades becomes a context  
of windowsills. Or lintels. Either way,  
a context of lines. Lines that return.  
A different rhythm. A different propor-
tion. A different scale. And, just like this, 
the box resonates with its context.                          
        Scarcity as a matter of observation.  
The observation of context. And adding 
just enough to make a difference.  
An unexpected observation.

P.51       A room in a house. Technical 
installations in the basement and appli-



6 7ances above. Pipes that need to cross 
the space, right through the centre. And 
why not?         But columns of a classical 
order define the space. How, then, could  
mere pipes be allowed to cross this 
space? By the boldness to introduce  
a different column.         A column in  
a material that was supposed to be  
hidden. Here applied with exacting  
precision and dedication — an object of 
difference.         A very different column, 
but also a very precise one, between the 
others. As precise as necessary to trans-
form the classical order into a  
different order.         Again, observation, 
but also boldness. The boldness to  
introduce a difference.

P.85      A roof light is set in the roof. The 
edge of the roof light needs a finish. It is 
obvious how this should be finished.  
Of course it should be finished.         Or  
maybe it should not. A moment of doubt. 
The acceptance of what is. A moment of 
scarcity that turns into a moment of ac-
ceptance. And so becomes a moment 
of bravoure.         The border is beautiful 

as it is. A beautiful scarcity.

P.69        Acoustic panels and light fit-
tings in a day-care centre. Technical 
installations are inevitably part of the 
whole. But how to be a part of the whole 
is the question.         The question of 
how to imagine technical installations to 
be no longer technical installations. But 
something else. A shift in meaning.  
A shift in naming. A shift in perception.                                  
        Technical installations as birds.

P.57       A door frame in Nivelles. A door 
frame for a door. The same door frame 
for pipes too. To let pipes circulate.                  
        The framing of pipes when pipes 
are allowed to be more than pipes. A dif-
ferent framing. A different perception.

intermezzo

This is what architecture needs to do. 
This is perhaps what architecture really 
needs to do.         To be an all-encom-
passing possibility. The possibility to 
move that which is expected into a  



8 9different perception.         Not to be just 
a part of the whole. Which architecture to-
day resembles more and more. Using the 
excuse of a growing complexity. While 
departing from this complexity should be 
the challenge, no more no less.

short stories

P.91         When a friend is dying and 
needs a house. When the house is built 
not only as prescribed or expected. But 
to build a house as it is meant to be: a 
place to embrace life.         Giving care 
becomes giving life. Life as a sign of 
architecture. A building detail as a sign 
of life. The house will accompany the 
friend.         A reflection on life. On what 
life is at the very least. Reconsidering 
what is not supposed to be reconsidered. 

P.102         A garden in a suburban 
neighbourhood. The garden is our gar-
den. But when does our garden truly 
become our garden? A garden that is 
shared by everyone?         The fence is 
no longer the edge of our private  

existence. Our existence is no longer 
the size of our garden. Our garden on 
the other side of the fence opens up the 
edge that the fence would create.                  
        The scarcity of space is distributed 
differently. The scarcity of space  
becomes an abundance of space.

P.45         A letter box needs to be en-
larged. But the columns of the gate do 
not allow for that. Perhaps one of the col-
umns needs to be rebuilt.         A gesture 
of receiving. A modest gesture. But in its 
modesty also a grand gesture. Even for  
a letter. From scarcity to dignity.

P.63        When the wall has been an  
obstacle for so long, but can never 
be removed; then the wall can still be 
something else.         Simple yet exact-
ing holes make the difference. Round 
drill holes of an exceptional scale bring 
that which lies beyond the wall through 
the wall.          Pleasure, and only  
pleasure. Barely anything happened.  
Yet there is so much happening. 



10 11P.106        The water is always too  
deep. The other side always too far. A 
bridge always too difficult.         The sto-
ry of how to employ what is available 
differently. Not at once, but with practi-
cal resourcefulness. Merely the inven-
tion of a single new piece. And so much 
of what is available can be employed 
differently. Perceived differently.        A 
tower becomes a bridge. A piece of 
a tower crane becomes a piece of a 
beam. An inventive coupling piece be-
comes the opportunity for a bridge. 	 
        A bridge in Brussels.

P.97         A clothes line in Kortrijk.         
A clothes line that becomes a light line. 
Light was never hung more beautifully. 
Light was never hung more lightly. 
        Years later, in Antwerp, the same 
clothes line. Again. As repetition. Be-
cause something good should be cel-
ebrated. Should be celebrated again.       
Unexpected beauty. Smile as bravoure.
 
P.117        When a pavilion needs to be in 
order for the next exhibition, everything 

is painted white. Every time.        The 
question could and maybe should be if 
this is really necessary. Every time.                                 
        Because the previous white is still 
very white, and the damage done is per-
haps not only damage done. If only we 
could see this differently.        Polish and 
gloss are used to transform this damage 
into frescoes. Polish and gloss are used 
to see the damage differently.

P.112     	 An old school needs to be re-
placed with a new school. While the old 
school was characterised by scarcity, 
the new school is characterised by even 
more scarcity.        The old school as a 
collection of pavilions. Demolished one 
by one. And yet, one pavilion remains.         
        An empty pavilion. Without an idea. 
Without an end. But to give every unex-
pected idea a chance later on.
	 A gesture of generosity. To preserve 
what does not need to be demolished.  
To allow that which had been discarded 
a chance.



12 13epilogue

Scarcity is not only a matter of building  
differently. Scarcity is also a matter of 
living differently. And thus of building 
differently. 

The idea of scarcity as an opportunity for 
bravoure transcends personal fixation. It is 
a piercing observation, and an appeal to 
the imagination.

A call to reconsider architecture as all-en-
compassing, knowing that these simple 
opportunities can make an unexpected 
difference.        Because where scarcity 
today is recognised as scarcity, it is too 
often limited to only scarcity. Scarcity is 
too often an excuse for not looking further.

Scarcity can make the difference by 
an unexpected turning point. Or unsur-
passed precision. Or bold introduction. 
Or shifting perception. Or merely accep-
tance.        An opportunity that trans-
forms what is scarce into what is lasting.  
Because what was not considered as 

lasting became unexpectedly        dear. 
 
Finding opportunities where opportuni-
ties were not expected or were not  
allowed to be expected.        Opportunity 
is life. Opportunities make life. Make life 
different.        Opportunities are found 
in necessity. Should be found as occa-
sions. The turning point. The unexpected.

And should be life. Allowing the mod-
est everyday life to be no longer scarce. 
Allowing scarcity to be beauty. That is 
bravoure.

Opportunity is what those expressions 
look for. Pleasure is inseparably the drive 
of those opportunities.        The pleasure 
comes when the turning point is rec-
ognised. The pleasure allows for the turn-
ing point.        This bravoure is a pleasure. 
Bravoure is pleasure. That is also bravoure.

And eventually, all of this. A smile as the re-
sult. Bravoure makes you smile.        Merely 
an indirect result. But bravoure par excel-
lence. A smile because of the everyday.
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GENEROSITY
Sometimes the notion of the everyday is  
reduced to the conventional. To us, the ev-
eryday is precisely that which is connect-
ed by all kinds of small, unexpected events 
breaking through the routine.
— Paul Vermeulen

Bravoure is not just a perfect technical ex-
ecution. You need the expertise, but the 
expertise is only the condition from which 
you can create so much more than just a 
solution.
— Henk De Smet

CG Scarcity, economy, acceptation, tech-
nology. To us, these words all relate to 
the legitimisation of architecture. They 
are posited here as an invitation to dis-
cuss building and the making of archi-
tecture.

JDV Our fascination for these objects — 
these birds — in your building in  
Antwerp derives from an interest in the 
building process. More specifically,  
it comes from an interest in the moment 
that the building process takes a turn. 
There is not much that happens here, 
but for once the acoustic panels are not 
positioned straight, and for once the 
lights do not line up with the grid. Can 
you describe the moment when some-
thing like this happens?

PV	Of course, a moment like this occurs late 
in the design process. The design has 
already taken shape and the themes are 
already present. Then a problem arises 
that needs to be solved. At a certain point 
we needed to calculate the amount of 
acoustic material necessary, and we real-
ised that less material was needed if the 
panels hung freely in the space, releas-
ing the upper side of the panel as an ab-
sorbing surface. The rest was inevitable. 
The number of light fittings had already 
been specified and the acoustic panels 
had to be suspended evenly with the 
lights. I remember that someone made 
a small model in a few minutes, where 
the light and the panels were a single 
figure, and together they became a bird. 

HDS This sort of thing very often happens 
by accident. Because this kind of 
problem needs to be solved quickly, 
certain things come into being with-
out us having anticipated them. And 
once the solution is described as 
something else, as a bird, it develops 
its own logic, which you then have to 
follow through.

JDV 	At that moment it becomes so much 
more than just a solution. It solves the 
problem, but it also takes a turn, it de-
parts from it. To what extent was this 
determined by a limited budget?

HDS 	A limited budget is not necessarily  
a condition, but it does stimulate  
resourcefulness.

PV 	Scarcity also has a lot to do with the 
amount of time available to solve a prob-
lem. It would be absurd to commission 
an artist or to draft a brief for something 
like this. Those acoustic panels had to 
be hung either way, and the only thing 
we did was to suggest hanging them in 
this specific way. Once you call them 
cranes or herons, it becomes clear that 
the light needs to be suspended in such 
a way that it sticks out on the side of the 
panels. This much is at least necessary 
to resemble the image of a crane. This 
way it also seems as if no effort had 
gone into it, as if these elements had 
been carelessly positioned.

JDV How important is it that an occasion or 
opportunity presents itself that allows 
this architectural incident to happen? 
Is a certain condition necessary to 
make such occasions possible, to rec-
ognise and seize them?

HDS Having a clear understanding of the 
building is a precondition. During the 
design process the building develops 
its own logic and rules. It is only from 
an understanding of those rules that 
you can clearly recognise what is right 
or not. That is when you can spot these 
opportunities. If you still have to learn 
the rules of the building at that stage,  
it is too late to seize them. In that sense, 
the birds are the result of the relation 
between several elements that were 
already present in the building. The 
bird is very important as an object in 
itself, but its existence is dependent on 

the building as a whole. It is the kind 
of element you would expect in this 
building.

CG 	Scarcity often suggests a minimum, 
reducing something to its essentials, 
not being able to afford anything. 
These birds are then not something 
you can explain from the economy of 
the building, but maybe they can be 
understood from the purpose of the 
building?

PV 	It is not something that has been added 
to the building to give it meaning. It is 
something that was necessary. Those 
acoustic panels had to hang there, so 
they might as well hang there in this 
specific way.

HDS 	I would definitely not consider it an 
artistic intervention. It is something 
that was done to solve a problem. 
We are sensitive enough to see the 
poetry of it, but we did not intend 
to create an installation as an artist. 
That is a very fine line.

JDV 	Your architecture is primarily con-
cerned with acts of building, but there 
is always an element of playfulness 
there, too. I think it is very important 
that you can explore a sense of inno-
cence in something as serious as a 
building. To me this is indeed a differ-
ent position from that of an artist.

HDS 	Sometimes you impose certain rules 
on yourself that do not immediately 
make sense. For example, in the ad-
jacent nursing home, we set a rule 
that there would be no flat roofs, so 
all roofs had to have an angle. People 
would look down from the surround-
ing high-rises and see the shadows 
of the towers glide over the building 
during the day. We wanted to break 
these shadows. In the end, that is an 
additional complexity you create for 
yourself, but it is a complexity that 
also enriches the building.

JDV This is bravoure. Doing this. Not only 
in this one object we are showing, but 
also in the complete building there is 
an attitude of bravoure.

PV I also think this has a lot to do with ap-
preciating the everyday and the ordi-
nary. We are related to a broad move-
ment in architecture that is concerned 

with creating ‘an architecture of the 
everyday’. Sometimes the notion of 
the everyday is reduced to the conven-
tional. To us, the everyday is precisely 
that which is connected by all kinds 
of small, unexpected events breaking 
through the routine.

JDV 	Do you think it is relevant to draw 
attention to something like this at a 
place like the Venice Biennale? Not 
to talk about large-scale urban inter-
ventions, but rather to talk about, for 
example, the doorknob? To say, look 
at those birds over there?

PV I think it is definitely worth it, especially 
in the context of the Biennale, where 
all kinds of grand statements flourish. 
The idea of craftsmanship is definitely 
relevant too. All of the objects on show 
here are the result of the question of 
how to build something. It is about 
overcoming the obstacles posed by 
the materiality of things, without ex-
aggerating. In this sense, they are all 
graceful projects, because they do not 
give the problem more attention than it 
can claim.

HDS Of course, we could have solved this 
acoustic problem with more preci-
sion or perfection. Here, it is only 
a simple assemblage of different 
materials to deal with the problem.  
Bravoure is not just a perfect techni-
cal execution. You need the exper-
tise, but the expertise is only the con-
dition from which you can create so 
much more than just a solution.

JDV At the beginning we had words such 
as scarcity, economy, acceptation.  
It seems that other words are also im-
portant, for example, gracious, and 
maybe also generous. It is indeed 
generous to use an acoustic panel 
and fluorescent lighting to arrive at a 
crane bird. By attributing more to the 
assembly than just the separate ma-
terials, it becomes something poetic, 
simply through building, without try-
ing to create poetry as such.

p.
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DIGNITY 
OR, EVERY MAN A KING

Using different proportions indicates that 
someone has thought about these two sim-
ple columns, that they have been built with 
care and consideration. In this sense, they 
are an intellectual gesture.
— Jo Van Den Berghe

JVDB This project started without much 
ambition. There was a very simple 
and pragmatic issue that had to be 
resolved. In front of my house were 
two brick columns, the remnants of 
a gate that once stood there. These 
columns were in need of repair and 
I decided to rebuild them using the 
same bricks. I had some extra bricks 
lying around, so I decided to make 
one of the two columns a bit big-
ger. This made it possible to create 
a letter box inside the taller column. 
The post office had informed me that 
my current one was too small and 
that they would stop delivering mail. 
The conditions were very practical, 
very basic. So there was definitely a 
certain scarcity at the outset of the 
project, without maybe having con-
sidered it as such. There was a limit-
ed amount of time, a limited amount 
of material, and a limited amount of 
ambition. There was also a kind of 
urgency, which often accompanies 
scarcity, I think. Something had to be 
done quickly, and it had to be done 
with the available resources. But 
when you rebuild something, things 
also start to mutate. Despite the scar-
city, the process of rebuilding was 
used as an opportunity to create 
something different, to sublimate this 
scarcity into something more. We 
could do this because my father was 
the mason. He was and is my ‘king’, 
and I could serve him by handing him 
the material, brick by brick. We both 
handled every single brick.

JDV 	You decided to rebuild these two col-
umns first, despite the repairs that 
needed to be done on the house it-
self. Since there was no gate anymore,  

it seems to me that it would have been 
easier to just remove the columns al-
together and to first renovate the roof, 
for example, which was much more 
urgent. Yet at some point you decid-
ed that the columns had to be rebuilt 
before everything else. I think this 
is something that can also be seen 
in the original house. The house is 
a very simple building in which not 
much could be afforded, yet there is 
an ornamental band of yellow bricks 
in the front façade. Together with the 
ornament of the columns, in which you 
repeated this yellow line, this is a very 
detailed element in an environment 
characterised by scarcity.

CG 	Maybe this can be seen as a question of 
necessity. The architecture of the house 
is one that has been reduced to its ne-
cessity. But the columns were not only 
there to support the gate. They also mark 
the beginning of the courtyard. This is a 
social necessity. Together with the strip 
of yellow bricks, this perhaps indicates a 
desire for civilisation. Then, there are also 
the different proportions of the columns 
you rebuilt. The notion of proportion is of 
course a fundamental aspect of architec-
ture, which is also a sign of civilisation.

JVDB The yellow bricks in the façade indeed 
indicate a desire for civilisation. The 
house could have been built without 
them, but apparently it was neces-
sary to have them there. The columns 
are a symbol of pride. The landowner 
would have built them as a marker of 
his presence in his street, his village, 
his landscape. Maybe the different 
proportions I introduced in the col-
umns are motivated by the same kind 
of desire. Using different proportions 
indicates that someone has thought 
about these two simple columns, that 
they have been built with care and 
consideration. In this sense, they are 
an intellectual gesture.

CG I think this is something that is present 
in almost all simple houses, no matter 
how basic. Despite the scarcity that dic-
tates the architecture, they usually still 
possess a very sober kind of classicism, 
which retains a certain dignity. Maybe 
dignity is then also a very important word 

here. This is the attitude of someone 
who wants to wear a white shirt on Sun-
days. Despite the fact that it is so hard 
to keep a shirt white, you still insist on 
wearing a white collar that day. This is a 
matter of basic human dignity.

JVDB 	Yes, this is also the case in the orig-
inal house. A central corridor, two 
rooms on either side, both down-
stairs and upstairs. Very simple, 
but at the same time it expresses a 
certain consideration, and indeed 
a certain dignity. Moreover, this 
concept has the capacity to merge 
dignity with necessity and function-
ality. This is cultural sustainability.

JDV 	Do you think that something so sim-
ple is worth discussing? Do you see 
any relevance in telling this story in a 
place like the Venice Biennale ?

JVDB I think it is definitely relevant to talk 
about dignity, even more so in the 
context of scarcity. There is a ba-
sic dignity that persists despite 
everything. It is of course a story 
that only connects with those who 
are attentive. Against an unwilling-
ness to see, one has no remedies. 
I think it is possible to transmit the 
indispensable message of human 
dignity without the need for archi-
tectural spectacle.�

CRAFTSMANSHIP
Now, the side of the building that is usually 
hidden can be seen in plain sight, and the 
traces of those who make it become visible.
— Jan De Vylder

You can feel the presence of craftsman-
ship in the original architecture, and then, 
suddenly, we realise that we are dealing 
with these same things by using very banal 
materials.
— Bart Hollanders

CG 	This column is the result of a very ba-
sic problem with an obvious solution, 
yet you decided to do something dif-
ferent.

BH The problem was indeed quite basic. 
The pipes from the technical instal-
lations in the basement had to reach 
the upper floors. This type of problem 
is usually solved by running the pipes 
up the wall in an encasement. How-
ever, given the existing situation of 
those structural and ornamental col-
umns already present in the space, it 
was obvious to us that we needed to 
introduce a new kind of column.

JDV The choice of material is very impor-
tant here. Instead of using this op-
portunity to create a white column in 
plaster that could lead to a concep-
tual statement about imitation, which 
would have pushed the project fur-
ther in the direction of an artwork, 
you chose to stay within the disci-
pline of architecture and focus on the 
use of a very standard material. By 
doing this, it becomes a story about 
materiality and building.

BH	This has of course to do with the 
context of the entire project. The 
client asked us to transform a nine-
teenth-century house into a number 
of different studios, which meant that 
we had to divide the building into dis-
tinct units. Because we wanted to keep 
the unity and beauty of the house as 
a whole, we decided to add only walls 
that were expressed differently from 
the existing ones. This decision led to 
the use of materials in ways in which 
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18 19they are not usually employed. This in 
turn meant that we could explore a dis-
tinct materiality that is different from the 
white-painted walls of the original house. 
We used a metal stud frame and plaster-
board panels, with the intention of leav-
ing both the load-bearing structure and 
the unfinished plasterboard exposed. 
We only added a layer of polish to the 
plasterboard, giving it a certain depth 
and making it look even more finished 
than when plastered and painted.

JDV 	The polish is indeed important. With-
out it, the column remains a raw arte-
fact. By using the polish, you transform 
the exposed, unfinished plasterboard 
into a finished element.

BH Yes, and the resulting colours of the 
walls then follow a purely technical log-
ic. Pink plasterboard is fire-resistant, 
green is waterproof, and blue is for 
acoustics. As a result of the material 
and the colours, you immediately see 
the contrast between the old house and 
the new walls.

CG These colours are also reminiscent of 
rococo architecture and seem to con-
nect with the pastiche-like architecture 
of the original house. This original ar-
chitecture has now been completely 
painted white, but the colours of the 
new walls seem to allude to this world 
of ornament and decoration, a world of 
differently themed rooms: the salon, the 
dining room, the green room, the pink 
room.

BH 	There are always those moments 
during the design process when differ-
ent things suddenly coincide and the 
puzzle starts to come together. These 
colours indeed connect with the atmo-
sphere of the original house, which is 
why they work so well together, despite 
being complete opposites.

JDV	 Usually, using plasterboard panels 
does not require precision, since  
everything is plastered afterwards 
anyway. But now, by leaving the plas-
terboard exposed, the panels had to 
be placed very precisely. How did this 
affect the construction process?

BH These panels have a recessed margin of 
a few centimetres on either side, where 
to screw the panels to the metal studs 

which are plastered evenly afterwards. 
Since the screws would be visible, they 
had to be placed in the exact same 
spots everywhere. We devised a sys-
tem with L-profiles and U-channels to 
determine where the drill holes would 
be so that they would be identical on 
every panel.

JDV I think this is an important point of fo-
cus. Suddenly the people who place 
the plasterboard become very import-
ant. Quality always depends on the 
dedication of those who work towards 
it and have an understanding of how to 
achieve it. Now, the side of the building 
that is usually hidden can be seen in 
plain sight, and the traces of those who 
make it become visible. What were the 
consequences of this preciseness in 
practical but maybe also in financial 
terms?

BH It required a lot of concentration from 
the crew, which was different from the 
normal atmosphere on a construction 
site. The contractor was initially hesi-
tant because all traces of construction 
would be visible. We had to insist that 
it was only a matter of placing plaster-
board as usual. Financially, I do not 
think it mattered much. On paper, it was 
still plasterboard. Since we did not need 
any plasterwork and painting after-
wards, it may even have been cheaper. 
Otherwise, it was merely a redistribution 
of costs.

CG By using a very banal material in this 
specific way, the people who place 
plasterboard suddenly become crafts-
men. We do not usually think of this 
kind of work as a craft, in the way we 
might think of masonry or woodwork 
as a craft. The placing of plasterboard 
can perhaps be seen as related to the 
plasterer, which used to be a respect-
ed craft until the nineteenth century. 
Craftsmen from Venice used to be 
asked all over Europe to decorate ceil-
ings and walls, as was probably the 
case in the original architecture of this 
house. By using this very banal mate-
rial differently, you are able to connect 
with both the level of craftsmanship of 
the original architecture and its rich, 
rococo-like atmosphere.

BH	 Yes, this is again the puzzle that starts 
to come together. Those existing ceil-
ings, columns and ornaments were 
all carefully crafted by hand. You 
can feel the presence of craftsman-
ship in the original architecture, and 
then, suddenly, we realise that we are 
dealing with these same things by  
using very banal materials.

DIALOGUE
We do not want to play this postmodern 
game of references. We want to develop 
history. History carries architecture. It is a 
building block with which we create our 
own architecture, not through copying or 
formal games, but as a way of reconsider-
ing architecture.
— Paul Robbrecht

JDV What most stands out in your design 
for the State Archives in Ghent are 
these elements on the façade, with no 
apparent function.

PR 	For us they refer to windowsills, but 
also to bookshelves or simply shelves. 
Early in the process we made a sketch 
in which these shelves were filled with 
plates, or with small statues, nine-
teenth-century stuff, all kinds of ob-
jects from a museum collection that 
are never exhibited.

JDV 	The building is situated in a street that 
used to be lined with beautiful town 
houses, most of which were demol-
ished in the 1990s to build new apart-
ment buildings. To us, these shelves 
or windowsills seem to reconnect with 
the window frames of these old town 
houses and bring back unity to a frag-
mented street. The building develops 
its meaning by restoring a fragment of 
this lost architecture. It also echoes 
the rounded corners of Henry van de 
Velde’s architecture of the university.

JR 	The fragmented streetscape was one 
of the things that played a definite 
role in the design process. Given the 
presence of these town houses in the 
surrounding neighbourhood, those 
out-of-place apartment buildings in the 
street, and the fact that the site was a 
very anonymous location in the city, we 
wanted to bind those elements and cre-
ate a sense of place. We also wanted to 
give the archives a certain visibility on 
a larger urban scale. Archives are usu-
ally thought of as hidden out of sight. 
We knew very quickly that we wanted 
a white and shiny building that would 
stand out. So, on one hand we want-
ed the building to nestle in its context,  

A
rc

hi
te

ct
: R

o
b

b
re

ch
t e

n 
D

ae
m

 a
rc

hi
te

ct
en

 in
 c

o
lla

b
o

ra
tio

n 
w

ith
 A

rc
h 

&
 T

ec
o

P
ro

je
ct

: S
ta

te
 A

rc
hi

ve
s,

 G
he

nt
, 2

01
4

D
IA

LO
G

U
E

In
te

rv
ie

w
 w

ith
 P

au
l R

o
b

b
re

ch
t a

nd
 J

o
ha

nn
es

 R
o

b
b

re
ch

t
p.

 8
0



20 21but on the other, with its more or less ab-
stract tower and new small square at the 
back, it also had to lend its surroundings 
a new identity.

PR 	We needed to consider a number of par-
ticularities. The street extends all the 
way to the Vooruit, a major cultural insti-
tution in Ghent. And at the other end of 
the street is our building. We wanted to 
connect these two cultural institutions 
by making perspectival suggestions, by 
emphasising the lines of the windows in 
the street. At the same time, we are also 
involved in a restoration project on Van 
de Velde’s Book Tower, the university 
library, a few streets away. This build-
ing has very specific volumetric dimen-
sions and a very specific architectural 
language developed by Henry van de 
Velde, including those rounded corners 
in the entrance building to the library, 
which we adopted in the State Archives. 
We do not want to play this postmodern 
game of references. We want to develop 
history. History carries architecture. It is a 
building block with which we create our 
own architecture, not through copying or 
formal games, but as a way of reconsider-
ing architecture. This is paramount for us.

JDV There is a difference between the gener-
al idea of how a building should connect 
with its context and these small details 
that effectively connect the building with 
its context. At that moment the detail 
takes over.

JR In our practice this occurs very early on in 
the design process. Sometimes we even 
start with a detail. This is not something 
that we think of afterwards. It was clear 
from the start that, despite the utilitarian 
programme, the building had to have 
these windowsills and rounded corners.

JDV Viewed in the context of scarcity, these 
details seem abundant, apparently su-
perfluous. They are of no use to any-
one, except to those who like them. On 
the other hand, it is also a moment of 
scarcity when you have to design a very 
sober and functional building in which 
there are only a few moments when 
these very precise elements become 
possible. 

PR Our main ambition, of course, is to maintain 
a dialogue with the broader cultural field. 

We see architecture as a way of con-
tributing and developing this dialogue. 
These details are an important way of 
relating the building to its cultural, his-
torical and spatial context. Beyond the 
functional and economic requirements 
of the programme, this kind of detail re-
mains essential to architecture.

JDV Nonetheless, this kind of detail seems 
to contradict the building’s very utilitar-
ian programme. How do you convince 
a client who would prefer a drying hall 
outside the city of the necessity of 
these elements?

PR 	This has a lot to do with the client’s sit-
uation. This project was carried out 
as a public-private partnership, which 
meant that the client did not in fact ex-
ist. We never discussed these details 
with anyone. On drawings and in models 
these shelves were nothing more than 
small lines on the façade, barely visible.  
Nobody questioned these things. Only 
in the specifications was it clear that 
these lines had to be executed as con-
crete slabs.

JR 	Since no one was looking over our 
shoulder during the design phase, we 
enjoyed a moment of freedom to devel-
op these details. The speed of the pro-
cess is a huge advantage here to keep 
some things out of the discussion.

PR 	A building is always an answer to cer-
tain well-described expectations, but 
architecture also needs to answer to 
expectations that are not described, 
that cannot even be described. In this 
sense, architecture is always waiting, 
always open to the unexpected. The 
building as a waiting object. This is 
what those shelves express. Waiting to 
be filled, provocations of what could be.

ACCEPTANCE
Acceptance enables us to free architec-
ture from its concepts, to free architecture 
from one specific way of reading. I do not 
need legibility.  I do not need to communi-
cate with architecture.
— Wim Goes

JDV 	I think yours is one of the most per-
sonal stories we are taking to the Bi-
ennale. It is important to know that 
this house was built for a friend di-
agnosed with ALS and a limited life 
expectancy and that it has to be dis-
assembled again afterwards. On the 
other hand, we think this story has 
wider implications too, beyond these 
particular circumstances.

WG The story of the house is indeed two-
fold. On one hand, there is the story 
of the house itself, with its very spe-
cific requirements to accommodate 
the different stages of the illness. On 
the other, there is also the idea that 
we wanted to use the building pro-
cess itself to bring together a group 
of over one hundred people. This idea 
of building a house collectively was a 
way of transforming the subject of ill-
ness and death with which we were 
confronted into a different subject. 
It was a matter of accepting reality 
and focusing on constructiveness.  
We wanted to celebrate life. 
	 So it was not only about the 
building. It was really about living 
and working together with this di-
verse group over the course of sev-
eral months. There was no hierarchy, 
yet there was a beautiful kind of un-
certainty. People came together not 
knowing what to expect. One of the 
reasons we chose to build the walls 
in straw and clay was to make the 
building more accessible. This was 
crucial. Despite the requirements for 
the house in terms of the illness, we 
also had to look for a way of building 
that was familiar to everyone. Many of 
us have memories of playing in hay-
lofts and building sandcastles at the 
beach as a child. There is great ac-

cessibility in materials such as straw 
and clay, a belief that everyone can 
build this. There was also the idea of 
borrowing the materials from contrac-
tors, which would be returned after-
wards. We wanted to give everyone 
the idea that they could be part of the 
world of building that seems so inac-
cessible to many people.

JDV The accessibility of a building usu-
ally refers to the physical access 
point of a building, to the entrance, 
to the circulation within, but here 
you take it further. The building pro-
cess itself becomes accessible. It is 
really about the psychological ac-
cessibility of a building, about how 
a building can connect a group of 
people as a community.

WG Yes, and this is still visible in the con-
struction itself. Anyone can place 
these glass elements, the stacking 
of straw bales is almost a playful 
activity, and the application of clay 
is easy to learn. Building this way, 
together, as a community, is a very 
basic activity.

JDV Scarcity here becomes the condi-
tion that is necessary to establish 
commonality. It is precisely be-
cause a minimal amount of material 
and expertise is required that it is 
possible to bring a group of peo-
ple together and to create a whole 
world in itself. People come togeth-
er in this scarcity. And then, despite 
this scarcity, despite these basic 
conditions, there are these small 
wooden elements at the bottom of 
the wall that come into being, which 
were not designed in advance, but 
seem extremely important and rich.

WG 	In this sense the topic of bravoure 
interests me. It is not about the ele-
ments as such, which are very basic, 
but about the assembly of those el-
ements. It is important to know that 
these wooden elements were not 
planned. There was of course an ini-
tial design for the house, but there 
was also this group of people who 
would make mistakes during the pro-
cess. Every time I returned to the site 
I had to think about how to proceed. A
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22 23I knew the end result, but at the same 
time I did not. At one point, water from 
a downpour had gathered at the edge 
of the building and threatened to over-
flow the project. We had to place these 
small wooden sticks so as to press the 
waterproofing to the tiles underneath to 
prevent the water from flowing in. We 
simply took a wooden plank and made 
small laths. These of course did not fit 
completely, so it started to lead its own 
life. These are things that happen by 
accident and which you have to deal 
with during the building process. This 
has to do with the relativity of building. 
There is a lot of room for error, but also 
an acceptance of this room for error.

CG All of the projects in the pavilion have 
something to do with the acceptance 
of errors and unforeseen circumstanc-
es which pose problems but are, at the 
same time, also an opportunity to do 
something unexpected. How important 
was this to you?

WG I think this acceptance relates closely to 
the meaning of architecture. By accept-
ing the presence of a variety of people 
in the building process and by accept-
ing that this changes the design, the 
building develops a diversity of mean-
ings. Everyone views the building from 
a different angle because everyone has 
a different history and a different way 
of looking at the world. Acceptance 
enables us to free architecture from its 
concepts, to free architecture from one 
specific way of reading. I do not need 
legibility. I do not need to communicate 
with architecture. I would rather have 
someone else do that. That is why I 
was unhappy at first with these wooden 
elements. The project had no architec-
tural ambition, but the sticks seemed to 
develop into an architectural language.

JDV The game with the wooden sticks ad-
dresses the very essence of archi-
tecture. It is clearly something that is 
shared. They are the traces of a com-
munal building process which remain 
as a kind of unintended ornament.

WG Yes, and in this sense it is also an or-
nament as joint. The joint is a prede-
cessor of the ornament. The way ma-
terials come together is recognised as 

a cultural phenomenon, which is then 
transformed into an ornament. But then 
these ornaments are no longer about 
the assemblage of materials, but about 
form and shadows. These meanings 
shift over time. If you look at woodcarv-
ing, for example, you see that these 
joints have been imitated in stone orna-
ments as decoration.

CG This also has to do with the decoration 
of one’s own labour as a sense of pur-
pose. This project is very much about 
finding purpose through building, espe-
cially as a shared activity. The partici-
pants started out with a sense of uncer-
tainty, but are united in this search for 
meaning. This is the opposite of the di-
vision of labour today, when only a few 
people have the satisfaction of the com-
plete building process. By disrupting 
this division, the building process again 
becomes a meaningful activity. This de-
tail of these wooden elements is then 
something that presents itself in one 
way during the process, but can also be 
read in another way afterwards — psy-
chologically, visually, functionally.

WG Yes, and this again has to do with the 
accessibility of the building and the 
way people read it. A building detail 
only means as much as the meaning 
you attribute to it. But in the end the 
communication ceases and the build-
ing will be there in all its openness.  
I hope that everyone that arrives there, 
with or without knowledge of the story, 
can connect with the building, can re-
late it to his or her own history, and can 
project their own meaning on it. I just 
hope it is open.
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24 25ORNAMENTATION
There is a difference between ornament and 
ornamentation. The ornament is generally 
something added, while ornamentation is 
something that can come into being during 
the process of making.
— Richard Venlet

CG Scarcity has to do with the conditions 
in which decisions about architecture 
are made. But it is not only about solv-
ing problems. Moments of pleasure, 
elegance and generosity also persist 
in this context of scarcity. Scarcity can 
also offer an opportunity to do some-
thing unexpected.

RV 	Perhaps we could also read this context 
of scarcity as an opportunity for a new 
kind of ornamentation. How a basic ne-
cessity acquires a new kind of mean-
ing. I think the notion of ornamentation 
comes into play here. In this sense, the 
roof lights we created for the studio of 
Michel François can be seen as acci-
dental ornaments.

JDV 	Yes, but it seems to me that this roof 
light, and especially the small border 
of plaster, is not something that can 
be thought up at the drawing table, 
in advance. But the question of how 
to make the connection between the 
dome and the ceiling does arise in the 
design process. How does something 
like this come into being?

RV	The solution for the roof light went 
through different stages. There were 
other designs for it which were more 
complicated and more ambitious in 
form and function. The solution we ulti-
mately proposed was driven by the con-
text of the project. The studio space re-
ally only needed more light and a view 
outside, so that is what we focused on. 
Together with Michel François we want-
ed to retain the anonymity of the original 
building as much as possible, and only 
a minimal amount of architecture could 
be added in this perspective. In the 
end, we placed six standard Perspex 
roof lights and decided to finish only 
the framing border, leaving untouched 
the old ceiling, which was painted black.  

The border was left unpainted and the 
plaster is still visible.

PVDM As an artist, Michel François can read 
architecture. Our mutual aim was to 
find a kind of architecture that was 
reduced to its necessities, without 
disturbing the studio space where he 
develops his own work. We constant-
ly considered where we could and 
would intervene and to what extent.

JDV Scarcity then is not only related to eco-
nomic or material conditions. The artist 
does not want anything that precedes 
him. There is even a desire for scarcity. 
It is a question of how much architec-
ture is acceptable as a background for 
daily life.

PVDM Yes, the client had a kind of fear of 
the building and of our interventions. 
Some things needed to be done, but 
at the same time, not much could 
happen.

CG But the fact that the client can read ar-
chitecture is also an enrichment. There 
are certain notions and ideas that are 
already presupposed. You understand 
each other well. There is a shared ap-
preciation for things that would normally 
be rejected, for example these opposi-
tions between the complete and the in-
complete, the finished and the raw. And 
this allows for this roof light to happen. 
To create such an expensive, technolog-
ically advanced object, and then to allow 
its edges to remain unfinished.

RV 	Yes, this shared appreciation of contrasts 
was definitely necessary and enriching 
in this project. At certain moments the 
interventions had to be very precise, at 
others there was an acceptance of, and 
tolerance for, the unknown. This is al-
ways a difficult balance. It is because of 
these contrasts that the unfinished bor-
der of plaster can be appreciated and 
becomes a kind of ‘ornamentation’.

JDV Ornaments are usually related to en-
richment, something that is added. 
But in this case, it is something that is 
left unfinished. Can we still talk about  
enrichment?

RV	 There is a difference between ornament 
and ornamentation. The ornament is 
generally something added, while orna-
mentation is something that can come 

into being during the process of mak-
ing. In this sense it is also accidental. 
The plaster border emerged during the 
building process. It is something that, 
to us, added an interesting detail to the 
space. It is an acceptance of incom-
pleteness as enrichment rather than a 
conscious addition.

CG	This is of course something that 
conflicts with the standard notion of 
craftsmanship. This acceptance is the 
exact opposite, it is a perversion of 
the craft. You need a specific kind of 
background to be able to appreciate 
this kind of rawness as ornament.

JDV	 This difference between ornament 
and ornamentation is, I think, highly 
important. It is not something that is 
planned, but something that occurs. 
And in order to recognise it as an 
ornament, a specific cultural back-
ground or knowledge is indeed re-
quired. In the way we try to look at ar-
chitecture here, the critical moment 
is then perhaps education. A certain 
precondition is necessary to appre-
ciate these things we are showing.

CG	On the other hand, we also find similar 
details in public buildings, which we 
also show in the pavilion. They indi-
cate a certain sensibility to appreciate 
this ornamentation, not only with a spe-
cific client, but with a larger public too.

 

BEAUTY
In a way, we are always dealing with beauty. 
We only do things which we consider to be 
beautiful in a certain way. But these are not 
always appreciated as such.
— Els Claessens

Everything is what it is. A detail can just be 
beautiful. It does not need to be something 
else. It does not only need to be function-
al. It bears witness to a conscious and  
involved building process.
— Tania Vandenbussche

JDV  Your project for the scouting premis-
es deals with the basics of building. 
It is a very basic method of construc-
tion. Brickwork, wooden beams, 
corrugated sheets and a gutter. One 
can see that this building had to be 
constructed with very little, even less 
than one would expect. And yet, in 
the construction itself, you were able 
to do something unexpected.

TV	The building is indeed fairly simple 
and straightforward. On one hand, the 
resources were limited. On the other, 
since these are scouting premises, 
we felt that it also needed to be a rath-
er basic construction. We wanted to 
make a building that really responded 
to its users and its context. Neither 
did we want it to be too clean, it had 
to have a certain roughness. Since 
the budget only allowed for the use of 
a cheap, standard brick, we needed 
to employ the brickwork in a different 
way to create this sense of roughness. 
So we asked the mason to smear mor-
tar on the bricks.

EC Sometimes doing a bad job is more 
difficult than doing it right. The mason 
had to try different ways of smearing 
on the mortar, with a flicker machine, 
with his trowel, and in the end he 
just smeared it on the seams, which 
seemed to work best. 

JDV How do you control this? Is this 
something you can take into account 
when drawing plans or writing out 
specifications?

B
E

A
U

T
Y

In
te

rv
ie

w
 w

ith
 E

ls
 C

la
es

se
ns

 a
nd

 T
an

ia
 V

an
d

en
b

us
sc

he
A

rc
hi

te
ct

: a
rc

hi
te

ct
en

 E
ls

 C
la

es
se

ns
 e

n 
Ta

ni
a 

Va
nd

en
b

us
sc

he
P

ro
je

ct
: S

co
ut

in
g 

p
re

m
is

es
, B

la
nk

en
b

er
g

e,
 2

00
8

Im
ag

e:
 R

oo
f l

ig
ht

s 
P

ho
to

gr
ap

h 
by

 P
hi

lip
pe

 V
an

de
r M

ar
en

O
R

N
A

M
E

N
TA

TI
O

N
In

te
rv

ie
w

 w
ith

 P
hi

lip
pe

 V
an

de
r M

ar
en

 a
nd

 R
ic

ha
rd

 V
en

le
t

A
rc

hi
te

ct
: P

hi
lip

p
e 

Va
nd

er
 M

ar
en

 —
 R

ic
ha

rd
 V

en
le

t
P

ro
je

ct
: A

te
lie

r 
M

ic
he

l F
ra

nç
o

is
, B

ru
ss

el
s,

 2
01

4
p.

 8
5

p.
 7

5



26 27EC No, this was something that happened 
on the construction site. We had to dis-
cuss this with the mason on the spot and 
try out different things during the build-
ing process itself. You can still see the 
different days the mason worked on the 
wall according to the methods that were 
employed. By trying out these different 
methods while building, a kind of draw-
ing came into existence, which lends the 
building its character.

TV	The other elements, however, had to 
be drawn in advance. The drainage 
system was fairly simple and straight-
forward, but the wooden structure had 
to be drawn in detail. Overall it was a 
simple construction, but we had to in-
vent a more complex detail to connect 
the columns and beams. We wanted to 
keep the connections invisible, instead 
of using simple joist hangers.

JDV  Why is that?
TV Because in the end, despite the lack of 

resources, there are certain things you 
still find more important than others.

EC Yes, despite the simple and basic con-
struction of the building, a joist hanger 
would have gone too far for us.

JDV 	Can we consider this a redistribution 
of costs, where you pay more attention 
to one thing while compromising on 
another? This complex detail will prob-
ably have made the structure more  
expensive.

EC	I do not think we considered this con-
sciously. In the end, it is just because we 
thought it more beautiful without a joist 
hanger. Maybe it is as simple as that.

JDV 	This is indeed something we no longer 
discuss. In a way, it has become a ta-
boo to discuss beauty in a very formal 
sense as architects.

CG	Yes, we can still appreciate a kind of sim-
plicity as beauty, which is not necessarily 
cheap or simple. But when an economic 
logic comes into play, we are ready to 
accept that things should no longer be 
special. But what is crucial here is that 
the question of beauty has been invert-
ed. Beauty is not sacrificed to scarcity — 
rather scarcity is used as an opportunity 
to create beauty.

EC In a way, we are always dealing with beau-
ty. We only do things which we consider 

to be beautiful in a certain way. But these 
are not always appreciated as such.

TV I do not think we have a single project 
in which we are not dealing with beauty. 
But we do have to choose certain things 
over others. We are often focused on re-
fining one detail while accepting another 
as simple and standard.

CG On the other hand, beauty is always 
linked to what one has learned to ap-
preciate as beauty. Aesthetic preferenc-
es have to be acquired. We can think of 
the brickwork here as a piece of zero 
art from the 1960s, while someone else 
may think that it is just sloppy. Perhaps 
it is precisely because of the scarcity 
that this beauty is tolerated. Precise-
ly because these are merely scouting 
premises, this roughness is allowed. 
But maybe after a few years someone 
who has never seen a piece of zero art 
can nonetheless start to appreciate 
these walls as something beautiful.

JDV 	In the story of BRAVOURE we rarely 
use the word ‘beauty’, but we do use 
the word ‘craftsmanship’. The latter, 
however, is always linked to a notion of 
beauty, in a classical sense. We only 
regard something as a piece of crafts-
manship when it is beautiful too.

CG And here the idea of beauty connects 
with bravoure. A synonym for bravoure 
is artfulness, which is of course related 
to craftsmanship. But then the question 
is, how does this artfulness apply? On 
what level is it situated today? Is it about 
scale, rhythm, proportion, materiality?

TV I think it has more to do with paying at-
tention to certain things. It is also possi-
ble to build an ugly building with these 
same materials, if you do not pay atten-
tion to the right things.

EC It is also about anticipation, about tack-
ling problems in advance. A lot of archi-
tects write out specifications for a build-
ing without, for example, thinking of the 
specific position of the drainpipes. This 
is usually left to the contractor to solve.

TV	Yes, in the end it is about being involved. 
You need to commit yourself to the en-
tire building process. It is important to 
still be involved as an architect at the 
moment the building is actually being 
constructed. There is a lot that still needs 

to be decided during the construction 
process. And we do not like to use 
tricks to hide things that went wrong 
or were not anticipated. Everything is 
what it is. A detail can just be beautiful. 
It does not need to be something else. 
It does not only need to be functional. 
It bears witness to a conscious and in-
volved building process.

SURREAL 
It is a very logical construction viewed 
from the overall concept of the building.  
It seems very surreal, but at the same time 
it is a very rational decision.
— Thomas Dierckx

JDV 	The ambition of the BRAVOURE proj-
ect is to demonstrate that our own 
way of looking at architecture can 
also be found in the work of others. 
Here we come across this same per-
spective in a project by an office of a 
much larger scale than our own and 
which usually carries out much larg-
er projects too. It seems that even 
here, despite the difference in scale, 
we can still detect the same sensi-
bilities in the making of architecture. 
Someone has decided to construct 
these elements in this specific way. 
How does this happen?

TD 	This particular detail of a door frame 
with these transverse pipes is the re-
sult of two separate decisions. The 
first was a very conscious one. The 
crèche was built as an extension to 
an existing crèche, next to the origi-
nal building. The client wanted a pas-
sive construction, so from the start 
we wanted to emphasise the differ-
ence with the old building, which is 
anything but passive. To do this, we 
wanted to keep the installations and 
vents visible, to highlight these as an 
important part of the architecture. 
We wanted the people who would 
live and work here to experience 
the new building differently, and we 
wanted to stimulate them to use it 
differently. The second decision was 
an indirect one that had to do with fi-
nancial concerns. This wall was orig-
inally supposed to be a curtain wall, 
made of a wooden frame and glass 
panels. To be able to run these vents 
through the glazed wall, we intro-
duced a full panel in the frame above 
the door. For budgetary reasons the 
curtain wall was ultimately replaced 
with a gypsum wall, but the full panel 
and the framing remained. S
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28 29CG But the decision to keep this regardless 
is of course key. Was it a conscious deci-
sion to keep it this way, or rather a coinci-
dence that resulted in this construction?

TD Obviously it was not the original inten-
tion to construct it like this, but in the 
end it was a conscious decision to keep 
it this way. It seemed to emphasise our 
basic concept even more. The framing 
of these vents explicitly addresses the 
logic of building.

CG 	Afterwards, of course, you read this as 
a very deliberate choice. It seems very 
orchestrated. On one hand, there are 
these voluptuous bodies hanging from 
the ceiling, these ducts and installa-
tions that very much resemble physical 
bodies. On the other, there is this white 
abstract wall. And then, precisely at the 
place where these two worlds meet, 
there is a third element that seems to 
come from a totally different place, a 
wooden frame that evokes a very home-
ly architecture. This is Belgian surreal-
ism at its finest.

TD It is a very logical construction, viewed 
from the overall concept of the building. 
It seems very surreal, but at the same 
time it is a very rational decision.

CG 		Yes, but the way you explain this situ-
ation, it seems as if this is merely the 
result of a general ambition to leave the 
ducts exposed, combined with a bud-
getary restriction. But in the end some-
one decided to do it like this, someone 
who thought this was a good idea, who 
perhaps thought this was beautiful. That 
is why it was built the way it was. Now, 
we do not really seem to be addressing 
the intentions of this person, as if it were 
merely an accident that happened due 
to circumstances. Can we also address 
the author of this construction? Can we 
also consider the beauty of the con-
struction as its raison d’être?

TD 	This is difficult since the person who 
did this, or author as you say, no longer 
works with us. I only know of the prac-
tical circumstances of the construction.  
I do not know if this was intended to be 
something beautiful or not, but this was 
definitely not the starting point.

CG 	But then this means that the idea of 
beauty is linked to an author. As individ-

uals we can think of something as beau-
tiful or not, but you are also saying that 
if something is meant to be beautiful, it 
depends on the author. This is an inter-
esting position to take as a large office 
in which people come and go.

JDV This means that individual architects 
within the context of the larger office 
are expected to account for their de-
cisions. Then, when the author of a 
project leaves, the office apparently is 
able to continue without them, which 
eventually transforms the individual in-
tentions into the larger ambition of the 
office. This is what happened here.

TD Our ambition is not to develop only one 
distinct signature as an office, but to al-
low the architects involved in a project 
to create a building that answers to its 
specific context, its programme and the 
client’s intentions from their own con-
ceptions about architecture. This detail 
is the result of this process, which is driv-
en by the general ambition of the office 
to build good projects — which may also 
be beautiful.

AWARENESS
To start a discussion, an awareness of the 
environment is necessary. It is about being 
aware of what is happening around you, 
spatially, economically, socially. These 
holes provoke that awareness.
— Laura Muyldermans

As architects, we are always aware of what 
we are trying to do, and at the same time it 
is only afterwards that we realise what we 
really did.
— Dawid Strȩbicki

JDV 	The Kijkgat [peephole] project seems 
to be two-sided. On one hand the proj-
ect has a clear social engagement.  
It seems as though there is an involve-
ment with the citizens of Strombeek. It 
tries to contribute something to a pub-
lic debate. On the other, it is more than 
just a response to a public debate.  
It is also an architectural project. In 
the end, you were there as architects 
to propose a spatial intervention, 
which you then had to execute with 
the available resources.

DS As architects, we are always aware of 
what we are trying to do, and at the 
same time it is only afterwards that 
we realise what we really did. In the 
first place, we were there indeed as 
architects, concerned with the spatial 
conditions of the place.  There was 
a situation of a brick wall that com-
pletely closed off a patch of green. 
At the same time, we also knew that 
the citizens of Strombeek experi-
enced a lack of green in their village. 
So we just tried to put those two sim-
ple things together. I do not know 
whether we were really aware of the 
fact that this could be a response to 
a public debate or not, but that is part 
of the process.

LM We knew that we wanted to do some-
thing with this tension between that 
patch of green, the wall enclosing it, 
and the larger context of the village. 
Strombeek is actually something be-
tween a village and a city. It is a kind 
of urbanised village. It is located at the 

edge of Brussels, but has been cut 
off from the countryside by the mo-
torway. Being there, we experienced 
a tension between the residents’ 
longing for the country and the ad-
vancing urbanisation. The presence 
of this unused plot filled with green 
in contrast with this desire for the 
countryside was remarkable to us. 
Our initial idea was to make the green 
accessible, to remedy the tension. 
We wanted to introduce a door in the 
wall, to draw in the passers-by. In the 
end we had to abandon this idea for 
financial and practical concerns, but 
mainly also because we did not feel 
like this was the right thing to do. The 
door would only be a compensation 
for this desire — instead, we wanted 
to address the desire itself. Eventu-
ally we developed a proposal to drill 
holes in the wall, which makes the 
green visible but without allowing 
access. This would heighten the de-
sire and thus render it explicit. In this 
sense, you could say that this is more 
an action within the context of a pub-
lic debate rather than a solution to a 
practical problem. But whether that 
was the intention from the start, I do 
not know. This is indeed something 
that develops during the process.

CG In these interviews we often discuss 
the precision with which these proj-
ects have been executed. How im-
portant is the precision of this project 
to succeed as a contribution to the 
public debate?

DS 	Precision was definitely required in 
the way we wanted to execute the 
idea. Since we wanted to address the 
citizens of Strombeek as a whole, we 
could not just drill these holes any-
where. The wall and adjoining pave-
ment run downhill, so we imagined 
the straight line of the horizon on the 
wall and drilled the holes along this 
line. This way, the height of the holes 
rises in relation to the pavement, and 
anyone going by encounters a point 
at which the hole is positioned direct-
ly at eye level. Of course, the size and 
position of the holes were also deter-
mined by the structural properties of A
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30 31the wall. So there was definitely a kind 
of precision required to execute what 
seems like a simple project.

JDV The drilled-out parts of the wall were 
then used as stools in the cultural 
centre. Was this something you antic-
ipated in advance?

LM It was only when we drilled out those cyl-
inders that we could really understand 
the potential of these elements. We first 
saw them as stepping stones making 
it possible to look through the holes 
that were too high. But the project was 
about the wall and the patch of green 
behind it. Placing these elements in 
front of the wall seemed to detract from 
this intention. So we moved them to the  
Strombeek cultural centre where they 
became stools. We liked the idea of cre-
ating connections across the urban fab-
ric. It is a matter of creating awareness 
about the spaces people live in. We like 
to think the inhabitants of Strombeek will 
notice this connection over time and will 
look more closely at their environment.

CG 	This precision is perhaps related to 
Reyner Banham’s use of the word ‘ar-
resting’. This kind of decision cannot 
be explained on the basis of an eco-
nomic or functional logic, but rather of 
a logic that originates out of the form 
of the project itself. In this sense, this 
is a formal-aesthetic precision. The pre-
cision with which the holes have been 
drilled out, their position, but also the 
sharpness of the edges — to me this all 
seems essential to the success of the 
project. Otherwise, it would just look 
like a damaged wall. Did you get a re-
sponse from the neighbourhood?

LM 	There was no meeting afterwards at 
which to hear feedback, but we did get 
positive responses during the drilling of 
the holes. Then again, there was also 
the concern that the holes would be-
come dustbins, that people would throw 
garbage through them.

CG 	This is an interesting remark, I think. 
It indicates how the citizens experi-
ence the urbanisation of Strombeek as 
something dirty and hostile. The city is 
associated with rubbish. This project is 
really about the shift from village to city 
and about the fear that its inhabitants 

will lose their identity. These holes can 
be read as a precursor of the increas-
ing disappearance of greenery, a last 
glimpse of what the residents desire. In 
this sense, one can regard the holes as 
an invitation to the inhabitants to think 
about the direction they want their vil-
lage to take.

LM 	Yes, they are indeed an invitation to start 
a discussion about this urbanisation. To 
start a discussion, an awareness of the 
environment is necessary. It is about be-
ing aware of what is happening around 
you, spatially, economically, socially. 
These holes provoke that awareness.

JDV 	What you did was to propose a min-
imal spatial intervention to provoke 
a debate about a large-scale urban 
transformation. This intervention was 
perhaps restricted for financial rea-
sons, but you nonetheless succeed-
ed in making a huge contribution to a 
public debate, one that was perhaps 
even non-existent beforehand. To me 
it seems that this is something that ar-
chitecture will increasingly need in the 
future, to find these small moments 
in building where you can achieve so 
much with very little.

LM Yes, but at the same time, to us, this did 
not feel like such a small moment. There 
were indeed few resources available, 
but it was still a significant event.

DETAIL
We did not want to merely decorate the 
site. Instead we wanted to focus on what 
this space really needed, partly in the con-
text of the festival, but mostly in the larger 
context of the city of Brussels.
— Arnout Van Vaerenbergh

The canal divides Brussels at the moment, 
while it could just as well be a connection. 
The festival wanted to deal with this situ-
ation, and our project, Bridge, addressed 
this ambition.
— Pieterjan Gijs

It is about constructing something with 
very few resources in a context where 
very little is possible, in order to make an 
unexpected difference on both a spatial 
and a social level. Simply because we be-
lieve that we, as architects, can contribute 
something to our society. This is bravoure.
— Jan De Vylder

AVV The project can only be understood 
in the context in which it took place. 
It was part of Festival Kanal, an urban 
festival centred on the canal area of 
Brussels. We were asked to develop a 
scenography for the heart of the festi-
val. We used this question as an op-
portunity to address a much broader 
issue, and in this sense, our proposal 
was an answer to a different question. 
We did not want to merely decorate 
the site. Instead we wanted to focus 
on what this space really needed, 
partly in the context of the festival, but 
mostly in the larger context of the city 
of Brussels.

PG 	In the question to develop a scenogra-
phy for this site, we also felt the need 
for a gesture that would lend the site 
a certain visibility in its urban context. 
We also knew that for some time al-
ready there had been plans to build a 
bridge there, but that this had stalled 
because of the complex regulations in 
Brussels. So we wanted to use the fes-
tival as an opportunity to build a bridge 
after all, and in doing this, to lend visi-
bility to the festival.

JDV 	I think this is the first moment of 
bravoure in this project. You were 
able to catch up with over a decade 
of administration about whether or 
not it is permissible to build a bridge 
there, precisely because it is not 
clear whether your project really is a 
bridge or rather an art project.

AVV We see this as an art project in the 
sense that it was also about the per-
formance of assembling and dis-
assembling the bridge. It was only 
there for three days, so you can defi-
nitely ask whether it was really about 
the bridge as such. But it is also 
precisely because it was only there 
for three days that we were able to 
build the bridge. We notified all the 
relevant authorities and filed all the 
necessary paperwork, but because 
city regulations are so complex, the 
bridge had already been taken down 
again before the administration could 
process it.

PG 	A real bridge is apparently not possi-
ble here. But because of the temporary 
character of our project, the context of 
the festival and the artistic nature of 
the project, we could take a shortcut 
through the administrative machinery 
and realise this very quickly.

JDV 		A second moment of bravoure in this 
project is then perhaps that it is also 
a very beautiful gesture to make a 
bridge simply by placing two cranes 
horizontally. Especially in a city that 
is filled with vertical cranes con-
structing new buildings, but which 
nonetheless fails to connect its dif-
ferent communities with each other.

PG 	Yes, this is indeed again a response to 
its urban context. The location of the 
bridge at the canal is between a rich 
and a poor part of Brussels, between 
the Dansaert area and Molenbeek. 
The canal divides Brussels at the mo-
ment, while it could just as well be a 
connection. The festival wanted to 
deal with this situation, and our proj-
ect, Bridge, addressed this ambition.

CG Exactly, this is a city that is currently 
one of the most problematic areas of 
Europe. It is one of the most compli-
cated and segregated cities, cultural-Im
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32 33ly, socially and economically. It has the 
biggest social problems a city can have. 
In this context, by building a connection 
or rather, by projecting the image of a 
connection, which is even more import-
ant here, you are of course making a 
political statement. The project is really 
about the fact that this city desperately 
needs a connection.

PG 	Yes, because of its context, building 
something here almost automatically  
becomes a political act.

JDV But to realise a project like this,  
in the end you also have to construct 
something. Despite the fact that your 
practice is very much situated on the 
border between architecture and art, in 
the end you are still architects and you 
have to figure out how to make some-
thing, down to its very details. And this 
shows itself especially in the construc-
tion detail at the centre of the bridge.

AVV 		The construction detail of the four joints 
in the centre is indeed the result of an 
architectural choice. The kink in the 
bridge does not have any structural val-
ue. A previous idea for the bridge was a 
simple horizontal structure, which would 
also have worked well from a structural 
perspective. But then you would have 
experienced the whole bridge already 
at the moment you stepped onto it. The 
other side is immediately visible, there 
is no turning point. By introducing this 
kink, we could change the perspec-
tive inside the bridge. The slope cre-
ates a completely different experience. 
The climb to the top adds an element 
of suspense. It also results in a win-
dow in the centre of the bridge, which 
frames the perspectival depth of the 
canal and the surrounding façades 
converging towards the horizon.  
It reinforces this perspective. 

JDV 		This is then a third moment of bravoure. 
It demonstrates the importance of a 
construction detail. Not only in the 
structural sense, to prevent the bridge 
from collapsing, but as an architect you 
use this as an opportunity to give the 
project an architectural turn.

AVV 	This way, all we needed were two sim-
ple cranes that we could flip horizon-
tally and connect with each other. We 

considered these four joints in the cen-
tre to be a bridge within the bridge. In 
the same way the bridge connects the 
two banks of the canal, this construc-
tion detail connects the two parts of 
the bridge itself.

CG 		Yes, that detail in the middle of the 
bridge is loaded with meaning. It is the 
essence of the bridge. It connects the 
whole construction and results in its 
architectural experience. At the same 
time, it contains the complete political 
reality of Brussels, the need for a con-
nection. In one small gesture it is able 
to condense its whole spatial and social 
context, and in doing so it shapes this 
situation, it becomes a monument.

PG 	This construction detail is indeed the 
crucial point of the bridge. It is basically 
the only part that had to be designed. 
The other parts are standard cranes 
that we rented and which we were able 
to use in a different way precisely be-
cause of this one element. The project 
is really about assessing what is avail-
able and about thinking of how we can 
employ this differently.

JDV 	Yes, this is the bravoure that we are 
looking for. On one hand, to build a 
bridge for only three days seems rath-
er decadent, but on the other, it arises 
out of a condition of scarcity. It is about 
constructing something with very few 
resources in a context where very lit-
tle is possible, in order to make an un-
expected difference on both a spatial 
and a social level. Simply because we 
believe that we, as architects, can con-
tribute something to our society. This is 
bravoure. 
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REPRISE
This is an economy of ideas. To solve dif-
ferent problems in one gesture. Perhaps 
they are not problems in a strict sense. It is 
about addressing all kinds of aspects of a 
building in one movement.
— Stéphane Beel

SB	These lights are the result of the sim-
ple question to provide lighting to an 
outdoor space. At the time, I could not 
find any light fixtures I liked so I tried 
making them myself, in a very basic 
way. These are just simple, waterproof 
lights, with a few posts and a cable. 
When you combine them, they evoke 
a clothes line. I thought this worked re-
ally well in that environment, it seemed 
to reinforce the space. 

JDV Is it really that simple?
SB Yes, but at the same time it is more 

than that, of course. You create some-
thing that does not belong there. You 
are distorting a very trivial element into 
something different. So, on one hand 
you completely meet the demand to 
add light to a space, you meet all the 
technical specifications about water-
proofing and fire resistance. But on 
the other, you do not meet the demand 
since you yourself create a lamp out of 
elements one would not expect there.

 JDV	This same attitude can also be seen 
in the building itself, I think. For ex-
ample, the sunshades that were nev-
er realised would have been nothing 
more than industrial nets. Simple 
objects that do not belong there, but 
still answer to the need to block out 
the sun.

SB		The design for the Tacktower is indeed 
simple, very basic. It is about employ-
ing what is available as well as possi-
ble. The original building had all kinds 
of different spaces, quite different from 
each other. To keep the character of 
these spaces intact, we merely add-
ed a glass box on the side to organ-
ise the circulation within the building. 
This glass construction faces the city, 
becoming a kind of billboard. The nets 
we wanted to use as sunshades would 

create a pattern on that billboard, a 
kind of abstract painting. But, again, in 
a very simple way by using elements 
one would not expect there.

JDV Of course, it is more than a collec-
tion of objets trouvés. This attitude 
is something that can also be rec-
ognised in the construction of the 
architecture itself. For example, the 
window frames also seem to be the 
result of this basic way of looking at 
things. A T-profile to place the glass 
in and a glazing bead to screw every-
thing in place. Simple, but intelligent. 
Is this the result of the same attitude 
as the lights?

SB I try to look at things in a simple way, 
to reduce things to something basic.  
It is not a desire for purity as such, but 
rather because nothing more is neces-
sary. Things can be very simple, and 
that is it.

CG This same clothes line of lights returns 
in a later project of yours, the expan-
sion of deSingel in Antwerp. Again, 
there are only a few posts stuck in 
the ground with a cable strung be-
tween them to hang the lights. To be 
honest, I cannot imagine a stronger 
image of what architecture is. It looks 
like a temple, or like an exercise in 
post-and-beam architecture. Only 
here, the beam has become a cable 
or a garland. The Romans made the 
same gesture, planting a few posts 
in the ground and hanging a garland 
between them. This is a basic demar-
cation of place. It is a gesture that is 
very functional, but at the same time 
it also evokes a memory of a festive 
architecture that is over two thousand 
years old.

SB The first act of architecture that is pos-
sible in a landscape is the building 
of a wall. This gesture establishes a 
front and a back, a place to hide; it 
introduces a human scale in the land-
scape. That is architecture. It is one of 
the most basic things you can do, but 
at the same time it is full of meaning. 
Here, in Antwerp, the intention was to 
define a place with very few resourc-
es. And then the clothes line returns, 
like a cadavre exquis — almost, since 
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34 35ECONOMY
In our practice, we have abandoned func-
tionalism as a possible answer to the ques-
tion of economy. Instead, we try to develop 
architecture on a more abstract level, to 
produce certain spatial effects. It is about 
creating spatial configurations that provide 
opportunities rather than trying to solve 
specific questions.
— Kersten Geers

This notion of an economy of means has to 
do with redistribution — in the sense of re-
arranging conventional elements to estab-
lish a different reading of a place.
— David Van Severen

DVS	This fence is the result of a very ab-
stract notion of what a fence can be, 
but at the same time it is the result 
of its specific, material construction. 
There is this constant oscillation be-
tween the conceptual and the material 
that drives the design process. This 
fence is about setting up a perime-
ter, about rhythm, about dimensions. 
But it is also about the position of the 
screws. It is not just a fence either. 
Where the fence runs underneath the 
upper floor of the house, it becomes 
a load-bearing structure. To do this, 
the steel T-sections of the fence have 
to become I-sections that are exactly 
double its size. So, it is really about 
being able to reconsider what you 
want to build on a very abstract level, 
while at the same time having suffi-
cient knowledge about the actual con-
struction of these things too.

KG	The house in Buggenhout is indeed 
both a very conceptual story and a 
material one. It does not start from an 
obsession about using this specific 
type of T-section or that specific type 
of I-section. These things are import-
ant, but they are not fixed ideas. These 
choices were mostly defined by a very 
limited economy. For example, early on, 
the ground floor was supposed to be in 
concrete and the upper floor in wood, 
or perhaps there was not going to be an 

upper floor at all. We thought it would be 
cheaper to do it in wood, but we could 
not find a good contractor to do this. 
So eventually all of this changed into 
simple brickwork and plaster. When the 
project stalled because of a timing is-
sue, we used this as an opportunity to 
convince the contractor to do the upper 
floor in wood after all. The position of 
the materials changes throughout the 
process, but by embracing this you 
can maximise their potential every time. 
This indeed requires a constant move-
ment from a conceptual position to a 
technical one and back again.

DVS	Yes, but it does begin with a very ab-
stract approach. In the end, the fence 
is given form through a simple post-
and-beam composition, but of course, 
it starts out from a conceptual idea of 
what a fence can be.

CG 	So it really is about having the opportu-
nity to do things. What you achieve, in 
the end, has to do partly with what you 
want to do, and partly with what you 
can do, in terms of both knowledge 
and resources.

DVS Yes, this is what we call an ‘economy 
of means’.

CG	This notion of economy is something 
that keeps returning in these conversa-
tions. This is usually related to a func-
tionalist logic in which resources are 
employed according to functional prin-
ciples to maximise their performance. 
Yet here the notion of economy be-
comes related to the idea of bravoure, 
and thus assumes a different meaning 
from a strictly functional one. The de-
cision to prioritise and employ certain 
elements is not the result of this func-
tional instrumentalisation. What, then, 
is the underlying logic?

KG	In our practice, we have indeed aban-
doned functionalism as a possible 
answer to the question of economy. 
Instead, we try to develop architecture 
on a more abstract level, to produce 
certain spatial effects. It is about creat-
ing spatial configurations that provide 
opportunities rather than trying to solve 
specific questions. For example, in this 
project, the establishment of a perime-
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it is my own drawing that I further  
develop. The same elements were 
used, but in a different context, in dif-
ferent proportions and in different ma-
terials. In Kortrijk, it was just a simple 
line. In Antwerp, it defines a space.

CG 	Repetition is of course fundamental to 
architecture. In two thousand years of 
architectural history, the reprise was 
an essential theme. With the modern-
ists, this became problematic, but then 
you see that this still happens. Some 
things are so basic and so universal 
that you cannot do without them. A 
wall is a wall. You can stick two posts 
in the ground with a beam on top in 
many different ways, but in the end it is 
the same principle. In that sense, this 
simple gesture contains a kind of prim-
itivism. The space is defined with very 
basic elements, but you understand it 
immediately.

SB 	You do not always have to think of 
new solutions to the same problems. 
You can go back to what other people 
did and reuse those things in different 
ways. It depends on how you interpret 
these things.

CG	But this clothes line is of course more 
than just a solution. In the context of 
BRAVOURE, solutions are consid-
ered as opportunities to do something 
more. Many problems in building today 
are solved in a technological way, for 
which there is usually enough money. 
But when you want to address these 
same things by just using the space, it 
is still regarded as a luxury. We live in 
a culture that believes in technology as 
the solution to problems. This clothes 
line indeed answers to a demand for 
light, but it also defines the space 
much more than a standard light fitting 
would, by using very little. To us, this 
seems like an act of bravoure.

SB 	This is an economy of ideas. To solve 
different problems in one gesture. Per-
haps they are not problems in a strict 
sense. It is about addressing all kinds 
of aspects of a building in one move-
ment. The problem here was to create 
light and at the same time to define 
the space. I wanted to create a kind of 
vestibule, and there were few resourc-

es available. As an architect, these are 
things you need to address in one basic 
gesture, simply by making architecture.

p.
 1
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36 37ter in combination with this double set 
of nine rooms allows for the possibility 
of a house, but it does not limit the build-
ing to this function. This is of course a 
shift in perspective. In our economy of 
means, this pragmatic question of what 
is necessary for a house becomes rath-
er a question of how to define a series 
of spaces through a set of perimeters 
or markers, which then allows for oth-
er things too. It is about accepting that 
you do not need to solve much in the 
world — you only need to redistribute 
things differently. 

DVS This notion of an economy of means 
indeed has to do with redistribution — 
in the sense of rearranging conven-
tional elements to establish a different 
reading of a place.

KG	Yes, for example, every house has a 
fence. But according to regulations, 
these fences can only have a limited 
height. By placing the fence inside the 
plot instead of at the edge, we had total 
control and the fence could be as high 
as necessary to function as a load-bear-
ing structure, for example. Placing the 
fence inside the plot also allowed for an 
entrance on the side of the building, cre-
ating two equal outdoor spaces at the 
front and back of the house, something 
which completely subverts this standard 
notion of a front and back façade. The 
logic here is indeed to subvert the nor-
mal reading of the hierarchy of a place. 
With a minimum of means it becomes 
possible to undermine the conventions 
that are usually associated with suburbs 
in Flanders.

JDV But still, you decided to construct a 
new kind of fence out of steel beams, 
instead of using the standard type 
you typically see in this environment. 
This is definitely not the cheapest 
way to build one. On the other hand, 
inside the house we can see how 
standard cinder blocks have been 
used and left unfinished. This is a 
typical construction element em-
ployed in the cheapest way possi-
ble. Perhaps this economy of means 
you describe also means redistrib-
uting certain costs and using more 
resources in certain places than is 

usually necessary while compensat-
ing for it in others?

DVS We always project a certain ambition 
for a project. And in the end, the ambi-
tion is always to create architecture. 
A standard fence would definitely be 
cheaper, but it would not meet our 
ambition. We do no want to create a 
parody of an existing fence, we want 
to rethink what a fence can be, which 
means that we have to design the 
possibility of a fence anew, instead 
of using an existing one.

KG This is something that often returns 
in our projects. We have a tendency 
to invest a lot of resources into things 
that at first sight seem the least rele-
vant. Not as a provocation, but be-
cause we have the ambition to use  
architecture to create a sense of place 
in the field in which we operate. The 
last thing you need, then, are ele-
ments that are used everywhere. 
Instead, you need to achieve a kind 
of idealisation of the techniques that 
are used elsewhere and to try to give 
them a sense of beauty, which lends 
these otherwise banal elements a kind 
of importance. We are not afraid of this 
notion of beauty. I think we explicitly 
try to create beauty. This, as David 
said, has to do with rhythm, propor-
tion and dimensions. Sometimes it is 
about materiality too, but it is always 
about dimensions. By focusing on 
these aspects, you can give an ob-
ject without clear meaning a sense of 
beauty nonetheless.

JDV 	It is indeed about the rearrangement 
of an everyday and banal reality, 
which results in a different percep-
tion. In the story of BRAVOURE, the 
notion of beauty is definitely related 
to this rearrangement, because it 
means that we can still find beauty in 
places where you would not expect it.

EXCESS 
OR PERHAPS, PROJECT 17

This is perhaps a rather unexpected con-
clusion to draw here at the end, how con-
ditions of scarcity, precisely by doing noth-
ing or almost nothing at all, can lead to a  
moment of excess.
— Jan De Vylder

BDH 	Ante was involved in the project from 
the start, when it was still a compe-
tition entry for an Open Call of the 
Team Flemish Government Archi-
tect. When we won the competition, 
this became a project of Scholen 
van Morgen [Schools of tomorrow], 
which is a public-private partnership 
between the Flemish government 
and the banking sector. In the end, 
Scholen van Morgen discarded any 
kind of art integration in their proj-
ects, except for Ante’s participation.

JDV	The general set-up of Scholen van 
Morgen is a political strategy to bal-
ance a country’s budget by transfer-
ring the construction of new schools 
to private partners, which are most-
ly concerned with the financial side 
of things. As a result, the design for 
this new school was very much de-
fined by conditions of scarcity, and 
yet there was still room for an artistic  
intervention.

BDH The budget was indeed limited. The 
original school consisted of fourteen 
outdated pavilions which were going 
to be demolished. In its place a new 
school needed to be built, using limited 
resources. So, from the start, we decid-
ed to adopt a modest attitude and to 
develop a very restrained architecture. 
This meant basic materials, simple 
construction methods, standard detail-
ing. But in our practice, we always try to 
deal with a budget economically, and 
this sometimes allows for a margin to 
involve others in the project too.

BDC	This notion of redistribution often 
recurs in these conversations. By 
using fewer resources in one place,  
it becomes possible to do more in 
other places.

BDH Yes, and that is perhaps why Ante’s 
intervention was the only art integra-
tion that was realised in the projects 
of Scholen van Morgen. When we 
won the competition, there was no 
definitive proposal from Ante yet, 
but his involvement was already in-
cluded in the design proposal. Later, 
this was never questioned because 
we never had any budgetary discus-
sions to begin with. When we had 
already received the demolition per-
mits and the planning permission for 
the new buildings, Ante finally sug-
gested saving one of the pavilions 
from demolition.

 AT	The reason why I hesitated so long to 
intervene is because this was the first 
time I had to make a definitive pro-
posal. My drawings always contain a 
sense of openness, but here I had to 
propose something complete. The art 
integration was limited by a number of 
restrictions. For example, the work had 
to be connected to the building, it had 
to last at least thirty years, and it could 
not be sold during that time. When you 
add up those things, you quickly arrive 
at a drawing on the wall or a sculpture 
anchored to the building. But when I 
saw the final plans of what would be 
built and what would be demolished,  
I thought it would be interesting to pro-
pose a third category, of what could 
not be demolished. This proposal met 
all the restrictions, and at the same 
time, by claiming one of those pavil-
ions as a work of art in which some-
thing can happen over the next thirty 
years, I was able to retain that sense 
of openness I needed. That is why this 
pavilion needs to stay empty now, to 
keep all possibilities open. 

BDC In this context of scarcity and eco-
nomic restraint, keeping the pavilion 
empty is of course an interesting 
gesture. This art integration was 
made possible by an economisa-
tion of the project as a whole, and 
since there is one pavilion less that 
needs to be demolished now, this 
intervention is probably accompa-
nied by a further reduction of costs. 
But afterwards, precisely by keeping E
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38 39the pavilion empty, it can be read as  
a waste of space and thus as an  
excess instead.

JDV Yes, a design process is always ac-
companied by a discussion about 
how to match the necessary pro-
gramme with the amount of square 
metres that can be realised within the 
budget. Usually, this means down-
sizing the programme to meet the 
budget. But now, by preserving one 
of the pavilions, there is suddenly a 
surplus of square metres available 
which nobody really knows what to 
do with exactly. And then the artist 
decides that it needs to be empty.

AT	This is indeed a matter that has not yet 
been settled. The school board has al-
ready proposed ideas for a new func-
tion of the pavilion. There have even 
been talks about using it for bike stor-
age. But to me, this emptiness is not 
yet exhausted. What matters are the 
possibilities it contains, rather than al-
ready defining how it should be used. 
Once the decision has been taken to 
use it as a bike shelter, nothing else is 
possible anymore.

BDC	This is of course related to the sta-
tus of the building. Originally it was 
considered to be architecture — it 
used to be a building with a spe-
cific function. Through this artistic 
intervention, however, it has been 
transformed into a work of art, and 
as such it needs to remain emp-
ty according to the artist. But the 
school board apparently still sees 
it as architecture. They still try to 
project a functional meaning onto 
the building. It is then a question of 
how to read this space. While the 
pavilion had already been discarded 
and was ready for demolition, it was 
eventually saved through an artistic 
intervention. But by reading it as ar-
chitecture afterwards, it can still be 
considered an excess nonetheless.

AT Maybe, then, the building needs to re-
main empty for at least six years, until 
all of the current students who used to 
have classes there are gone. By then, 
a new generation of students will have 

experienced the pavilion as an empty 
building, and perhaps then it will be 
read as a work of art.

JDV	This preservation of the pavilion and 
these ongoing discussions of what to 
do with it demonstrate how opportu-
nities — and even excess — are still 
to be found in that which has been 
discarded, which is precisely the 
bravoure we are looking for. On the 
other hand, the new school that was 
built next to it deals with conditions 
of scarcity too. It is precisely be-
cause of its restrained architecture 
that this artistic intervention is made 
possible. Now, it is almost as if we 
find ourselves in a state of confusion 
about which of the two is really an act 
of bravoure and what this still means. 
This is perhaps a rather unexpected 
conclusion to draw here at the end, 
how conditions of scarcity, precisely 
by doing nothing or almost nothing at 
all, can lead to a moment of excess.
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40 41TRIPTYCH
book
exhibition

BRAVOURE as a small book that just so 
tries to observe things differently.  
A different architecture. A different future. 
Brought into focus, and demonstrated.

BRAVOURE as an exhibition. As con-
text for the book. A demonstration on a 
human scale. And somehow, as reality.

BRAVOURE is demonstrated through 
thirteen fragments of thirteen buildings 
of thirteen architects. Thirteen fragments 
as triptychs.

The fragments of reality as demonstra-
tions of bravoure. In three perspectives.

A photographic observation of the frag-
ment as a first perspective. Before reality 
was cut away.

A photograph, as observation. As it is. 
By Filip Dujardin. As photographer.

A one-on-one representation of the  
fragment as a second perspective.  
 

On a human scale. As a model. After  
reality was cut way.

At first, only that.

A third perspective is neither perceived 
as reality nor as fragment, but as a con-
trast through the work of Filip Dujardin. 
As artist.

A very different work. An observation, 
as manipulation.

A third perspective that transforms the 
second perspective into a different per-
spective. Not as artefact isolated from 
reality, but as architecture in itself.

The reason for the triptych. A layered 
observation.

This is when craftsmanship becomes 
bravoure. When that which is barely  
visible in its banal reality can become  
a reality in itself. And thus be beauty  
in itself.
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124 12513th DEMONSTRATION
— AMBITION
— MANIFESTO

The pavilion still bears the traces of 
the previous exhibition. But not just as 
traces. The traces are celebrated.

The walls may be damaged, but they 
will be polished and will shine. What is 
damaged will remain damaged, but it 
will tell a story.

To polish what was expected to 
be painted. To hold dear what was 
expected to be hidden. With less than 
half of what was expected. And to tell a 
story that was not expected to be told. 
This is the thirteenth demonstration of 
the ambition.

And above all, a manifestation.  
A manifestation of an attitude. Of a per-
spective on architecture. Of a perspec-
tive on life. 

The final demonstration of what is  
celebrated as bravoure.
But there is more.

The pavilion as a building. It looks 
good, at first sight. But perhaps not that 

good, after all.
It rains inside. The floor is damaged. 

The roof is coming apart. Today we have 
to deal with this. Tomorrow we have to 
deal with even more.

The pavilion needs reparations. 
Urgently. Structurally. The pavilion has 
two inhabitants, but neither seems to 
know the other. And any agenda seems 
to be lacking.

Of course, total and structural repair 
is necessary. But of course, total and 
structural repair needs resources.

And time. But time is running out.
The 13th demonstration — as mani-

festation — sets an example. Not only 
through its polished walls. But through a 
perspective on the pavilion as a building.
INTERMEZZO

Villa Tugendhat in Brno.  
By Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.
A kind of mirror tape wraps the 
chrome railing of a staircase 
leading down. As a temporary 
reparation. As a temporary  
protection. But also, as beauty.  
Especially this. 

A beautiful connection between 
chrome and mirror tape.  
Between rich and poor.  
Between rich and rich. Two 
kinds of rich. Mirror tape.  
A different meaning since Brno. Im
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126 127A first perspective of repair. And protest.
Thirteen buckets collect rain. Three 

posts support the roof. Mirror tape 
wraps the bucket. Mirror tape wraps the 
post.

They celebrate their banal reality. Not 
only as reparations. But also perhaps 
as beauty. Even though they were not 
expected to be.

And a greenhouse. A mirror-taped 
greenhouse. To replace a roof light that 
lets in rain rather than light. To build a 
greenhouse as a roof light is to build a 
different perspective on what a roof light 
could be. A different light. A different 
transparency. A different economy.

An exhibition is a momentum. Every 
time. To demonstrate ambitions. As idea. 
As challenge. As a demonstration of 
how things can be done differently from 
how things are expected to be done.

A second perspective. Of generosity.
Scaffolding. Every inhabitant needs 

scaffolding. And every time the scaffold-
ing needs to be transported back and 

forth. Each their own. Never shared.  
An economy of excess.

BRAVOURE provides a scaffold-
ing. For all inhabitants. For the future. 
Wrapped in mirror tape. Not just useful, 
but also beauty. Especially beauty.

When part of an exhibition can become 
part of the pavilion. Every time. As atti-
tude. As ambition.

And finally, a white flag. As a perspec-
tive of surrender. And not to surrender.

If the call is to report from the front, 
then BAVOURE is the answer. A demon-
stration. And a manifesto. But a manifesto 
is also a call. To answer the call with a 
different call.

The white flag as a sign of surrender. 
Of course. A surrender to architecture. 
But never a surrender of architecture.

By recognising beauty in the banal 
reality of the everyday. What was once  
a fundament of architecture. What is 
here a fundament of architecture again.

This is bravoure.



128 129CALL

BRAVOURE is nothing less than a call.
A call to consider simple making as 

the making of architecture. In all modes-
ty: to consider it as an ambition for  
architecture too. In all pretension: to 
consider it as the ambition of architec-
ture par excellence.

Craftsmanship contains the act of making. 
Of man — or rather, of woman and man.

Artfulness contains the idea of eleva-
tion. Of the craft. Elevated as art.

Not only the most skilled execution. 
But also the most imaginative.  
Especially that.

Bravoure is only bravoure when crafts-
manship and skilfulness are revealed in 
a context of scarcity. In a context of what 
may seem like an impossibility. Bravoure 
only reveals itself where what was con-
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130 131sidered to be impossible is proven to  
be possible after all.

Scarcity as a momentum in economy.  
A momentum of our time.

Imagination and making here come 
closer than ever before. They have to. 
They should.

To consider bravoure as ambition is 
not only possible. It is necessary.

Because in times of scarcity, imagi-
nation is in danger. While imagination is 
precisely the chance to find opportuni-
ties in scarcity.

BRAVOURE through SCARCITY is 
BEAUTY.

This is not only a call as a sign of our 
times. It is a call to consider the univer-
sal dimension of architecture as the art 
of thinking through making.

In times of scarcity, there seems to be 
an absence of opportunity. But opportu-
nities are not about what is possible. 	
	 Opportunities are about what is 
wanted to be possible.

DIALOGUES
ON FUNDAMENTALS
JDV 	With this project we wanted to bring ar-

chitecture back to its ordinary and ba-
nal necessities. In doing so, we were 
looking for that first, small step through 
which architecture distinguishes itself 
as architecture. It is almost a return 
to the primitive hut, but not quite. It’s 
about the next step, the first move-
ment through which the primitive hut 
becomes architecture.

CG Why is this an inevitable and necessary 
project?

JDV 	In a way, architecture has perhaps 
become saturated with grand dis-
courses about its social and politi-
cal function, in an almost scientific 
way. We want to go back to that mo-
ment during the construction of the 
primitive hut when it was constructed 
ever so differently, in a way that was 
barely perceptible but which made 
all the difference. At that moment the 
primitive hut became architecture. 
This was the initial emancipation of 
the primitive hut. We want to return 
to this shift in meaning, not through 
discourse, but through the construc-
tion process itself.

CG 	The construction of the primitive hut 
is about solving a problem. There is a 
need for shelter and the hut is the so-
lution. When you say that the primitive 
hut only becomes architecture at this 
moment of emancipation, you are actu-
ally saying that architecture is different 
from solving a problem. It is more than 
just addressing this need for shelter.

JDV 	Exactly, it is about a return to the fun-
damentals of architecture, but not a re-
turn to the primitive hut itself. It is really 
about how to make things, and how to 
do so differently. In this sense, we are 
reconsidering craftsmanship as one of 
the fundamentals of architecture.

CG But why now?
JDV 	Because today the world is facing 

a condition of scarcity which calls 
into question certain practices in ar-
chitecture. BRAVOURE offers a mo-
ment to turn back and reconsider 

what it means to make architecture in  
relation to this condition of scarcity.

ON WEALTH
IV 	I think it is important to recognise that 

there is a wealth to be found in these 
conditions of scarcity through which ar-
chitecture can develop its meaning. With 
BRAVOURE we want to demonstrate this 
wealth.

CG What kind of wealth? Can we define it?
IV 	I think it has to do with necessity. For ex-

ample, in the project by Henk De Smet 
and Paul Vermeulen, the birds are the 
result of a necessity, of technical require-
ments for lighting and acoustics. Those 
elements need to hang there, but you do 
not want to hang them randomly.

SE 	Exactly, you do not want to, but you 
could. I don’t think this has to do with 
necessity. Those elements are hung in 
the shape of a bird, but why? I think it is 
because you want to do something as 
an architect. You want to create architec-
ture. You want to distinguish yourself.

CG	 Which is perhaps a different kind of  
necessity.

FD 	How does this distinguish itself from the 
primitive hut?

SE 	The primitive hut is not architecture. It 
is an answer to a basic need, only a so-
lution. In the primitive hut there are no  
intentions. It lacks an author.

FD Yes, like a bird that builds its own nest.
CG But how do we define this wealth?
IV 	The notion of craftsmanship implies 

wealth in one way or another. By being 
involved in the making of something, and 
consciously considering the construction 
process, there is automatically a shift in 
meaning. As Stefanie said, at this point 
the construction starts to show traces of 
an author. This is already a kind of wealth.

SE 	Yes, in the projects exhibited here, all 
kinds of wealth are addressed. Perhaps 
that is what that list of words means 
through which we have tried to define 
these projects. Generosity, dignity, 
awareness, acceptance. These are dif-
ferent kinds of wealth.

ON SCARCITY
JDV 	By connecting the notion of bravoure 

to scarcity, we want to demonstrate D
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132 133how there are still things to be found in 
conditions of scarcity. That is why the 
BRAVOURE project is so important, 
not only from the point of view of archi-
tecture, but also from a general world 
view. It is about finding opportunities 
in places where we no longer expect 
to find opportunities, or where we are 
not allowed to find opportunities. It is 
about believing in something of which 
everyone thinks that it either does not 
qualify or is unimportant, and to find 
value there nonetheless.

CG 	Which here means to focus on ele-
ments in architecture that have long 
been dismissed as banal or ordinary?

JDV 	Yes. With BRAVOURE we are basical-
ly saying that there are many opportu-
nities in these ordinary elements and 
that we can still make architecture 
with them.

ON INSTRUMENTALISATION
CG 	When talking about the primitive hut, 

we discussed how this follows an in-
strumental logic. It is a construction 
that considers each element as an in-
strument to solve a specific problem. 
With BRAVOURE you say that these 
elements, as basic as they may be, are 
not merely instruments, but have value 
in themselves.

 FD And fulfil their function at the same time.
CG 	Yes. However, this notion of ‘function’ is 

still strictly related to the idea of instru-
mentalisation. It derives from mathe-
matics. There is a problem and there is 
an element whose function it is to solve 
it. This is a strictly one-on-one relation-
ship. What BRAVOURE demonstrates, 
however, is that these elements have 
a value in themselves. In other words, 
we are here trying to free our consid-
erations about architecture from this 
instrumental logic. The projects exhib-
ited here propose a series of perspec-
tives on architecture that differ from an 
instrumental one.

JDV 	In our practice we always try to avoid 
solving things

CG 	Exactly, and this is the same atti-
tude that Adorno and Horkheimer 
expressed in their book Dialectic of 
Enlightenment. To them, the problem 

of modern society is this focus on the 
instrumentalisation of the world, which 
transforms the Enlightenment into a re-
pressive apparatus. They consider this 
straightforward, functional relationship 
between a problem and its solution as 
being extremely suspicious. This is one 
of the problems they see with moder-
nity. I think the projects we show also 
contain a deep mistrust towards this in-
strumentalisation of the world. Instead 
of solving things, these projects try to 
create opportunities.

JT	Yes, it is not about solving a problem – 
rather, it is about making things possible. 
Making it possible to deal with acoustics, 
for example. This is different.

CG 	It is indeed not a simple vector that 
points from one thing to another. In-
stead, it is a multiplicity of vectors, 
which have a general sense but still 
point in other directions too. To use the 
same example of Henk De Smet and 
Paul Vermeulen, the bird they created 
not only meets the requirements for 
acoustics and lighting, but it also gen-
erates a sky inside the building. Birds fly 
through the air, an infinite space. When 
you look up at those birds, it seems as 
if the ceiling is receding. It also breaks 
the way the light enters the building.  
It creates shadows that move during 
the day. It does so much more than 
solve the need for acoustics and light-
ing. In this sense, they completely sur-
pass their supposed function.

ON CRAFTSMANSHIP
JDV 	BRAVOURE was a response to an 

open call for proposals from the  
Flanders Architecture Institute that fo-
cused on the theme of craftsmanship. 
This indicates, of course, that there is a 
broad interest in craftsmanship, beyond 
our own obsessions. It is apparently a 
relevant theme for the Flemish Commu-
nity too, and maybe even beyond. Why 
this focus on craftsmanship?

CG 	We launched this question as the  
Flanders Architecture Institute because 
we believe that this will perhaps be one 
of the most important questions in ar-
chitecture for the coming decades.  
I think the question of civilisation and 

how to preserve this is deeply related to 
the notion of craftsmanship. It is really 
about how we make the world around 
us, and how we preserve a human dig-
nity in all of this. Precisely because of 
the industrial nature of our society to-
day, this question of how to make things 
is extremely relevant. This is of course a 
social discourse. It is about giving eve-
ryone a place and value in our society. 
It is about making sense of the world,  
in which the production of things plays 
a crucial role. It is about creating mean-
ingful things and a meaningful culture 
through which our lives develop mean-
ing too.

IV 	I think this has indeed a lot to do with the 
industrial nature of our society, which we 
have to deal with as architects. A lot of 
the projects that we show deal with this 
too. Craftsmanship is no longer about 
handicrafts, about a woodworker creat-
ing everything by hand in his workshop. 
It is about dealing with an industrial pro-
duction process and looking for a human 
scale in it. This is a different kind of crafts-
manship.

ON THE HUMAN SCALE
JDV 	With the notion of craftsmanship, BRA-

VOURE is also about the human scale 
in architecture. These projects all have 
a human scale: a letter box, a light 
fitting, a drainpipe, a plinth. It is not 
about craftsmanship per se, but about 
the people that meet in architecture 
through this craftsmanship.

CG 	Precisely. The notion of craftsmanship 
is definitely related to the human scale. 
It is about the people who make these 
things. Through the traces they leave 
behind in the construction of things, they 
are valued again. This is not a classical 
humanism, but rather a kind of material 
animism. The objects take on meaning 
precisely because they lend a presence 
to the people who made them. But as 
we see here, this also entails a ques-
tioning of the correctness of things.  
In some of the projects, things were not 
done as they should have been, some-
thing which a lot of people, including 
craftsmen, would have disapproved of. 
But this was done to lend things a par-

ticularity again, to draw attention to the 
presence of these ordinary elements 
and their makers. Sometimes this has to 
be done at the expense of correctness 
or conventions.

SE 	But it is even more than that. It is also 
about the human experience of the 
space. And this is very hard to deal with 
when talking to clients. They expect 
a solution to their problem and every-
thing else is regarded as an extra. It is 
extremely difficult to express this human 
experience that we strive for, especially 
in relation to a budget or functional  
requirements.

ON BEAUTY
JDV 	What we do not really discuss when we 

talk about craftsmanship and bravoure 
is the notion of beauty. I think all of this 
definitely has to do with beauty, in its 
broadest sense.

CG What we are discussing here definitely 
has a universal dimension. On the other 
hand, the notion of beauty is also some-
thing that has become highly problem-
atic in modernity. For thousands of 
years, there was a classical definition of 
what beauty was supposed to be, and 
what it was not. Modernity was about 
questioning these fundamental prin-
ciples and pushing the boundaries of 
what beauty could be. Our notions of 
beauty today entail completely different 
things from classical principles of sym-
metry and harmony. It is definitely rel-
evant here, but also very problematic.

JDV		 Yes, but what I mean is that with  
BRAVOURE we are trying to discover 
beauty in places that are not seen as 
containing beauty. This is the crucial 
point. We do not want to define what 
beauty is, but we do want to demon-
strate that there is also beauty to be 
found in things that are usually ignored. 
Craftsmanship is inseparably con-
nected to the love with which someone 
makes something and with caring for 
the things you create, which is inevita-
bly connected to a sense of beauty too.

FD 	For me, the notion of beauty is indeed 
very problematic. I would not connect 
bravoure with beauty, since this is some-
thing about which entire libraries have 



134 135been written and endless debates have 
been held. I do not want to risk going 
there. It is extremely pretentious to de-
clare something beautiful today.

CG 	Yes, but maybe we should consider the 
notion of beauty here as that which in-
dicates that things have value in them-
selves. This is again related to the idea 
that things are not merely instruments 
used to solve a problem, but are en-
titled to an appreciation as things in 
themselves.

ON PHOTOGRAPHY
CG	Filip, a lot of what you say in these con-

versations is perhaps related to your 
role within the team as someone who 
deconstructs architecture. Is it correct 
to say that your work deals with de-
constructing existing architectural situ-
ations, in both your photography and 
photomontages?

FD 	I think this is definitely the case in my 
photomontages, in which I appropriate 
existing architecture to construct new 
situations. On the other hand, in my 
photographs I also construct spaces. 
It is always about trying to understand 
things. I have the ambition to condense 
in one image or photograph a lot of di-
vergent things, to synthesise them, to 
bring them together.

JDV 	When you talk about your work, you 
are indeed always explaining things. 
But to us, your work is precisely about 
not understanding things. It is about 
opening up opportunities and about 
reconsidering what we take for grant-
ed. We think your work opens up inter-
pretations instead of giving them. 

FD 	Yes, but still, I always start out from a 
specific idea. I try to give form to my 
understanding of things, which can per-
haps open up someone else’s under-
standing.

ON ALTER EGOS
CG	 With BRAVOURE, you appropriate 

the work of others to demonstrate 
your own perspective on architecture.  
Why is that?

JDV In doing so, we tried to demonstrate 
how the story of BRAVOURE is not 
limited to our own fascinations but has 

a more universal dimension. By using 
the work of others, we could transform 
our own obsession into a general am-
bition, and maybe even formulate a 
call to look at architecture in general 
through our perspective. 

IV This is also why we used Filip’s photo-
graphs. We show the work of others, but 
through our own lens, through our own 
eyes. We want to show the things in ar-
chitecture which we believe are impor-
tant, but also how these things can be 
seen everywhere. 

ON COLLABORATING
JDV 	It would be nice if we could show a pho-

tograph in the book that Filip took of 
our design for a house in Meulestede.  
I think this photograph clearly captures 
the three entities of BRAVOURE in a sin-
gle image. In the design for that house 
we tried to do something differently by 
leaving the electricity tubes exposed. 
The tubes just ran straight up the wall, 
as they should, but were visible. When 
Stefanie and Caroline came by, they 
suggested not running them straight 
up the wall, but making curves with 
them. What we tried to do differently, 
Stefanie and Caroline again did differ-
ently. Afterwards, when the house was 
finished, Filip came by and again posi-
tioned the tubes differently, by framing 
them in a specific perspective through 
his camera. That photograph by Filip is 
thus a clear demonstration of how we 
collaborate. By doing differently what 
the others already did differently. In-
tuitively, we feel that we are doing the 
same things, but always from a slightly 
different perspective.

CG In other words, doorzon interieurarchi-
tecten and Filip are there to question all 
kinds of conventions that are still pre-
sent in the practice of architecten de 
vylder vinck taillieu, despite all efforts 
to already do things differently. They 
question conventions that are perhaps 
deeply related to the discipline of archi-
tecture as such, from their respective 
positions outside the discipline, out of a 
strong sense of perception, experience 
and observation.

SE 	That is indeed why we do the things we 

do. Yesterday, for example, we gave a 
workshop to students of architecture, 
together with four other architects. It 
struck me how different the things that 
we normally do are, not just from Jan, 
Inge and Jo, but from architects in gen-
eral. It wasn’t that all five of us had a dif-
ferent perspective on architecture, but 
that ours was very different from the four 
others.

JDV Yes, this is why we collaborate. Stefanie 
and Caroline always bring something 
to the table, something completely dif-
ferent from the things we usually deal 
with in our architecture. They can sud-
denly introduce a completely different 
material in one of our designs, which 
we then have to deal with. It is almost 
as if they are the first inhabitants of the 
spaces we create, which transforms 
the architecture completely. This is 
then also the case with the photo-
graphs of Filip. Through his lens we 
can look at our own architecture from 
a completely different perspective and 
see things we had not seen before but 
are still very crucial to our own con-
cerns about architecture. 

ON PROJECT 13
JDV Despite our intentions to demonstrate 

our own perspective through the work 
of others, a thirteenth project neces-
sarily came into being, in which we 
ourselves are present too. Every year, 
after the party, the Belgian pavilion is 
cleaned up for the next exhibition and 
painted completely white again. Since 
the exhibition this year deals with the 
theme of scarcity, however, we decid-
ed not to paint over the entire pavilion, 
but only the walls that are necessary in 
a very precise way. We think that the 
damage and the traces of the last exhi-
bition that remain visible somehow add 
to the beauty of the pavilion. By doing 
this, the pavilion itself is enclosed in 
the exhibition as a thirteenth demon-
stration of bravoure.

JT	Painting everything white again would 
put the pavilion in a condition which 
the exhibition is precisely not about. It 
could contradict the story we want to tell.  
To paint everything white is to use a 

maximum of resources to attain a mini-
mal goal. By doing the opposite, we can 
emphasise BRAVOURE even more.

JDV Yes, in a way it would be inappropriate 
to present BRAVOURE in a clean and 
white environment as if it were a mu-
seum or an art gallery. It would trans-
form the things we want to show into 
artefacts, while they are still very much 
architecture. Now we only use half the 
paint to achieve so much more. 

ON THE AMBITION
CG This project was conceived in the con-

text of the Venice Biennale, but its am-
bition is perhaps much wider. What 
remains of the project once we leave 
Venice?

JDV 	To be very pretentious, the ambition 
of the project is to propose a specific 
perspective on architecture that will re-
turn again and again. That is why we 
made this small book. It is intended to 
become part of that group of books on 
architecture that keep returning. One 
of those books that you pick up regu-
larly, just to browse through or read a 
few pages, only to recall for a moment 
what architecture is really about. It 
does not try to teach anything, it only 
proposes a certain way of looking at 
architecture. It tries to develop a very 
specific perspective on architecture 
that has a universal dimension at the 
same time. It is definitely not about de-
veloping architectural theory — rather 
it tries to look at what is already there.

CG In other words, it wants to be universal, 
but not normative. But this also means 
that it is a commitment, it is not optional. 
What I mean is that this perspective on 
architecture is based on a clear under-
standing of our times and the current 
condition of humanity. Today, there are 
a lot of things you can no longer say — 
about truth and beauty, for example — 
but on the other hand we can no longer 
afford this postmodern attitude either, 
which is usually accompanied by a 
certain relativism. So, without proclaim-
ing a truth, we can still try to formulate 
a critique of the instrumentalisation of 
the world, which we see everywhere 
around us. This definitely goes beyond 



136 137the Venice Biennale, and also beyond 
the discipline of architecture. It is about 
proposing a certain attitude, a kind of 
world view. And maybe, in doing this, 
we can still arrive at some fundamental 
values, which we so desperately need, 
considering the urgency of our time.

JDV 	Yes, and these fundamental values 
are perhaps those thirty-five words. 
Maybe we only need this one page.  
A list of thirty-five words. That is all.

 ALTER EGO

BRAVOURE as alter ego for an inevitable 
collaboration between architecten  
de vylder vinck taillieu, doorzon interieurar-
chitecten and Filip Dujardin 

A search for basic things. Not minimal 
things, but everyday things. And trying 
to see things differently. Trying to see the 
everyday differently. By giving the every-
day a chance to be perceived differently. 
And by celebrating.

doorzon interieurarchitecten imagines 
objects for corners. Corners are spaces, 
and yet often remain only corners. 
Objects for corners allow corners to be 
seen as spaces while not being expected 
to be seen as spaces. Triangular objects 
that transform simple corners into spaces.

When architecten de vylder vinck  
taillieu uses electricity tubes to draw  
simple lines on the wall then doorzon  
interieurarchitecten redraws these lines as 
simple waves. A different drawing. But still,  
a drawing. The pleasure of drawing.

In Z33, Filip Dujardin, the artist,  
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138 139constructs a first manipulation of the  
built world, which he observes and manip-
ulates again and again through the lens of 
the camera. Behind a large window a brick 
wall appears. Built in reality. 
As if window and wall slip into each other.

With the project for Les Ballets C de la  
B and LOD, Filip Dujardin, the photo- 
grapher, and architecten de vylder vinck 
taillieu collaborate for the first time. Filip 
Dujardin observes and captures clearly 
how a multiplicity of structures meet 
behind glass. Glass and wall slip into each 
other. Again.

For architecten de vylder vinck taillieu, 
architecture is to construct. For doorzon 
interieurarchitecten, architecture is to 
inhabit. For Filip Dujardin, architecture is to 
observe.

Craftsmanship is not only to construct. It is 
not only to observe. It is not only to inhabit. 
It is all of this together.

Only then, craftsmanship has a chance 
at bravoure. Only then,  
architecture becomes bravoure.
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Hi-Finity sliding doors are designed to create a visual extension to the outdoors, a sense of space and allow maximal use of 
natural light.  Thanks to the system’s high insulation and with the availability of double and triple glazing, the sliding doors 
give you a comfortable and warm feeling. 

Hi-Finity is quite simply the best solution for low-energy contemporary architecture.

OUR ANSWER : HI-FINITY ULTRA-SLIM SLIDING DOOR

JOHN SMITH 

(Architect)

“ MY CLIENT WANTED 

A MAXIMAL VIEW:  

TO MERGE INDOOR 

AND OUTDOOR ALL 

YEAR ROUND WHILST 

KEEPING A HIGH 

LEVEL OF COMFORT 

TOGETHER
FOR BETTER

www.reynaers.com 
Aluminium systems for Windows & Doors, Sliding Systems, Curtain Walls, Sunscreening and Solar integration.

For more information, please visit www.reynaers.com
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2240 Massenhoven Liersebaan 206 www.rgtegel.be

S U R F A C E S
H A R D

T E G E LT E G E LT E G E L

PARTNER OF infobeton.beBoulevard du Souverain 68  |  1170 Brussels  |  www.febelcem.be  |  info@febelcem.be  |  +32 (0)2 645 52 11

FEBELCEM, the Belgian Cement Associa�on
 engineering advice
 laboratory tes�ng services
 documenta�on and in�house �ublica�ons  
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BOMARBRE-MARBRALYS 
EACH PROJECT TELLS 
A DIFFERENT STORY
WE WOULD LOVE TO 
HELP YOU TELL YOURS

Bomarbre-Marbralys is your partner for hard Bomarbre-Marbralys is your partner for hard 
fl ooring. Discover our unique range of high-fl ooring. Discover our unique range of high-
quality composites, ceramics and natural stones. quality composites, ceramics and natural stones. 
Our multifunctional mix of materials can be used for Our multifunctional mix of materials can be used for 
fl ooring, wall and façade coverings, stairs, worktops fl ooring, wall and façade coverings, stairs, worktops 
and made-to-measure products.

Need some advice? We are happy to share  We are happy to share 
our expertise. Bomarbre-Marbralys provides our expertise. Bomarbre-Marbralys provides 
architects, interior designers, and project owners architects, interior designers, and project owners 
with professional advice on material selection.with professional advice on material selection.

If you’re looking for something truly exceptionalsomething truly exceptional, 
our customisation possibilities are sure to impress. our customisation possibilities are sure to impress. 
We deliver custom or made-to-measure tiles, laying We deliver custom or made-to-measure tiles, laying 
patterns, matching stairs and worktops.

A unique approach, for unique results. 
Always fi nding the perfect balance between esthetic 
and technical demands, our tailor-made solutions 
will turn your tale into a success story.

Proud sponsor of BRAVOURE
www.bomarbre.be

BOMA_0383_Adv VAI_4_Sa.indd   1 15/04/16   12:11
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Despite increasing digitisation, many types of documents and objects still 
need to be stored in a physical archive. Companies are increasingly relying 
on mobile archives to allow for efficient storage of assets. 

Mobile archives maximise the storage capacity of a given space, providing 
safe, compact storage as well as delivering cost savings.

Save money and space 
with mobile archive storage.

bruynzeel-storage.com/archive-storage
For more information please visit:

THINK FREE... 
“The simplistic shape of the ROCKFON® Eclipse sparks the imagination. The double-sided absorption 
possibilities of the ceiling island challenges towards spatial use.”

- Paul Vermeulen, De Smet Vermeulen architecten -

‘Migration birds plow through the air’

Portrayed using ROCKFON® Eclipse in 

the award winning day care center 

‘de Strandloper’.

www.rockfon.be

RF_adv Biennale Venetie_UK_def.indd   1 19-04-16   22:13
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CREATIVITY

PUUR  Hundelgemsesteenweg 2  8990 Baaigem  Belgium   +32 488 242 862   pieter-jan@puur-bouwen.be 

N A T U R A L  V E N T I L A T I O N   G R E A T  I N S U L A T I O N   Z E R O  C A R B O N  C O N S T R U C T I O N   H E A L T H Y  B U I L D I N G

PUUR IS A GREEN CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY WITH A PASSION FOR 
BIO-ECOLOGICAL MATERIALS. 
WE BUILD HAPPY, HEALTHY, 
SUSTAINABLE HOMES.

More and more people move away from tra-
ditional building materials that are harmful 
for the environment. Not only for ecological 
reasons, but also because they want  to 
live in a healthier, more sustainable home. 
A fortunate evolution that brings with it an 
increased attention for non-toxic construc-
tion materials. Natural building materials 
like straw and hemp lime provide an honest 
and durable alternative for traditional mate-
rials. The future of construction is right here!

TAKE A LOOK AT OUR PROJECTS
W W W . P U U R - B O U W E N . B E

Wim Goes Architectuur - Belgium
Photography: Filip Dujardin

Martens Van Caimere Architecten - Belgium 
Photography: Cedric Verhelst 
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VMA, based in Sint-Martens-Latem, is for many years 
one of the biggest players on the Belgian market 
in technology. This through our two business units 
VMA INFRA and VMA INDUSTRY.

WWW.VMA.BE

VMA INDUSTRY
Realizes total projects for factory automation and industrial processes.

VMA INFRA
Global electrical engineering projects for offi ce buildings, commercial complexes, 

industrial sites and logistics.

Your drive in technology

Kortrijksesteenweg 14B • 9830 Sint-Martens-Latem • Belgium
+32 9 280 95 25 • info@vma.be

VMA_BIENNALE_200x147_2016_04_xx_Q.indd   1 18/04/16   17:24

www.cegelec.be

Your partner 
in technical 
solutions

V
M

A
 is

 p
ro

ud
 to

 s
up

p
or

t t
he

 e
xh

ib
iti

on
 ‘B

R
A

V
O

U
R

E
’ i

n 
th

e 
B

el
g

ia
n 

p
av

ili
on

 
at

 th
e 

15
th

 In
te

rn
at

io
na

l A
rc

hi
te

ct
ur

e 
E

xh
ib

iti
on

 2
01

6 
in

 V
en

ic
e.

C
eg

el
ec

 is
 p

ro
ud

 to
 s

up
p

or
t t

he
 e

xh
ib

iti
on

 ‘B
R

A
V

O
U

R
E

’ i
n 

th
e 

B
el

g
ia

n 
p

av
ili

on
 

at
 th

e 
15

th
 In

te
rn

at
io

na
l A

rc
hi

te
ct

ur
e 

E
xh

ib
iti

on
 2

01
6 

in
 V

en
ic

e.



PROJECTS

WOSHO
	 Herzele, 1986-2013

Maarschalk Gerardstraat 5
	 Antwerp, 2014
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State Archives
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	 Brussels, 2014

Refuge II
	 Nevele, 2014
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deSingel International Arts Campus  
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	 Antwerp, 2010

VILLA
	 Buggenhout, 2010

Bridge
	 Brussels, 2014
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