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‘We spend a lot —
of time educating
' our clients’




i f Belgium
The fertile soil © _
seems to be gond fnrkgm\;:'n:

_The little king ¥
i.rﬂ:x?:hnrt of offices that consistently pru-
:u::e remarkable buildings. Most of ;hg::l 5 ;?:E

dium-sized, |

tices remain small or m_Er e

ith an international reputatiof,
:T;:b:r[:cht and Daem, Xaveer DES Geyter a; :

David Van Severen.
Office Kersten Geers

han 20 members

hitecture team with more t en
r;:hard to find in Belgium. Apparently, it's not

row bigger in a small cuum:*ry.
nﬂﬂxrr:.:afaly. siﬁ is not a r.:ritarmn Fnr
quality or relevance. Belgian architects e:;a;-,tr
controlling the building process fm:m the .inl;
design phase to completion. This is certainly
true of Blaf, a Lokeren-based firm founded by

Like many other young Belgian mhimqu_fm:ut on

the design of detached houses. I$ it your choice, or is

it due to the prevalence of small-scale residential pro-

jects in Belgium? |

VANDEN DRIESSCHE: it's true that what we make 15
rooted partly in the Belgian building culture. In a country whare
30 many pecple are sithér building of renovaling thair homes,
beginmng architects find it relatively easy 10 gt COMMESSONS
for small-scale projects. For @ lot of them, GeSIENIng prvale
homes marks the dawn of ther careers. That's how we got
started. too. There are other ways, of course, but all the kniow
how we've gained about the business of building through our
small-scale projects is invaluable. That knowledge 15 at the
heart of our continuing evoluton

NLIS: in general. Belgum's natural environment., or ¢on-
texd, is very fragmentary and thus more of (@88 genenc. In this
counitry, 8 forest is no more than a couple of trees, a boundless
landscape a few fields. and & mountain a gentle slope. We call
that the ‘nontext’. In terms of context and nontext, Belgum i5
both specific and multifaceted.

You've built up a reputation for sustainable architec-
ture. The first project that brought national recognition
was a zero-energy house in Asse. lsn't it strange to
talk about sustainability in a suburban context that is
per se unsustainable - with hundreds of thousands of
detached houses claiming their individuality?

NLIS: You're right, and we're deeply aware of the contra-
dection involved. But we don’t want 1o shirk our responsibility
When you're commissioned 1o build within this context, you sim-
phy have 19 do your best. Today, 60 per cent of the new hou sing in

Perspective —

Bart Vanden Driesse
Lieven Nijs in 2003, wh:

men had just gradyg
the Sint-Lucas School of Architecture Ii:d

As part of an optimistic generation of Belgian
architects, they began with what they describe
as ‘an almost blank CV and no big plans'

Their work seems to be a constant
for a primordial architecture. Their buildi
appear to be unfinished, playful, open and, g
the same time, aware of issues like g
sumption, urban sprawl and sustainability, Tyg
recent projects, in Ghent and Asse, are
examples. Both are private residences in Subyr-
ban contexts, which might be typical not only of
the work of Blaf but also of the ‘Belgian congj.
tion’in general.

and

Flanders is built in housing astates. The goal for marry Belgiang
s still 8 house with a garden. even though it's :'b"?:"-lﬂmw
available for housing 13 becoming scarcer - and mare and mon
expensive. Nonetheless, Belgians cling stubbornly to the hous
ng-estate rationale, INstead of PUsShing for compacter M'""'"‘
types and a higher degree of density. What you get ane incress:
ngly smaller plots, less distance Detween houses, and tinkr
gardens, yet building sites are still beng hilled with detached
Although its clear that this model 15 unsustanabls s
terms of affordability, guality, emvironment, energy and w
planning, few people question s continued use. Ye spend s
of time and enargy 'educating our chents, from private pires
and property developers to government officials.

Sounds like an issue for town planners. How do you

react as architects?

VANDEN DRIESSCHE: Let's consider Houss DoVl
Ghent, which is & compact volumeé that doesnt 1ake Dpthe
gntire site. By slicing off parts of the volume, we créatisd s
ful, meaningful spaces inside and out. What regulates the kel
of privacy is the design of the house itself and not & fence e
wall around the property. We havent solved the problsm
housing estates with this project, but it mMIght prompt Some e
of reaction

House boW features an open floor plan comprising

what you call ‘a centrifugal space’ at the centre of four

rooms that seem to obey no hierarchy. Can you explain
the strategy behind this concept?

NLIS: Four living areas of equal importance fan out fom

IS 5.

BN ODEN c-:'e,Ea:m:-'.:hefnurhasﬂduﬂlﬂttﬁ'ﬂ'ﬂmmm e

in part to its orientation and its relationship with the SUfoUn

Blaf Architects

very fragmentary and, conseq
more or less generic’

| I
Belgium’'s natural environment is -h
|

Do you know how your clients are dealing with the
open-plan design and the large windows?

oetigve the house in Asse will find acceptance rather aasily,

Houses - Lokeren|Belgium

uently, |

-2 e

|
Il
| like that you've called it an “intelligent ruin’. Can you |
elabarate? '
O W L ' 4 § il
How about the rough surfaces, exposed concrete yt ;
beams and untreated wooden shelves = the entire :
unfinished’ atmosphere of the house? Will the client 1
leave it like this? '
{ ¥ | i i f
: ; .
AT Lr
: [
1 ik i
i 1 i ] BaSy AL
Jark What can you tell us about the patio?
A gl DR E S EHE e ¥
The exterior of the house is clad in black rubber. You between interior and shell. Thanks 1o the oai '
originally proposed a facade of metal panels and later portir B bnck wall is visibla from the interior. And
rejected the idea. What happened? privacy, It mediates between public and private
: ring construction, after the rubber had beer In most of your projects, you seem to be searching for
1 against the use of metal panelling. Som forms and typologies that are almost primordial - a
k ind co quest you combine with your interest in a monolithic,
; } dify sculptural, abstract architecture. The resulting build-
ot desips ings are both striking and modest. They're embedded
ANDEN DRIESSCHE: If the spray rubber cffers less in their context or, in your words, their ‘nontext’
than expected, metal panelling can be added later MLS: That's night. In an intenddes Chilean a
y are honzontal wooden Dands on the  Mauricio Pezo said: To explain a building as an answer to a pla
i f in attra pattern. Comc } 5 explamning the place, not the build I E
brichk con tion th f anchitin : + - il i 3
k ght a2k ICT £ nahion o GO proau
TADLE WAy c §if TeChmcal neg @nts. e b I
When will it be finished? Is this a question you hear a tonomy of architectur sthing tha i
lot? I'm wondering, because anothar recent project, of prascription. It's not easily sxplained, but it 1"
House Dnd in Asse,also has a rather unfinished exterior. At the same time, the first pronty of arct ' j
AMDEN DRIESSCHE: That question doesnt apply to  exposing something: by te AMYEng S04 14 a
..... sk walls feature Flemish bond, a disting-  how people use space 10 nd, in bxy
d masonry that's more £5 in our genes.  them something about one another
ised brcks are a further reinforcement of this reference to VANDEM DRIESSCHE: We're often told that we d
il building trad child-friendly houses. We take that as a 1 F
NIJS: The construction of these walls gave us a special  because it implies archit » that appea i
ng. something like pushing the réeverse button and building  tion. And basides designes r T ginat
-~ hat's been there forever. Memory and longing. with  children? €
out nostalgia, are important facets of our architecture Vkbe
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Lokeren | Belgium

House boW

-
Fant | Belg

Located in Wondelgem, a northern suburb of Ghent, House
boW was built for a man and his two sons. The frame features
cast-in-place concrete columns and floor slabs. Interior walls
are composed of concrete blocks; exterior walls are wrapped
ifi & timber skelaton with thermal insulation on the outsida,
along with a finishing coat of black liquid rubber applied to
make the building airtight. The original plan 10 conceal this

outer Layer with panelling made of perforated, corrugated
steel was ultimately dropped.
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House DnA

This house was built for a couple (a lawyer and a graphic
designer) and their three children. Inside, the ground floor has
three distinct levels, a result of the gently sloping site. The house
has a diagonal onientation in relation to the street, as has the
nelghbouring house 1o the south. Load-bearing external walls
feature recycled bricks sourced from an old factory in Lokeren
Concrete lintels extending to the corners of the house provide
structural reinforcement. The architects completed the outer
shell before adding interior walls and floors,

Lokeren  Belgium




