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MONUMENTAL OPENINGS — For centuries, the city of Brussels grew incrementally
around the monuments within its walls. During the neoclassical period, the urban network
underwent changes and the wide new streets created a series of perspectives, a novelty
in the public space. The defensive works became less useful over time. When the second
ramparts were razed, they gave way to the boulevards of the inner ring.

Historically, two roads crossed Brussels from south to north in 977: the ‘lower’ Rue de
Laeken and the ‘upper’ Rue Haute. In the mid nineteenth century, long streets were added,
forming a sort of infrastructure for the Brussels Pentagon. Although relatively numerous,
they did not affect the urban perception of the city's inhabitants as much as the Royal Route
(initiated in 1777), the central boulevards (1860-95) or Avenue Louise, Rue de la Loi, the
route leading to the Basilica of Koekelberg, and later the boulevards of the North-South
junction (1911-52). These mostly rectilinear routes each changed the way people lived in
the city, combining practical concerns (journeys within the city, public health, new urban
functions) and aesthetic concerns (cityscape). The desire to look at the city and its build-
ings has an impact on urban planning. Haussmann's openings come to mind, the grandiose
perspectives and their apotheosis. French philosopher Régis Debray sums up the effects of
this act of distancing, an act that produces the monumental character of architecture, as
follows: ‘Vertically, one raises (plinth, pedestal, tiers or pilotis in the style of Le Corbusier).
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« Geometric plan of the city of Brussels, Guillaume-Benjamin Craan, c. 1835.



Horizontally, one clears out (esplanade, perspective, platform). The monumental is a mass
highlighted by a void."

These openings made it possible to create or relocate a series of facilities, which had
suddenly become indispensable in the modern society of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Either their buildings had become obsolete or they simply did not
exist and were located in the ‘periphery’, a relative notion today. The Palace of Justice or
the Observatory and its Botanical Garden are two examples. At a tangent to the Royal
Route and connected to the lower town, the Botanical Garden was laid out on an unman-
ageable slope. The logic behind the urban transformations was in part financial, a matter
of land speculation. Since the topography here was so challenging, a park proved to be a
more economical solution than a building.2 In the 1920s, when Victor Horta was working on
the Ravenstein Gallery leading to the Central Station, he also reflected on this connection
between the lower and upper parts of town. This was at a time when increasingly inde-
pendent real-estate operations were starting to appear, the first signs of a different type of
urbanism and of architectures that looked beyond the usual dimensions of a plot in relation
to a street or alley and were rather turned to the city.
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Two parallel Brussels street layouts: Rue de Laeken,
North-South junction - Plan: A. Flipo, 2020.
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Brussels and European institutions. Institutional infrastructures between the Pentagon and the Leopold Quarter,
including the Cinquantenaire - Plan: M. Akhira, A. Butera, I. Fnine, M. Kaidi, Z. Laachiri, M. Nova, 2019.
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A SPIRE, A LANDMARK IN THE CITY — A spire completes Brussels Town Hall, the last
phase of a three-stage construction. In July 1455, the statue of Saint Michael delivering the
final blow to his enemy was placed atop the spire. The Gothic building occupies the south
side of the Grand Place, strategically located next to the merchant port of Tle Saint-Géry, at
the bottom of the Senne valley. The basin of Sainte-Catherine, an integral part of this port
(two rectangular pools recall the original purpose of the place), underlines this relation, it
being oriented exactly in line with the axis of the Grand Place.

The town hall houses municipal courts and offices. To mark the budding political power
of the merchant bourgeoisie, it was necessary to be seen. The spire soars into the sky with
this aim. At a height of ninety-seven metres (including Saint Michael slaying the dragon),
it rises higher than both the Cathedral of St Michael and St Gudula and the now-destroyed
Coudenberg Castle, which housed the Court of Brabant. Both the cathedral and castle were
built in the upper part of town: at the top of the Treurenberg, the ‘Hill of Lamentations’, for the
religious power, and on the crest of the western flank of the city for the princely power. The
lower town therefore played a full-fledged political role in relation to the clergy and nobility.
The three powers established initial relations at this time and the symbolic power of the
sites has endured: the town hall is still the main venue for civil ceremonies; the cathedral
hosts official religious ceremonies, baptisms and royal weddings; and although Coudenberg
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Lors de sa réalisation, le Palais royal doit cependant
négocier sa présence car la ville préexiste au roi. Pour
profiter de la vue dégagée sur la fleche de I'h6tel de ville
et ainsi préserver la connexion symbolique entre pouvoirs,
cette vue fait I'objet de plans détaillés pour s'assurer qu'au-
cun édifice ne vienne jamais occulter ce lien avec la ville.
Pourtant le palais ne s'adresse pas au coeur historique, il
fait face au Parc de Bruxelles. Mais I'importance de cette
vue oblique sur la fameuse fléche explique que bien plus
tard, en 1922, Victor Horta ait d{i concevoir le Palais des
Beaux-Arts avec une certaine discrétion dans un volume
trés bas.

A la symbolique des fléches, des clochers ou encore
des domes se conjugue un aspect fonctionnel. Servant de
repéres, ils s'additionnent a la topographie pour &tre mis

en valeur. La vision de I'espace - ou la nécessité d'avoir
une vue d'ensemble - nécessite quelques aides et points
de repére pour l'orientation3. C'est notamment pour y
répondre que les institutions, notamment religieuses, inté-
grées a la structure urbaine que constituent la rue de la
Régence poursuivie par la rue Royale, la rue des Palais et
I'avenue de la Reine, se parent d'éléments proéminents.

Castle no longer exists today, the Royal Palace, built on the ruins of the castle, perpetuates

the temporal power of the nobility.

However, when it was built, the Royal Palace had to negotiate its presence, as the city

pre-existed the king. So the palace could enjoy an unobstructed outlook onto the spire of
the town hall and thus preserve the symbolic connection between the powers, detailed plans
were made to ensure that no building ever obscured this link with the city. However, the
palace does not face the historic centre, but Brussels Park. Nevertheless, the importance
of this oblique view of the famous spire explains why, much later, in 1922, Victor Horta had
to show discretion when designing the Centre for Fine Arts, housing it in a very low volume.

The spires, bell towers and domes have a symbolic role, but also a functional one. Acting
as landmarks, they embed themselves in the topography in order to be highlighted. To
visualize the urban space, to have an overall view, it is necessary to have some aids and
landmarks.? It is in part to meet this need that the institutions, especially the religious ones,
which are integrated into the urban structure of Rue de la Régence, Rue Royale, Rue des

Palais and Avenue de la Reine, were given prominent elements.

plaats. Het Paleis op de Koudenberg bestaat vandaag niet
meer, maar het Koninklijk Paleis is geént op de ruines
ervan en bestendigt de wereldlijke macht van de adel.

De precieze locatie waar het Koninklijk Paleis moest wor-
den gebouwd, was het onderwerp van onderhandelingen.
De stad bestond immers al vo6r de koning. Om te genieten
van het vrije uitzicht op de torenspits van het stadhuis en
zo de symbolische band tussen de machten te behouden,
wordt dit uitzicht het voorwerp van gedetailleerde plannen
om te verzekeren dat geen enkel gebouw deze band met
de stad ooit aan het oog zou onttrekken. Het paleis richt
zich echter niet tot het historische centrum, maar kijkt uit
op het Warandepark. Het belang van dit schuine zicht op
de beroemde torenspits verklaart ook waarom Victor Horta
veel later, in 1922, het Paleis voor Schone Kunsten met een

zekere discretie in een zeer laag volume moest ontwerpen.

De symboliek van de torenspitsen, klokkentorens en
koepels wordt gecombineerd met een functioneel aspect.
Ze dienen als oriéntatiepunten en zijn een meerwaarde in
de topografie. Het zicht op de ruimte - of de behoefte om
het grote geheel te zien - vereist een aantal hulpmiddelen
en herkenningspunten voor de oriéntatie.® Het is precies
als reactie hierop dat de instellingen, en vooral dan de reli-
gieuze instellingen die zijn geintegreerd in de stedelijke
structuur van de Regentschapsstraat, verdergezet door de
Koningsstraat, de Paleizenstraat en de Koninginnelaan, een
prominente plaats hebben gekregen.
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Left: Brussels Town Hall in the 17th century and the Ommegang. The statue of Saint Michael divides the Latin text Curia Urbis Bruxellensis,
the title of Callot's engraving. Right: The cathedral, the palace and the town hall with the port of Brussels. Map of the City of Brussels,
Galeazzo Gualdo Priorato, 1673.

The roofs of Coudenberg Palace, the spire of the town hall and the towers of the Cathedral of St Michael and St Gudula.
The month of March in the tapestry known as Maximilian Hunts, Guillaume Dermoyen, Jan Tons, Bernard van Orley, between 1528 and 1533.

14 The spire of the town hall at the end of the perspective view of the basins. The Barque and Merchant Basins, Andreas Martin, between 1720 and 1760.






POELAERT, FROM ONE END TO THE OTHER — One man would single-handedly draw
both ends of the Royal Route: Joseph Poelaert,* in charge of erecting the emblematic build-
ings that terminate the route at the south and north. The architect's first intervention on the
route did not involve a building, but another symbol, the Congress Column. Built to com-
memorate the first National Congress, it marked the country's independence, the advent of
a dynasty, and the drafting of a democratic constitution. The column is topped by the statue
of the first King of Belgium, Leopold I. After the death of his wife, Louise-Marie, a compe-
tition was launched for a church to house the queen’s remains on a plot of land adjacent
to the Royal Domain. This would become the Church of Our Lady of Laeken. To embed his
building in history and establish the legitimacy of the young monarchy, Poelaert proposed
a neo-Gothic building. On closer inspection, however, his is a very personal interpretation
of Gothic architecture. Stereotomic elements® are reduced to Platonic solids, creating a
striking contrast between the impression of a medieval building and a cubist work. Despite
his interest in this religious building, Poelaert abandoned the project to devote himself to
his great work, the Palace of Justice.

It was at the south of the Royal Route that he envisioned the pharaonic monument that
would forever earn him the nickname of ‘schieve architect’, Dutch for ‘crooked architect’. This
project seems to have haunted Poelaert for most of his life. Indeed, when he was asked to
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justice, la Iégende raconte que I'architecte surprendra tout
le monde en sortant de ses cartons un projet sur lequel
il aurait travaillé depuis dix ans. Ce batiment que le roi
Léopold Il qualifie d'«emblémey lors de son inauguration
refléte a merveille les aspirations de la bourgeoisie. Par
ses éléments décoratifs, ses volumes et sa démesure, il
traduit a la fois une justice implacable et toute puissante.
Cette métaphore devient littérale lorsqu’on constate a quel
point I'édifice écrase le quartier populaire des Marolles en
contrebas. Outre cette architecture monumentale, le Palais
de justice propose une mise en relation des pouvoirs judi-
ciaires, législatifs et exécutifs. Il se positionne dans un axe
qui traverse le Parc de Bruxelles pour aboutir au Palais de
la Nation qui abrite le Parlement fédéral, lui-méme dressé
dans un rapport frontal avec le Palais royal. Enfin, outre sa

volonté de représenter les structures de I'Etat, I'ambition
affichée de cette architecture est une forme de transcen-
dance destinée a durer par-dela les siécles. Un lourd héri-
tage qu'il faut aujourd’hui réinventer.

Poelaert, pour sa part, aprés avoir incarné dans la pierre
les valeurs et I'ordre qui prévalent au 19¢ siécle, repose a
présent a 'ombre de I'église Notre-Dame, dans le cimetiére
de Laeken.

draw up plans for the Palace of Justice, legend has it that the architect surprised everybody
by suddenly producing a project that he had been working on for ten years. This building,
which King Leopold Il described as an ‘emblem’ at its inauguration, materialized perfectly
the aspirations of the bourgeoisie. Through its decorative elements, its volumes and its
excessiveness, it embodied the ideal of justice as something that was both implacable and
all-powerful. This metaphor became all too literal when it appeared that the building virtually
crushed the working-class Marolles district below. The monumental Palace of Justice also
established relations between the judicial, legislative and executive powers, being located
on an axis that crosses Brussels Park to reach the Palace of the Nation, home to the Federal
Parliament, which itself faces the Royal Palace. Lastly, beyond its ambition to represent the
structures of the state, the avowed objective of this architecture was a form of transcend-
ence intended to last for centuries. This heavy legacy must now be reinvented.

Having embodied in stone the values and order that prevailed in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Joseph Poelaert now rests in the shadow of the Church of Our Lady, in the cemetery

of Laeken.

architek’, of scheve architect, zou opleveren. Dit project
lijkt Poelaert altijd te hebben achtervolgd. Toen hem werd
gevraagd plannen te maken voor het Justitiepaleis, zou
de architect volgens de legende iedereen hebben verrast
door een project boven te halen waaraan hij tien jaar had
gewerkt. Dit gebouw, dat Koning Leopold Il bij zijn inhuldi-
ging een “embleem” noemde, weerspiegelt als geen ander
de aspiraties van de bourgeoisie. Door zijn decoratieve ele-
menten, zijn volumes en buitensporigheid drukt het zowel
onverbiddelijke als krachtige rechtvaardigheid uit. Deze
metafoor wordt letterlijk, wanneer we zien hoe het gebouw
de lagergelegen volkswijk van de Marollen verplettert. Met
zijn monumentale architectuur vormt het Justitiepaleis
ook een schakel tussen de rechterlijke, wetgevende en uit-
voerende macht. Het ligt op een as die het Warandepark

doorkruist en eindigt bij het Paleis der Natie, waar het
Federale Parlement is ondergebracht, dat zelf frontaal
tegenover het Koninklijk Paleis staat. Uiteindelijk is de
ambitie van deze architectuur, naast de wens om de staats-
structuren weer te geven, een vorm van transcendentie die
voorbestemd is om de eeuwen te overstijgen. Een zware
erfenis die nu opnieuw moet worden uitgevonden.

Poelaert van zijn kant, die de heersende waarden en
orde van de 19de eeuw in steen vastlegde, rust nu in de
schaduw van de Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk, op het kerkhof
van Laken.
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Congress Column, c. 1880. Church of Our Lady of Laeken, c. 1900.
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A ROYAL ADMINISTRATION — In the nineteenth century, the Royal Route crystallized
and expressed in a single line the major structures of the Belgian state. It did so by asso-
ciating the judicial, political and religious powers. But it also acted as a magnet. The Royal
Conservatory of Brussels, churches, the main Brussels synagogue, various national muse-
ums, banking institutions, luxury hotels, and more were all built along this main road. These
institutions wanted to stand out and exist in the imagination of Belgian society.

At the end of World War I, a major reversal took place. With the advent of the welfare
state, the administration, which had until then carried out its role as a logistical support
for institutions in the background, also moved onto the Royal Route. This was the gigantic
complex of the Cité Administrative de I'Etat. The aim was clear: to gather on a single site all
the civil servants of the federal administrations, i.e. nearly 14,000 people. An acropolis for
public servants, the Cité Administrative was the mark of a strong, centralized state.

In the 1950s, the site of the convent of the Oratorians was chosen for the construction
of this monumental new complex. The foundation stone was laid in 1958 by King Baudouin.
To take its place on the Royal Route, the project reinterpreted the spatial elements of the
institutions established there previously. Firstly, it proposed a panoramic terrace overlook-
ing the city, a solemn, windswept area intended to host events of national importance. It
replaced the panoramic plaza where, in the nineteenth century, people came to admire
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the old town and the surrounding countryside. Secondly, the complex negotiated a natural
difference in altitude of almost seventeen metres by means of ramps and terraced gardens,
the most famous of which, designed by René Pechére, may have recalled that of the origi-
nal convent. Underneath these different levels, an imposing car park was built, cars having
pride of place in the city at the time. Lastly, while the project embraced Joseph Poelaert's
Congress Column, it introduced a new landmark in the city. At the corner of Rue Royale
and Boulevard du Jardin Botanique, the Finance Tower marked the presence of an admin-
istration that had now become an institution. Its showpiece, the gigantic hall, is reminiscent
of the waiting hall in the Palace of Justice. The architect, Hugo Van Kuyck, was no novice,
having built the neighbouring Social Security Tower in 1954. In the 1970s he also built the
headquarters of the Générale de Banque between Rue Royale and Rue Ravenstein. In these
architectures, which were implanted in the Royal Route during the thirty years of post-war
economic growth known as the Trente Glorieuses, triumphant modernity is displayed, rem-
iniscent of the world of Jacques Tati's Playtime.

As one reform has succeeded another, the federal state and its administration have lost
their attractiveness. In the twenty-first century, as the ultimate symbol of Belgian unity, the
Cité Administrative must be reinvented as a political, social and spatial project.
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Top: The covered market in Romanesque Revival style and the monumental staircase that leads down
to the city from the Congress Column.

Below: Final work on the Cité Administrative and the Finance Tower, a landmark in the city.
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A Suspended Void or the shadow of the Cité Administrative — Collage: W. Ben Amar, M. Boukari, L.-A. Prudhomme, 2020.
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Conversion project of the Cité Administrative — Plan and section: S. Sentissi, V. Vandewalle, 2019.



THE PALACE, HISTORY OF A ROYAL PALIMPSEST — The Royal Palace of Brussels
was built on the ruins of Coudenberg Castle, home to the Court of Brabant. The castle went
up in flames in 1731, on the night of 3 to 4 February. It was not immediately rebuilt, due to
a lack of funds. In 1774 the Austrian government decided to raze the destroyed court in
order to create a large park and Place Royale. Demolition of Coudenberg Abbey began,
followed by the Borgendael houses and Hoogstraeten courtroom. Materials from the old
court were recovered and reused (an example of a ‘circular economy’ long before the term
was invented, a practice that was not uncommon at the time). The city planned to soften the
slope on the side of Rue Isabelle and to level and pave the future square. In total, a year's
worth of earth from construction sites would be needed to achieve this. Work on the square
was completed in 1781 and the Church of Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg was consecrated
six years later. This architectural and urbanistic restructuration altered the city's morphol-
ogy and the symbolic display of power according to a regular, symmetrical layout.

In 1815 King William | of the Netherlands wanted to build a residence worthy of his rank
in Brussels. To save money, he decided to convert the Bender and Belgiojoso mansions
into a palace, an assignment entrusted to three court architects: Ghislain-Joseph Henry,
Charles Vander Straeten and Tilman-Francois Suys. The project was completed in 1829, a
year before the Belgian Revolution. Although Leopold | was happy with this palace, which
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he did not commission, this was not the case for his son and successor, Leopold II. For him,
nothing could be more banal than this long, regular and monotonous building, an expression
of academic formalism that did not reflect the true image of the emerging nation. Official
receptions were sometimes held in the neighbouring Royal Museums of Fine Arts (1803) or
in the Palace of Nations (1783) opposite, as the ceremonial rooms and galleries of the palace
were not sumptuous enough for his liking. As soon as he was sworn in, Leopold Il commis-
sioned his architect, Alphonse Balat, to carry out major transformations: these marked the
start of the great urban-planning projects he had in mind for Belgium. The houses next to
the palace were razed and the two private Walckiers and Belle-Vue mansions were con-
nected to the palace by a pavilion. The king also appropriated part of Brussels Park, where
he had the Place des Palais laid out at the taxpayers' expense. The park was trimmed back
to create a private and fenced garden area. The Royal Palace was thus set back from the
street and was given a new facade designed by architect Henri Maquet. In 1904, in order to
put on this new front, demolition work began: like a monumental doll's house whose front
had been opened, the state rooms and bedrooms were visible to one and all. The king had
no clothes! Construction work dragged on and was unfinished by the time the king died in
1900. Since then, the Royal Palace has not undergone any such structural changes.
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Front elevation of the Royal Palace - Hand drawing: A. Grillet, 2020.

P

From left to right: View of the old palace fagade, c. 1845; view of the palace and park, c. 1900; transformation work on the fagade of the palace,
under the direction of architect Henri Maquet, c. 1905; reconstruction of the palace facade, 1906; view of the palace and front gardens, 1910-20
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@ I'16. Bruzelles Palnis du Roi
Brussels  King's Hall
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Gradual conversion of Coudenberg Castle into the Royal Palace - Plans: M. Legrand, M. Hertoghe, N. Snoy, 2021.

a. 1731, before the fire b. 1779, after the re-levelling of the district and the construction of four town houses
. 1830, at the independence of Belgium d. 1865, from the reign of Leopold Il to the present day.
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Main staircase and Hall of Mirrors of the Royal Palace -
Axonometry: M. Legrand, M. Hertoghe, N. Snoy, 2021.

From the Royal Palace to the city for a speech on

the balcony - Perspective: M. Legrand, M. Hertoghe,
N. Snoy, 2021.
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Public spaces around the Royal Palace block — Axonometry: M. Legrand, M. Hertoghe, N. Snoy, 2021.
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OBSESSED BY PANORAMAS — Place Poelaert, Place Royale and the Congress Column
are major squares in Brussels and landmarks in the city. These emblematic urban voids
offer panoramic views. The obsession with these areas of articulation in urban planning
underlines the need to study the physical connections between the city's upper and lower
parts. The Brussels ledge is a popular and characteristic place that even Fernando Pessoa,
the great Portuguese poet, described in one of his books about Lisbon, whose topography
resembles that of Brussels. A flat country, really?

Many projects would insist on linking the Royal Route, located on the ridge, to the lower
part of the city, with all sorts of curved streets, as well as stairs and ramps. The Palace
of Justice, for example, features a system of ramps providing access to the Marolles.
Throughout the ages, many projects have sought to manipulate this topography in their
attempt to manage it.° These reflections would be taken into account during the major
works required for the underground railway junction linking the North and South stations.
When the engineers realized that it was impossible to drill into the loose sand of the city, the
open-air construction site became colossal and a series of new facilities (Hdpital Saint-Jean,
National Bank, ...) gave shape to the boulevards created on the surface.

During World War Il, a competitive dialogue was organized by the city authorities and the
ministry of communications, which happily drew on the proposals of certain protagonists.

130



Jules Ghobert, following on from the colossal earthworks in Brussels Park, linked the upper
and lower parts of the city by means of large terraces (a few years later he designed the new
Mont des Arts and Place de 'Albertine); Mario Knauer also reinforced this ledge by creating
terraces; Henry Lacoste linked the neoclassical architecture of Rue Royale and the medieval
lower town by a series of thematic spatial sequences; Georges Ricquier designed squares
that were so monumental that they de facto linked the lower and upper towns. For example,
he drew a direct connection from the Congress Column to Place des Martyrs.

The theme kept on recurring. When the Alpha Group drew up, between 1962 and 1967, the
sector plans for the city and its nineteen municipalities, the idea was to highlight both the
topography (the valleys of the Senne and Maelbeek, and between them the spur supporting
the Royal Route) and key sites intended for new metropolitan construction, including the
future Cité Administrative. Rue Royale naturally extended towards Schaerbeek while the
ledge, on the scale of the landscape, stretched as far as Duden Park in the municipality of
Forest. A large perspective was thus created, revealing yet another panorama of Brussels,
always in direct connection with the Royal Route.
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Panorama from Place Poelaert - Hand drawing: C. Cornu, 2006.

Panorama from Place Poelaert - Hand drawing: E. Bechet, 2006.

Project for the establishment of the Palace of Justice (creation of the espla- Panorama from Place Poelaert - Collage: M. Vanderveken, 2019.
nade, layout of Rue de la Régence, junction with Avenue Louise, development

of a semicircular inclined plane from which three roads lead towards the

Marolles), anon., nd. (reproduced on the Popp plan, 1866).
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Panorama from Place Royale - Hand drawing: L. C. Roland, 2004.
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Church of Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg and Place Royale - Hand drawing: V. Fontesse, 2006.




View of the Palace of Justice from Duden Park and the pavilion designed by Piovenefabi for Parckdesign 2016 -
Photo: Julie Guinches, 2016.
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Panorama from the Cité Administrative — Collage: S. Cleven, N. Halleux, 2019.
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DANS ECHAFAUDAGE, IL Y A ECHAFAUD —En 1543, André
Vésale, anatomiste marollien qui fait progresser la science
grace a des dissections publie De humani corporis fabriqua. La
Iégende voudrait qu'il soit allé fureter parmi les ossements
du Galgenberg pour les étudier. Le Galgenberg ou Mont des
Potences est un ancien quartier du centre-ville de Bruxelles
juché au sommet d'une colline. Au 16¢ siécle, la butte est
le théatre des exécutions capitales. « Comme les suppliciés
n‘ont pas droit a la sépulture, les pendus se balancent au gré
des vents, déchiquetés par les oiseaux et les rats, jusqu’au
jour ol les débris de squelettes s'effondrent sur le sol et ol
les chiens viennent ronger les restes.»” Ce lieu macabre a
laissé place au colossal Palais de justice. Il surplombe le
quartier populaire des Marolles, a I'endroit méme ou, moins
de trois siécles auparavant, les pendus étaient exposés.

La nécessité d'un nouveau Palais de justice naft peu
apreés l'indépendance de la Belgique®. Les sites initiaux
envisagés pour son implantation ne font pas I'unanimité,
parce qu'ils nuisent a la perception de la monumentalité
désirée ou s'éloignent de I'actuel Pentagone. La Ville s'y
oppose pour des raisons de prestige et de recettesfiscales:
elle n'entend pas renoncer a la présence de l'institution
judiciaire sur son sol. Ce sont les mémes raisons avancées
pour le refus d'implanter en 1815 le Palais royal extra muros.
La nécessité de relier le bois de la Cambre par la future
avenue Louise au centre-ville finit par imposer le site d'im-
plantation que I'on connait.

La colline promontoire participe a I'effet de domination
du droit et de la justice qui se veut désormais démocra-
tique. Ce palais doit synthétiser I'idéologie et la pensée de la

SCAFFOLD, SCAFFOLDING — In 1543 Andreas Vesalius, a Marolles-born anatomist who
advanced science thanks to his dissections, published De humani corporis fabriqua (On the
fabric of the human body). Legend has it that he collected bones on the Galgenberg to study
them. The Galgenberg (Gallows Hill) is an old district in the centre of Brussels perched on
the top of a hill. In the sixteenth century, the hill was the site of public executions. ‘Since
the executed had no right to a burial, the hanged men swayed in the wind, were torn apart
by birds and rats, until the day when their skeletal remains fell to the ground and the dogs
came to gnaw on them.” This macabre place gave way to the colossal Palace of Justice,
which towered over the working-class Marolles district on the very spot where, less than
three centuries earlier, the hanged men were displayed.

The need for a new courthouse arose shortly after Belgium's independence.® The initial
sites selected for its construction did not have unanimous support, either because they
were insufficiently monumental or because they were too far from the current Pentagon.
The city was opposed for reasons of prestige and tax revenue: it was intent on retaining
the judicial institution on its territory. (These same reasons were given for the refusal
to build the Royal Palace outside the ramparts in 1815.) The need to link the Bois de la
Cambre to the city centre via the future Avenue Louise eventually led to the current site
being chosen.
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OVER DE STELLING IN TERECHTSTELLING — In 1543
publiceerde Andreas Vesalius, een anatoom uit de Marollen
die de wetenschap vooruithielp door lijken te ontleden, zijn
boek De humani corporis fabrica. Volgens de legende ging
hij tussen de botten van de Galgenberg snuffelen om ze
te bestuderen. De Galgenberg is een oude wijk in het cen-
trum van Brussel, gelegen op de top van een heuvel. In
de 16de eeuw werden op deze heuvel de doodvonnissen
voltrokken. “Omdat de gemartelden niet begraven mogen
worden, worden de gehangenen door de wind heen en weer
geslingerd, verscheurd door vogels en ratten, tot op de dag
dat de skeletresten op de grond vallen en de honden ze
komen oppeuzelen.”” Deze macabere plek maakte plaats
voor het kolossale Justitiepaleis. Het gebouw kijkt uit over
de volkswijk de Marollen, precies op de plaats waar nog

geen drie eeuwen eerder de veroordeelden hun laatste
ademtocht uitbliezen.

De behoefte aan een nieuw justitiepaleis ontstaat kort
na de onafhankelijkheid van Belgié.? De aanvankelijk voor-
gestelde plaatsen voor de inplanting ervan worden niet
unaniem goedgekeurd, omdat ze afbreuk doen aan de
gewenste monumentaliteit of te ver verwijderd zijn van de
huidige Vijfhoek. De stad verzet zich hiertegen om rede-
nen van prestige en belastinginkomsten: ze is niet van plan
de aanwezigheid van de gerechtelijke instelling op haar
grondgebied te laten schieten. Om diezelfde redenen wordt
in 1815 ook geweigerd om het Koninklijk Paleis extra muros
te bouwen. De noodzaak om het Ter Kamerenbos via de
toekomstige Louizalaan met het stadscentrum te verbin-
den, leidt uiteindelijk tot de keuze van de huidige locatie.



The choice of the promontory was intended to convey the dominance of law and justice,
which now claimed to be democratic. The palace had to synthesize the ideology and thinking
of the bourgeois society of the time and the first generation of Belgium's founders. A major
architectural competition was organized for this rare occasion, but none of the twenty-eight
proposals met the programme. The city then entrusted the project to one of its officials,
Joseph Poelaert, who opted for gigantic, outsized proportions. The project borrowed heavily
from Graeco-Roman architecture: colonnades, pediments, attics and bas-reliefs. Upon its
inauguration in 1883, the Palace of Justice was the largest building in Europe. It makes up a
rectangle of 150 by 160 metres, with 20,000 square metres of floor space and 6,000 square
metres of interior courtyards (eight in total) for natural lighting. Its dome reaches a height
of 149 metres. Imposing masonry foundations were required to accommodate a difference
of almost twenty metres between the Marolles district and the main entrance to the palace.

The outline of the building keeps coming into view as one moves through the alleys
below, hovering above like an all-seeing eye. This theatricalized staging of justice sounds
today like an inevitability: originally a gallows hill, the palace has been encased in a vast
cage of steel scaffolding since 1986. Hopefully this cage can be a symbol of reconstruction
rather than decay.
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Conversion of the Galgenberg site into a courthouse (Palace of Justice) - Sections: G. Courtois, 2020.

138



Justicia, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, 1559 (detail).
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MARCHING TO EXIST — During the first centuries of its existence, Brussels was gov-
erned by a political regime ruled by seven families® that controlled political, economic and
judicial rights. Over time, craftsmen and merchants, on whom the economy was de facto
based, demanded rights of association and mutual aid. After several revolts and turbulent
negotiations with the lineages, quilds were organized. These legal entities were a powerful
means of social and political emancipation. Economic in nature, they guaranteed custom-
ers a certain know-how and their members protection from competition. This is how these
‘immaterial’ institutions were formed. The quilds were represented in the city government
but they constantly had to renegotiate this fragile political balance of power.

For the first time, in the mid fourteenth century, a procession in honour of Our Lady of
the Sablon was organized by the Great Oath of the Crossbowmen,® defenders of the city
of Brussels. The guilds marched through the city on this occasion. This procession was
obviously a community event for the city, but it was above all a demonstration of cohesion
for the quilds, intended to strengthen the bond between them, the city and its prince. This
ritual march took place in the city’s key sites, established and reinforced the social order.
The procession walked in line, with the quilds identifiable by signs. It descended from the
Sablon™ to the Grand Place.’? By showing themselves in the midst of the public space, the
quilds seized the political opportunity to show their alliances, their presence and their
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politique de manifester leurs alliances, leur présence et
leur force. Les corps constitués montrent les liens qui les
unissent. S'ils prétent allégeance au prince en défilant
devant lui, ils font passer en méme temps leur message:
régner, c'est assurer I'épanouissement de la ville et de
ses habitants. Cette procession originelle évolue et pro-
gressivement s'apparente a un cortége mondain dont les
revendications varient chaque année. La sortie de 1549, a
I'occasion de la présentation par I'empereur Charles Quint
de son fils et successeur, le futur roi Philippe Il, est la plus
mémorable. En ce dimanche de Pentecbte, les corporations,
les serments armés, le patriciat de Bruxelles ainsi que la
noblesse et le haut clergé défilent unis, prosperes et fiers.
C'est 'Ommegang™, qui est rejoué aujourd'hui annuelle-
ment sous forme de spectacle.

Les processions bruxelloises connaissent aujourd’hui
d'autres formes. La Zinneke Parade ou encore le carna-
val sauvage issu des Marolles peuvent s'apparenter a de
réelles institutions qui célébrent la diversité des quartiers
bruxellois: ode a la féte et au joyeux désordre.

strength. The constituted bodies incarnated the bonds that united them. While they pledged
their allegiance to the prince by marching in front of him, they also conveyed their message:
to rule is to ensure the development of the city and its inhabitants. This original procession
evolved and gradually became a social procession whose demands varied year after year.
The most memorable was the 1549 procession, on the occasion of the presentation by
Emperor Charles V of his son and successor, the future King Philip Il. On Pentecost Sunday,
the guilds, the armed oaths and the city's patriciate as well as the nobility and high clergy
marched united, prosperous and proud. This was the Ommegang, which today is performed
annually.™

Today, processions in the city have taken on other forms. The Zinneke Parade and the
‘wild carnival’ that begins in the Marolles resemble real institutions. They celebrate the
diversity of Brussels neighbourhoods, an ode to festivity and cheerful chaos.

de politieke gelegenheid aan om hun alliantie, aanwezig-
heid en kracht te manifesteren. De samengestelde groe-
pen tonen wat hen onderling verbindt. Terwijl ze hun trouw
aan de vorst zweren door voor hem te defileren, zenden ze
tegelijkertijd een boodschap uit: regeren is zorgen voor
de ontwikkeling van de stad en haar inwoners. Deze oor-
spronkelijke processie evolueert en wordt geleidelijk aan
een sociale optocht, met elk jaar andere eisen. De optocht
van 1549, ter gelegenheid van de voorstelling door keizer
Karel V van zijn zoon en opvolger, de toekomstige koning
Filips 1l, is de meest gedenkwaardige. Op Pinksterzondag
marcheren de gilden, de gewapende eden, de patriciérs
van Brussel evenals de adel en de hoge geestelijkheid
verenigd, welvarend en trots door de straten. Het is de
Ommegang™® die tegenwoordig jaarlijks wordt nagespeeld.

Vandaag nemen de Brusselse processies andere vor-
men aan. De Zinneke Parade of het uitbundige carnaval in
de Marollen lijken ook echte instituties, die de diversiteit
van de Brusselse wijken vieren: een ode aan feestelijkheid
en vrolijke wanorde.
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‘The city is yours' parade made by students on 29 November 2021. Stickers placed at the following locations: LOCI Faculty;
Avenue de la Jonction; Albert station; Les Trois Nymphes fountain; Parc de Forest; Avenue du Roi; Maxima - Collages: M. Boissieres, 2021.

The Ommegang in Brussels: Procession of Guilds, Denis van Alsloot, 1615.
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FROM THE PLOT TO THE BLOCK BEFORE REACHING THE HEIGHTS OF RUE
ROYALE — Founded in 1822, the Société Générale de Belgique' acquired the Wellington
mansion at no. 3 Rue Montagne du Parc, an alley perpendicular to Brussels Park, in 1823.
The bank would go on to expand through the successive purchase of plots of land on the
block. By 1908 it was able to make an interior connection between Rue Ravenstein and Rue
Royale. The difference in level within the building was resolved by majestic staircases. The
last phase in the purchase of the block'™ and the first neoclassical design both occurred
in 1922. Located on Rue Ravenstein, the main facade follows the curve set out in Maquet's
plan, which implied the destruction of small buildings. A section of the old city wall in Rue
Isabelle is still visible in the plans by Ghysels and Van Mansfeld, at the level of the counter
hall. Having at last reached the heights of Rue Royale, the financial institution fit into the
neoclassical vision set out around the park. By contrast, the architectural response on the
lower side could be detached from it. Over time, this duality would grow more pronounced.

Obsolescence, administrative rationalization and the reorganization of departments
were among the reasons that led the bank to think about modernizing in the 1960s. The
‘Montagne du Parc’ building, the very first to occupy all the sides of the block dedicated to
the institution (phase 1was completed in 1973, phase 2 in 1979),16 was designed by a team of
architects headed by Hugo Van Kuyck (with Housiaux, Guillissen and Polak).”” Van Kuyck was
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a big name in Belgian architecture at the time."® Besides the reasons given for modernizing,
banking was undergoing profound changes. By 1965 more and more of the bank's clients
(about 1,700 per day) came to the headquarters by car. The bank’s administration wanted
to increase the number of parking spaces and even integrate a drive-in. Traffic congestion
was so bad that the city decided to build a metro. This development in the transport sector
would have an impact on the project for the head office.”

The base of the building—a ubiquitous architectural element in the modernist era (exam-
ples in Brussels include the Shell building, the former Lotto Tower and the Martini Tower
which has been demolished)—negotiated the relation with the ground. The thickness of the
stone columns (despite the fact that they are hollow) gave the massive base an image of
stability and security, the very image that the bank wanted to convey to its clients, while
the upper floors were marked by greater formal freedom. The two towers were nonetheless
governed by urbanistic constraints. Aligned with Rue Royale, the esplanade atop the base, if
it had been made public, could have completed the string of panoramas on the Royal Route.

The project by Baumschlager Eberle Architekten for the current BNP Paribas Fortis bank
is bringing a fundamental change to an institution that has remained at the same address
for two centuries.
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Plan of the Montagne du Parc district, J. Florin, 1906. View of the Société Générale de Belgique, 1926.
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Top: Staircase leading into the modernist building by Hugo Van Kuyck, c. 1970.
Below: The bank's drive-in, 1975.
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148 View from the top floor of the bank's new headquarters (under construction), 2020 - Photo: C. Vandernoot, 2020. »






BRUSSELS IN CAPITALS — Brussels is a capital city. A city of capitals. Although the city
has been home to a succession of foreign powers (Burgundian, Spanish, French, Austrian
and Dutch), Belgium asserted itself as an independent state in 1831. As a symbol of this
autonomy, a parliament of representatives was accommodated in the Palais de la Nation,
formerly the Brabant Council. It proclaimed the sovereignty of the people—or, more accu-
rately, of the male bourgeoisie that ran the country. Since then, Brussels has evolved over
time with political changes. As a capital city, it is home to the European, Flemish and Brussels
parliaments as well as to the parliament of the French-speaking Community of Belgium.
All these representative levels are layered on top of the city’s historical municipal divisions.

Despite and probably because of this complex tangle, representative democracy is cur-
rently going through a crisis in our societies. The origin of this crisis undoubtedly also lies
in institutions that have evolved little over the last few centuries, either socially or spatially.
Like other institutions on the Royal Route, the parliament functions as a monument cut off
from its surroundings and the city's traditional fabric. This distance clearly conveys the
message of the institution it houses, but it is also a source of weariness among citizens who
no longer find these structures legitimate or effective.

However, while the gap between citizens and politicians runs deep, it is certainly not
unbridgeable, provided we refamiliarize everyone with the notion of citizenship. Participatory
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démocratie participative, telle que pratiquée dans I'Athénes
antique ou au 158 siécle a Florence ou a Venise, pourrait étre
une piste de solution. Si ses contours sont tracés au niveau
organisationnel, quelles en seraient les formes spatiales?
A Bruxelles, le glissement d'une démocratie représenta-
tive a participative pourrait consister a faire descendre le
Parlement de la ligne de créte qu'il occupe actuellement. Il
s'installerait dans le lit de la Senne a l'origine de la ville, un
lieu ol se vit davantage la démocratie. Les lieux du Parle-
ment - déambulation, délibération, services - pourraient
alors étre réinventés et réinterprétés dans la ville. Les bou-
levards du centre, les places de la Bourse, de Brouckeére et
Fontainas rendus piétonniers aujourd’hui remplaceraient
alors les halls, les galeries, les corridors et autres salles des
pas perdus. Les activités de délibération, de commissions

et de conférence seraient assurées dans les grands lieux
de rassemblement tels que la Bourse, le Théatre National
et celui de la Monnaie, le KVS, ou le Pathé Palace. Enfin,
au cceur de la diversité belge et bruxelloise, la place de
Brouckere pourrait devenir ce grand lieu citoyen. Tirés au
sort, les habitants se réuniraient a intervalles réquliers dans
ce nouveau symbole de la démocratie: un espace public
ouvert, accessible a tout le monde. Cette utopie d'une démo-
cratie participative ne I'est peut-étre pas mais spatialement,
le basculement est fondamental.

democracy, as practised in ancient Athens or in fifteenth-century Florence or Venice, could
be a solution. If its outline exists at the organizational level, what spatial forms would it
take? In Brussels, the shift from representative to participatory democracy could consist
in bringing the parliament down from the ridgeline it currently occupies. It could be moved
to the banks of the river Senne at the origin of the city, a place where democracy is more
alive. The loci of parliament—where representatives mingle and deliberate, where services
are housed—could then be reinvented and reinterpreted in the city. The central boule-
vards—Place de la Bourse, Place de Brouckére and Place Fontainas, all of which have now
been pedestrianized—would replace the halls, galleries, corridors and other waiting halls.
Deliberations, committees and conferences could be held in such key meeting places as
the Commodity Exchange, the Théatre National, La Monnaie, the KVS and the Pathé Palace.
Lastly, located at the heart of Belgian and Brussels diversity, Place de Brouckére could
become a major civic locus. Selected by lot, inhabitants would meet at regular intervals in
this new symbol of democracy: an open public space, accessible to all. This utopia of partic-

ipatory democracy may not yet be realized, but spatially, the shift is fundamental.

krijgt. Participatieve democratie, zoals die in het oude
Athene of in het 15de-eeuwse Firenze of Venetié werd be-
oefend, kan een oplossing bieden. Als de contouren hier-
voor op organisatorisch niveau worden getrokken, wat
zouden dan de ruimtelijke vormen zijn? In Brussel zou de
overgang van een representatieve naar een participatieve
democratie kunnen betekenen dat het Parlement moet
afdalen van zijn heuvel. Het zou een plaats krijgen bij de
bedding van de Zenne, aan de oorsprong van de stad, een
plaats waar de democratie levendig is. De plaatsen waar
het parlement actief is - de wandelgangen, het overleg,
de diensten - zouden dan in de stad kunnen worden her-
uitgevonden en geherinterpreteerd. De boulevards in het
centrum en het Beurs-, Brouckére- en Fontainasplein die
nu autovrij zijn, zouden hallen, galerijen, gangen en andere

‘salles des pas perdus’ vervangen. Beraadslagingen, com-
missies en conferenties zouden plaatsvinden in grote zalen
zoals de Beurs, het Théatre National, de Munt, de KVS of
Pathé Palace. Ten slotte zou het Brouckereplein, het hart
van de Belgische en Brusselse diversiteit, een belangrijke
democratische plek kunnen worden. Uitgelote burgers
komen op gezette tijden samen op dit nieuwe symbool van
de democratie: een open publieke ruimte, toegankelijk voor
iedereen. Dit droombeeld van een participatieve demo-
cratie is misschien minder utopisch dan het lijkt, maar op
ruimtelijk vlak is de verschuiving fundamenteel.
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A new seat for participatory democracy, Place de Brouckere - Collage: G. Berna, 2018.
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Observation: Isolated institutions

Proposal: Symbolical and politically invested public spaces

Proposal: Social and functional mix

The Brussels pedestrian boulevards as a new space
for political expression and debate - Axonometries,
perspectives, plan: J. Fajwlewicz, 2018.




FORECOURT AND HALL, RECEPTION ELEMENTS — A forecourt is a space that pre-
pares the user. It forms a preamble?° to the message that the institution it stands before
conveys in the urban space. By letting the user stand back from the building, it ensures the
building is seen at its best.

Avenue de la Reing, the first (last) section of the Royal Route, linking Rue des Palais to Avenue
du Parc Royal, starts from (ends at) the forecourt of the Church of Our Lady of Laeken. This
space is an urban room that joins the interior of the church to the public space. Antechamber,
transition or interface: the forecourt becomes an obvious reception area. Higher up in the city,
the location of the present Saint Mary’s Royal Church fuelled the debates between the royal
authorities and the church administration, as it was located at a strategic point, at one of the
capital's high points, along a perspective that visually linked Rue Royale to the Schaerbeek
Gate. Should a symbol of the power of the young Belgian state be built on this site, or a place
of worship for Catholics? In the end, a church in the Romanesque-Byzantine style was erected
between 1845 and 1888, successively by architects Louis Van Overstraeten, Louis Roelandt
and Gustave Hansotte.?' The imposing dome transcends matters of faith and symbolizes the
city's grandeur and majesty. While the square porch, with three equally sized portals, forms
a generous entrance that corresponds to the width of the street, the forecourt has changed
much since its construction. Today, cars and public transport literally encircle the building.
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Other buildings have developed their own interpretation of such reception areas, break-
ing them up or increasing their stages to enrich the experience of entering. These succes-
sive ‘vestibules' are present in the Centre for Fine Arts (BOZAR). The Horta Hall is one of
the most significant spaces. Because the arts centre has no forecourt, it is this large hall
that acts as such. It is fascinating to note how this space contains an impressive number
of ornamented architectural elements that represent and reflect the astounding monu-
mentality behind the humble, crouching volume of the building. It has been said that Victor
Horta was asked to design and construct an imposing building in a very low volume so as
not to obstruct the view from the Royal Palace to the Grand Place. The architect’s efforts to
transcend this challenge are hidden in the spatial progression of the Horta Hall. Like many
churches, the hall is divided into three naves. The architect played with the sense of depth,
each slice revealing new relations between the spaces. Whether columns or ceiling boxes,
the elements are broken down to create multiple surfaces. They dismantle the modest
scale and materiality, creating an illusion of grandeur to achieve a monumental space that
is generously open to various functions. A sign, perhaps, that the forecourt can also be an
interior space?
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BOZAR), entrance on Rue Ravenstein.

(

In memory of Marcel Broodthaers's exhibition in 1974 -
Elevation: X. Chen, C. Monfort, Y. Sidi Yakoub, 2020.

Centre for Fine Arts

() o

o) __J

e =
_I_II_I

L

(o)L

D=

L1

HH
1

Centre for Fine Arts (BOZAR): a low and silent monument - Axonometry: X. Chen, C. Monfort, Y. Sidi Yakoub, 2020.
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MONUMENTS AND STATUES ON THE ROYAL ROUTE — Beyond the messages dissem-
inated by the various institutional buildings, the social, economic and political order is also
expressed in the city through smaller-scale symbols: monuments, ornaments and statuary.
They convey a strong message in the public space. While the significance of this message
often fades with time, sometimes the message becomes controversial and divisive, as recent
debates surrounding the statues of Leopold Il have shown. While publicly commissioned art
served to commemorate a collective identity, it has generally been linked to the glorification
of the power in place, whether religious, monarchical or state authorities, and has been used
mainly for propaganda purposes. From Belgian independence in 1830 onwards, the monu-
ments erected played a role as patriotic landmarks, celebrating national identity, such as
the Monument to the Martyrs of the 1830 Revolution (Louis Roelandt and Guillaume Geefs),
inaugurated in 1838 on Place des Martyrs, or the statue of Godfrey of Bouillon (Eugéne
Simonis) raised on Place Royale in 1848. In the second half of the nineteenth century, pub-
lic art reflected the struggles, victories and hopes of the young nation. When the city was
being cleaned up, embellished and urbanized under Leopold Il, the state commissioned many
sculptures to illustrate the function of the new public buildings representing power through
unambiguous ornamentation. Statues also flourished in parks and in the centre of squares as
signs of progress and to honour ‘modern heroes": figurative, monumental and utilitarian works.
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modernesy»: des ceuvres figuratives, monumentales et
utilitaires.

Malgré cette stimulation de la production artistique par
les commandes publiques, le lieu d'implantation, le sujet,
voire méme les matériaux sont souvent prédéterminés par
le commanditaire et le style a adopter est fréquemment
imposé lui aussi. A I'époque, seule l'architecture privée
offre une liberté d'expression ou une place aux femmes
artistes, les codes étant bien trop muselés dans I'espace
public. Quelques productions font figure d'exception.
Le Palais des Passions humaines de Victor Horta et Jef
Lambeaux (1892-1896), qui traduit le théme du bonheur et
des péchés de 'humanité, par exemple, ou le Monument au
travail (1890-1902)22 qui annonce I'ére de nouvelles reven-
dications exaltant la vie et le travail des hommes.

Aujourd’hui, les fonctions commémorative et identitaire
n‘ont plus une assise aussi partagée et ce type d'affirmation
hiératique n'est plus admis. Il est en effet devenu difficile
de trouver un vecteur commun de célébration dans un
monde dont la globalisation fait s'entrecroiser de multi-
ples identités. Ce qui ouvre le champ des possibles pour
les artistes tout en complexifiant la réception des ceuvres.
L'autonomie des pratiques artistiques prime aujourd’hui,
imposant le maintien d'une distance critique vis-a-vis de
tout commanditaire.

Although artistic production was stimulated by these public commissions, the location,

subject matter and even materials were often determined in advance by the commission-
ing authority, as was the style to be adopted. At the time, only private architecture offered
women artists a place in which to express themselves freely, as conventions were far too
restrictive in the public space. There were some exceptions. The Palace of Human Passions
by Victor Horta and Jef Lambeaux (1892-96), for example, portrays the theme of happiness
and the sins of humankind. The Monument to Labour (1890-1902) heralded an age of new
demands exalting the life and work of men.22

Today, the functions of commemoration and identity are no longer so widely shared and
this type of incontrovertible assertion is no longer accepted. It has become difficult to find
a common vector of celebration in a world where globalization is synonymous with multiple
identities. Although this opens up the field of possibilities for artists, it makes the reception of
works more complicated. Today artistic autonomy prevails, and commissioning authorities

must be kept at arm'’s length.

als getuige van de vooruitgang en ter ere van ‘moderne
helden’: figuratieve, monumentale en utilitaire werken.

Ondanks deze stimulans van de artistieke productie
door publieke opdrachten, worden de plaats, het onderwerp
en zelfs de materialen vaak van tevoren door de opdracht-
gever bepaald en is ook de te volgen stijl opgelegd. In die
tijd was enkel binnen de particuliere architectuur plaats
voor expressievrijheid of voor vrouwelijke kunstenaars,
omdat de codes in de publieke ruimte te veel aan banden
lagen. Een paar werken vormen hierop een uitzondering.
Het Paviljoen van de Menselijke Driften van Victor Horta en
Jef Lambeaux (1892-1896), dat het thema van het geluk en
de zonden van de mensheid weergeeft, of het Monument
voor de Arbeid (1890-1902),22 dat het tijdperk inluidt waarin
het menselijk leven en de arbeid worden verheerlijkt.

Vandaag zijn de functies van herdenken en identiteit
niet meer zo algemeen en wordt dit soort hiératische beves-
tiging niet meer aanvaard. Het is immers moeilijk gewor-
den om een gemeenschappelijke vector voor vieringen te
vinden in een wereld waarin de globalisering zoveel iden-
titeiten samenbrengt. Hierdoor worden de mogelijkheden
voor kunstenaars ruimer, terwijl het de aanvaarding van
werken complexer maakt. Vandaag krijgt de autonomie van
de artistieke praktijk de voorrang en die vereist dat er een
kritische afstand wordt bewaard tot elke opdrachtgever.
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Statues from Place du Petit Sablon - Hand drawing: anon., 2006.

Reshuffling the cards: the buried statue of Godfrey of Bouillon - Section: R. Radwan, M. Rebout, 2020.
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Inventory of monuments on the Royal Route - Elevations and perspectives: R. Radwan, M. Rebout, 2020.
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FRONT AND BACK — The institutions on the Royal Route have several facades. The official
one conveys the message of the institution it houses. The unofficial one manages the day-
to-day life of the service entrances, the less noble spaces, and connects the building to the
fabric of the pre-existing city. The institutions have two faces, like Janus, the Roman god of
beginnings and endings, in line with pairs of ideas and classic compositional elements: front
and rear, official and unofficial. Aware of the ambivalent effects of their interventions in the
city, architects sought to measure, calm, reinforce or qualify these relations.

Take Place du Musée behind the Royal Museums of Fine Arts. Its extension, the Museum
of Modern Art designed by Roger Bastin, was dug into the heart of the square.2® Bordering
this square, the former quarters of Charles of Lorraine attempt to preserve the memory
of the original palace, but behind the neoclassical facades is a completely new structure.
Lying behind a building on the Royal Route and as such forming a rear to the route, the
square is enlivened neither by the Royal Museums nor by the Royal Library of Belgium. Yet
itisno longer deemed necessary to lock art up in high-security museums, so this neglected
place could be an opportunity to let art trickle into the city. Recognizing it as a rear could
allow this space to be used in ways that seem impossible or incongruous along the city's offi-
cial route. Embracing this dark side would be an opportunity to guarantee urban dynamism.
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Some streets also have a front and a back, such as Rue aux Laines and Rue de la
Régence. These roads are not addressed to the same people. Indeed, their users might
never cross paths. This may simply be because they serve different purposes or it may be
the result of a desire to ‘live separately together' in the city.

This relation differs radically in the Botanical Garden. Although the actual greenhouses,
which face the garden, feature an elaborate front facade by comparison with the rear facade,
they were built at right angles to the Royal Route. This opened up the landscape. It is one of
the few places that makes tangible the relation between the lower and upper parts of the
city. This vast green space does not conceal the natural topography of the site. When it was
created in 1826, the terraced garden contained a collection of native and exotic plant species,
which the young nation took over. Later, the state would show off its colonial power there.?
Today, enclosed by the road network of the city's Northern Quarter, the Botanical Garden
would benefit from being reconnected to the city. While the building has already undergone
an important change by becoming a cultural institution, the garden could be extended to
the Pechere gardens of the Cité Administrative, cutting off the traffic on Boulevard Saint-
Lazare and allowing the landscape to better connect the city and its urban life.
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166 Janus, or the two faces of the institution — Elevations: Y. Sidi Yakoub, I. Stefanova, 2020.
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THE BOWELS OF RUE ROYALE — The transformations of the natural topography of
Brussels resulted in spaces from the past being buried, sometimes gradually but often also
radically. This is the case of the Notre-Dame-aux-Neiges district, which was swallowed up
by financial and bourgeois power; the Arts district, taken over by legislative power; and the
working-class Marolles district, crushed by the judicial power. Each of these powers modified
the existing context. Parts of the Notre-Dame-aux-Neiges district (which had already been
completely restructured in the nineteenth century) and of the Marolles district were razed
to build the Cité Administrative and the Palace of Justice. Their underground infrastruc-
tures, which absorb the pressure of the land and their own weight, form a tangle of stone,
brick and concrete. With no natural light coming in, these dark floors were used as cellars,
car parks and even prison cells.

All these changes left traces, vestiges that bear witness to a bygone Brussels life.
Sometimes protected on religious grounds or accessible only to a privileged few, some of
these ‘entombed’ spaces are today sleeping beauties. Appropriated by the companies and
institutions established in the Grimbergen and Belle-Vue mansions, the surviving halls of
the former Coudenberg Palace were used as a wine cellar for the Belle-Vue mansion in
the nineteenth century and as archival storage spaces for Lloyd's Bank in the twentieth.
Sometimes these places resurface during foundation works, such as Rue Isabelle?’ during
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des Beaux-arts en 1928. Fin des années 1990, des fouilles
éventrent la place Royale sur I'un de ces quatre cdtés, fai-
sant apparaitre les vestiges du Palais du Coudenberg et de
I'hdtel d’'Hoogstraeten, et des sondages sont entrepris pour
retrouver les vestiges de I'Aula Magna.

Les entrailles de la rue Royale regorgent de trésors
enfouis. Sous le sol du Vauxhall, derriére le Théatre du
Parc, se cache notamment un vestige de la Seconde Guerre
mondiale, le bunker du Parlement et du Sénat. La crypte de
la cathédrale est aussi tapie plusieurs metres sous terre.
Ces espaces secrets abritent souvent I'ame-méme de l'ins-
titution qui les surplombe. C'est le cas, par exemple, de la
salle des coffres de I'actuelle banque BNP Paribas Fortis.
Dans le cadre de sa politique de préservation du patri-
moine architectural, la banque a décidé de conserver cet

espace dans le nouveau projet pour son siége social. Cette
salle des coffres a été dessinée dans les années 1970 par
Jules Wabbes, grand designer belge de I'aprés-guerres, Il
souligne I'image de rigueur et de solidité en choisissant des
matériaux nobles tels du granit provenant d'Italie pour le
dallage et le revétement des murs, du bronze ou de I'alumi-
nium doré, traité au plafond en forme d’écailles de poisson.
Le calme religieux qui y régne confére a cet espace non
plus le rdle de salle des coffres mais bien celui de sanc-
tuaire d'une institution passée.

the earthworks for the construction of the Centre for Fine Arts in 1928. In the late 1990s,
Place Royale was excavated on one of its four sides, revealing the remains of Coudenberg
Palace and the Hoogstraeten mansion, and soundings were taken to find the remains of the
Aula Magna banqueting hall.

The bowels of Rue Royale are full of buried treasure. Under the floor of the Vauxhall,
behind Théatre du Parc, lies a relic of World War Il, the bunker of the Parliament and Senate.
The crypt of the cathedral also lies concealed several metres underground. These secret
spaces often house the very soul of the institution towering above them. This is the case with
the vault of the current BNP Paribas Fortis bank, for example. As part of its policy of preserv-
ing its architectural heritage, the bank decided to retain this space in the new project for its
headquarters. The strongroom was designed in the 1970s by Jules Wabbes, a leading Belgian
post-war designer.2¢ He emphasized the image of rigour and solidity by choosing noble
materials such as granite from Italy for the paving and wall cladding and bronze or gilded
aluminium that was applied to the ceiling in the form of fish scales. The reverent silence that
reigns here gives visitors the impression that this space is no longer a vault but a shrine to a
past institution.

de Isabellastraat?s toen in 1928 de grondwerken voor de
bouw van het Paleis voor Schone Kunsten werden uitge-
voerd. Eind jaren 1990 werd bij opgravingen één van de vier
zijden van het Koningsplein blootgelegd. Daarbij kwamen
de overblijfselen van het Koudenbergpaleis en het Hof van
Hoogstraten aan het licht en werd ook gezocht naar over-
blijfselen van de Aula Magna.

De ondergrond van de Koningsstraat zit vol begraven
schatten. Onder de vloer van de Vauxhall, achter het
Koninklijk Parktheater, ligt een overblijfsel uit de Tweede
Wereldoorlog: de bunker van het parlement en de senaat.
Ook de crypte van de kathedraal ligt enkele meters onder
de grond. In deze geheime ruimten huist vaak de ziel van
de instelling die erbovenop staat. Dit is bijvoorbeeld het
geval met de kofferzaal van de huidige bank BNP Paribas

Fortis. In het kader van haar beleid om haar architectonisch
erfgoed te bewaren, heeft de bank besloten deze ruimte te
behouden in het nieuwe project voor haar hoofdzetel. Deze
kofferzaal werd in de jaren 1970 ontworpen door Jules
Wabbes, de grote naoorlogse Belgische ontwerper.2¢ Hij
benadrukt het beeld van strengheid en soliditeit door te
kiezen voor edele materialen zoals graniet uit Italié voor
de vioer en wandbekleding, en brons of verguld aluminium
in de vorm van visschubben voor het plafond. De sacrale
rust die hier heerst, maakt deze ruimte niet langer tot een
kofferzaal maar tot een heiligdom van een instelling uit
het verleden.
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Under Place Royale, chapel of the former Coudenberg Palace and the Aula Magna, its large ceremonial hall on Rue Isabelle - Axonometry: M. Gorissen, S. Vardar, 2019.
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The underground treasures of the Royal Route - Plan: V. Dubois, 2022.
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The safe deposit hall of the Société Générale de Belgique, 1922.

The safe deposit hall designed by Jules Wabbes, 1970 - Collage: S. Vardar, M. Levy, A. Errembault, 2020. 173



THE COLUMNS OF THE INSTITUTIONS — Among the elements that make up insti-
tutional buildings, the column has a central role. Symbolically, it asserts the exceptional
nature of the architecture. Functionally, it provides passages, galleries or walkways. These
are all places that accompany, orient or bring together the citizens who approach these
buildings. Structurally, the column, whether slim or heavy, rises to support the covering of
large community spaces. The column thus synthesizes the constant effort of builders to
resist the forces of gravity. In its apparent simplicity, it embodies Vitruvius's three primordial
components of architecture: symbol, function, structure.?”

The Royal Route is lined with a large number of columns, sometimes grouped, sometimes
solitary. Those of the Palace of Justice are the most titanic. With its colossal colonnades,
pilasters and entablatures, the palace is permeated by an atmosphere worthy of an engrav-
ing by Piranesi. This architect played a decisive role in the movement back to antiquity, the
go-to eraif one is seeking to legitimize oneself. This formal research led to the development
of the neoclassical style, which is ubiquitous along the Royal Route.

The columns also orient the urban space. The monumental portal of the Church of
Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg and its six Corinthian columns define Place Royale’s main
orientation, running down Rue Montagne de la Cour straight to the Grand Place and town
hall below. The church’s projection onto the square and its elevation by a pediment and bell
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Grand-Place en contrebas. L'avancée de I'église sur la place
et sa surélévation par un fronton et un campanile contri-
buent a marquer ce rapport dominant. Lors des transfor-
mations du Palais royal, un méme principe met l'accent sur
le balcon central bordé d'une colonnade, devenant le point
focal des saluts royaux. La facade néoclassique du Palais
de la Nation partage ces mémes codes.

Outre cet appui symbolique, les colonnes organisent
I'espace. Les colonnes du Hall Horta a Bozar ou de I'édifice
du Jardin botanique avant d'étre compartimenté per-
mettent de disposer cote a cote des lieux de rassemble-
ment et de déambulation. Sans séparation franche,
'agencement oriente naturellement les usages.

Dans le systématisme d’'une répétition, elles peuvent
exprimer également une forme de neutralité que partagent

de nombreux édifices dans un périmétre proche du tracé:
la Banque Nationale, la Gare Centrale, la Bibliothéque
royale. Ce n'est pas une coincidence si le nouvel immeuble
de bureaux de BNP Paribas Fortis arbore, pour s'intégrer,
une méme grille verticale.

Certaines colonnes solitaires deviennent des repéres,
comme celle du Congrés2. Récemment, Bas Smets a
érigé dans le parc de Tour & Taxis un obélisque de pierre.
S'appuyant toujours sur les formes du passé et leur ima-
ginaire collectif fort, le message y devient plus universel,
la pierre n'étant plus frappée du droit belge mais de la
Déclaration universelle des droits de 'homme.

tower help to mark this dominant relation. During the transformation of the Royal Palace,
the same principle emphasized the central balcony bordered by a colonnade, which became
the focal point of royal salutes. The neoclassical facade of the Palais de la Nation shares
these same codes.

Beyond this symbolic support, the columns organize the space. The columns of the
Horta Hall at the Centre for Fine Arts or of the Botanical Garden, before it was compartmen-
talized, make it possible to juxtapose places in which to gather and places in which to stroll.
Without a clear separation, the layout naturally directs the uses.

Through systematic repetition, the columns can also express a form of neutrality shared
by many buildings in the vicinity of the route: the National Bank, the Central Station, the Royal
Library. It is no coincidence that the new BNP Paribas Fortis office building has retained the
same vertical movement in an attempt to integrate itself.

Some solitary columns become landmarks, like the Congress Column.?® Recently, Bas
Smets erected a stone obelisk in the Tour & Taxis park. Still relying on forms of the past and
their powerful influence on the collective imagination, the message becomes more univer-
sal, as the stone is no longer stamped with Belgian law but with the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights.

benadrukken deze dominante relatie. Bij de verbouwing
van het Koninklijk Paleis werd volgens hetzelfde principe
de nadruk gelegd op het centrale balkon, omzoomd door
een zuilengalerij, het focuspunt bij de koninklijke begroe-
tingen. De neoklassieke gevel van het Paleis der Natie deelt
dezelfde codes.

Naast hun symbolische waarde organiseren zuilen de
ruimte. De zuilen van de Hortahal in Bozar of van de Kruid-
tuin, voordat die werd gecompartimenteerd, maken het
mogelijk om ruimten voor samenkomsten of waar wordt
rondgewandeld naast elkaar te leggen. Zonder een duide-
lijke scheiding stuurt de indeling op natuurlijke wijze het
gebruik.

Met hun systematische herhaling kunnen ze ook een
vorm van neutraliteit uitdrukken die terugkomt bij veel

gebouwen in de omgeving van het tracé, zoals de Nationale
Bank, het Centraal Station en de Koninklijke Bibliotheek.
Het is geen toeval dat het nieuwe kantoorgebouw van BNP
Paribas Fortis eenzelfde verticaal lijnenspel vertoont om
zich te integreren.

Sommige losstaande zuilen worden herkenningspunten,
zoals de Congreskolom.?® Onlangs heeft Bas Smets een
stenen obelisk geplaatst in het Thurn en Taxispark. Nog
steeds steunend op de vormen uit het verleden en hun
sterke collectieve verbeelding, is de boodschap ditmaal
universeler, aangezien de steen niet langer is gegraveerd
met de grote principes van de Belgische grondwet, maar
met de Universele Verklaring van de Rechten van de Mens.
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Le Botanique Cultural Centre

Former greenhouses of the Royal Horticultural Society of the Netherlands
Rue Royale 236-236a

1826-99 (six phases); P-F. Gineste,

J-B. Meeds, C-H. Petersem, T-F. Suys

. Vauxhall

Rue de la Loi 3-5 / Parc de Bruxelles
1782; L. Montoyer

Galerie Ravenstein
Rue Ravenstein 6-24
1954-58; A. Dumont, Ph. Dumont

Centre for Fine Arts (BOZAR)
Rue Ravenstein 5-23 / Rue Royale 6 / Rue Baron Horta 1-9
1922-29; V. Horta

Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium
Established in 1803 in a building of the Old Court
Rue de la Régence 3-5 / Place du Musée /

Rue du Musée / Place Royale

1874-80; A. Balat

Church of Saint-Jacques-sur-Coudenberg
Place Royale / Impasse du Borgendael 1
1776-87; J-B-V. Barré, B. Guimard, L. Montoyer, T-F. Suys.

BNP Paribas Fortis HQ

Former Société Générale de Belgique

Rue Royale 20-40 / Rue Baron Horta / Rue Ravenstein /
Rue des Douze Apbtres / Rue Montagne du Parc 3
2017-22; Baumschlager Eberle Architekten,

Styfhals & Partners, Jaspers-Eyers Architects

Cité Administrative de I'Etat

Rue Royale / Boulevard Pacheco 1

1958-83; S. Jasinski, M. Lambrichs, H. Van Kuyck,
R. Pechére, G. Riquier, Groupe Alpha

Palace of Justice
Place Poelaert 1
1866-83; J. Poelaert

. Church of Our Lady of the Sablon

Rue de la Régence / Place du Grand Sablon
15th century; L. Faydherbe

. Congress Column
Congress Square / Former Place des Panoramas
1850-59; J. Poelaert

—JC——2—

Plans and sections: E. Bechet, C. Vandernoot, 2022.
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