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Fifteen years ago Bulletin KNOB devoted a thematic issue to ‘new heritage’ in response to a  

perceived need for more and, in particular, different research into architectural development and 

heritage preservation in the twentieth century. The editors felt that contemporary historiography 

was incomplete owing to a strong focus on architectural innovation and relatively little attention 

to renovations, traditional works and the cultural processes involved in evaluating new heritage. 

In short, it was time for a revision of both the historiographical picture and architectural heritage. 

The primary focus of that thematic issue was prewar architecture, with a brief foray into post-war 

reconstruction based on the ‘top 100 heritage buildings’ from the years 1940-1958. Time was not 

on our side, however; with a second tranche of post-war heritage buildings from the period 

1959-1965 on the horizon and the envisaged historiographical revision barely begun, a new 

heritage offshoot made its appearance: Post 65. The designation encompasses everything built 

after 1965, with a provisional cut-off year of 1990: a period of unprecedentedly high construction 

output and of major social developments that found expression in contemporary spatial planning 

and had a defining effect on the physical living environment. This most recent new heritage is 

substantial and diverse and, on top of that, much of it is due to be renovated, retrofitted for 

sustainability, redeveloped or repurposed. Every reason, therefore, to take a good look at the 

architecture, urban design and land development from this period and in so doing accumulate 

the knowledge needed for an approach that does justice to the inherent cultural-historical values. 

In recent years interest in the Post 65 period has soared – among historians, policy makers, 

designers, developers, residents and other stakeholders. A lot of knowledge has already been 

accumulated and made available via studies of architecture, housing, urban renewal, spatial 

planning, landscape, urban design, building typologies, specific locations and projects,  

individual designers, and other sub-topics. This has in turn generated insights into the spatial 

heritage of this period and into how it is dealt with. This growing stream of publications includes 

Bulletin KNOB articles with a Post 65 theme: on the new council chamber in The Hague, Piet 

Blom’s structuralist architectural drawings, a postmodern interior designed by Alessandro 

Mendini and urban renewal in Amsterdam’s Dapperbuurt. Since there were more articles on  

this period in the pipeline, we decided to bring them together in a thematic issue and to invite a 

number of writers to contribute. Our aim is to shed light on several different aspects of Post 65 

FOREWORD
TO THE THEME ISSUE 'POST 65'
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heritage while also focusing on topical issues. We hope that this thematic Post 65 issue will 

increase the knowledge and appreciation of spatial heritage from the Post 65 period and  

contribute to the discussion about strategies for making use of this in transformation projects.  

It endeavours to do this via the kind of historical analyses familiar to readers of the Bulletin, 

complemented by reflections from contemporary heritage and design practice.

The articles in this issue are grouped into three topics. The first of these deals with the wider 

spatial context, that of urban planning and the landscape. Noor Mens and Hugo van Velzen in 

their study of the spatial development of Capelle aan den IJssel distinguish several, partly over-

lapping phases, from large-scale, repeat-pattern housing schemes in the 1960s, through districts 

that attempted to resist that monotony but were just as large-scale, to imaginative, villagey 

subdivision patterns and home zones, and ending in the rationalist planning and architecture of 

the 1980s. This is followed by two shorter reflections on the significance of Post 65 heritage at this 

level of scale from the perspective of the social and spatial challenges of today. Anita Blom sees a 

role for users in the necessary transformation of Post 65 housing schemes. Resident participation 

can in her view result in a more widely supported approach to the renewal of these districts, and 

to greater grass-roots involvement in the construction and management of future residential 

areas. Natascha Lensvelt notes that the Dutch landscape is on the cusp of a transition in which 

parks, neighbourhood green space and recreational areas will be increasingly co-opted into the 

drive to enhance biodiversity, improve water quality and raise groundwater levels. She believes 

that research into the integrated thinking and working methods of Post 65 garden and landscape 

architects could help us in this endeavour.

 The second topic encompasses various aspects of the architectural production of this period. 

Sanne Tillema discusses the work of the architectural couple Thieme and Brita Thieme-Domela 

Nieuwenhuis. She describes their equality-based collaboration and analyses a number of projects 

from their oeuvre, much of which has meanwhile been compromised or disappeared altogether. 

Sanne van Drenth examines the Centraal Wonen co-housing concept and organization, locating it 

between the early 1970s, with its emancipatory and socio-critical movements, and the rationalist 

1980s when the bulk of the CW projects were realized. Sara Duisters surveys the use of fibre-

glass-reinforced polyester (FRP) in architecture, sketching the social changes that underlay this 

phenomenon and discussing several experimental prototypes realized between the 1950s and 

1970s.
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The third and final topic concerns the perception and treatment of Post 65 architecture and the 

issue of its evaluation. Bernard Colenbrander’s thought-provoking essay turns the spotlight on  

the life expectancy of recent architecture. Arguing that the functionalist fixation on efficiency  

has carried through into the treatment of existing buildings, Colenbrander uses three current 

cases to show what different outcomes this can have. Marylise Parein, Ine Wouters and Stephanie 

Van de Voorde apply the Brussels method for evaluating architectural heritage to two Post 65 

building complexes, with special emphasis on their materiality. They point to the importance  

of an integrated approach and the acquisition of in-depth knowledge of materiality to arriving at  

a correct interpretation of heritage values and criteria. Evelien van Es, Lara Voerman and  

Sarah Gresnigt explore the extent to which existing architectural heritage evaluation criteria  

are applicable to the post-1965 period. They argue for a different approach, one in which lived 

experiences are recorded and citizens – alongside experts – play an active part in the process of 

selection and evaluation. 

On behalf of the editors:

Noor Mens, Kees Somer, Kim Zweerink
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aerial perspective of Oostgaarde,  
1968 (Gemeentearchief  
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Capelle aan den IJssel is a showcase of relatively large 
districts encompassing every aspect of the architec-
ture and urban planning of the Post 65 period.1 This is 
the result of a rapid expansion arising from the need to 
house a substantial portion of Rotterdam’s population 
growth. The term ‘Post 65 architecture and urban 
planning’, as well as being used by the heritage world 
to designate the period following post-war reconstruc-
tion, is also used to indicate specific stylistic and other 
distinguishing features. However, they do not fit easily 
under a single label. In this article Capelle features as 
a case study of the changes that took place in architec-
ture and urban planning during this period. The key 
issues addressed are the social trends and ideas under-
pinning those changes and the phases they went 
through. The Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed, 
(RCE, Netherlands Cultural Heritage Agency) distin-
guishes three stages: growth, change, and differentia-
tion.2 

GROWTH OF CAPELLE
The expansion of Capelle marks a particular phase in 
the demographic development of the Netherlands that 
was promptly dubbed a ‘population explosion’. Ini-
tially, planners and demographers greatly underesti-
mated the population growth. In the Tweede Nota 
voor de Ruimtelijke Ordening (Second Policy Docu-
ment on Spatial Planning), published in 1966, the mag-
ical figure of 20 million inhabitants by the year 2000 
appeared. This resulted in a huge construction pro-
gramme, not least because of a fall in the per dwelling 
occupancy rate. It was all about large numbers, quan-
tity, mass housing. Shortly after the war, the govern-
ment had already started to incentivize system build-
ing and industrial construction methods with an eye 
to speeding up the construction of large numbers of 
dwellings.3 
 After the Second World War the population of Capelle, 
a linear dike village along the Hollandse IJssel river  
to the east of Rotterdam, grew from around 9,000 
inhabitants in the mid-1950s to 57,000 in 1988. The first 
expansion schemes, Schenkel and Middelwatering, 

CHANGING IDEALS
POST 65 DISTRICTS IN CAPELLE AAN DEN IJSSEL

Noor MeNs aNd Hugo vaN velzeN



1. Abma + Hazewinkel,  
aerial perspective of Oostgaarde,  
1968 (Gemeentearchief  
Capelle aan den IJssel)

BIGGER ROLE FOR ARCHITECTS
After the Second World War the guidelines for spatial 
planning were enshrined in the Wederopbouwwet 
(Post-war Reconstruction Act) of 1950. The key task was 
to set out the infrastructure, the functional zoning, 
and the positioning and typology of the buildings in a 
spatial masterplan. In practice this was felt to be inad-
equate and there were constant deviations from it. 
There was a need for more streamlined procedures 
and for long-term plans capable of responding to 

were built in the 1950s and ’60s and were connected to 
the village’s existing cores. From the 1960s onwards 
two entirely new districts were added, which had no 
connection with the historical cores: Oostgaarde far to 
the east and, to its north, Schollevaar. Finally, in the 
1990s the open space along the Hollandse IJssel 
between Capelle and Rotterdam was fully developed, 
first with the district of ’s-Gravenland and in the 2000s 
with Fascinatio. This article discusses the develop-
ments in Capelle as reflected in two districts, Oost-
gaarde and Schollevaar.



2. Abma + Hazewinkel, visualization sketch of Oostgaarde main structure, 1967 (Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel) 
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with Stad en Landschap was terminated.7 The metro 
line to Schollevaar in the RoCa structure plan was no 
longer a certainty. The provincial government in par-
ticular objected to the planned route and so it seemed 
only sensible to refrain from committing to the route 
and associated town centre, for the time being. Haze-
winkel’s proposal left open the possibility of following 
the original route directly behind the station or of 
designing a new, more easterly (curved or straight) 
route.8 The IJsseloord area along the river was incorpo-
rated into the new district and zoned for housing 
instead of industry.9 An added advantage of this was 
that the Hollandsche IJssel ‘waterfront’ could then 
also be utilized.
 Hazewinkel employed high-rise as a spatial structur-
ing element. A central spine of high-rise linked Fled-
derus’s apartment buildings in the northern part of 
the district with apartment buildings along the Hol-
landse IJssel. This had the effect of dividing the plan-
ning area into compartments walled by high-rise and 
filled in with low-rise buildings on a smaller scale (figs. 
1, 3 and 4). The high-rise architecture Hazewinkel had 
in mind appears to have been borrowed from the stu-
dent housing block on Weesperstraat in Amsterdam 
that he had designed in 1966 with Herman Hertzberger 
(b. 1932). 
 Hazewinkel’s plans for Oostgaarde and for the archi-
tecture of the high-rise buildings chimed with the 
ideas of Team X, a dissident grouping that emerged  
in the 1950s within CIAM (Congrès Internationaux 
d’Architecture Moderne). Its members criticized the 
reduction of urban planning to the four functions of 
living, working, leisure and traffic. They championed a 
livelier form of urban design that aspired to a harmo-
nious blend of large- and small-scale development and 
a mix of functions. Their main mouthpiece in the 
Netherlands was the journal Forum.

A NEW COURSE
While Team X’s ideas might have been intended to 
overcome the drawbacks of 1950s housing, they were 
unable to dispel the antipathy to large-scale modern-
ism.
 In this Capelle was no exception, with an aversion to 
high-rise emerging around 1970 among both residents 
and the municipal council.10 There was a demand for a 
higher percentage of low-rise, single-family homes. In 
1972 the council resolved to revise the zoning plan, 
which was considered too detailed and too inflexible.11

 The metro circle line disappeared from the revised 
zoning plan; the resulting space was zoned for low- 
rise housing. The planned ring road for cars was 
replaced by a route for slow traffic (mopeds, cyclists, 
pedestrians). The desired ratio of high- to low-rise 
development could only be achieved in those ‘com-

change. The 1965 Wet op de Ruimtelijk Ordening (Spa-
tial Planning Act) made urban planning more flexible 
and shifted the primary focus from the planning pro-
cess to the zoning plan. Local councils could establish 
general zoning plans without needing to provide them 
with an urban planning framework. One consequence 
of this shift in emphasis was a bigger role for architects 
in urban design and a blurring of the distinction 
between the two disciplines. This trend was particu-
larly strong in the 1970s, when architects conquered 
the territory of urban planning design. Urban plan-
ners confined themselves to general sector plans.4

OOSTGAARDE
The first urban development plans for Oostgaarde 
were based on the Rotterdam-Oost/Capelle aan den 
IJssel (RoCa) structure plan and the Rechter Maas-
oever regional plan. Rotterdam and Capelle together 
developed a structure plan for a satellite town that lay 
partly within the City of Rotterdam and partly in 
Capelle. Although never officially approved, until 1974 
it acted as a plan underlay that guided, and in some 
instances, determined the planning.5 From 1960 
onwards, the Instituut Stad en Landschap (Town and 
Country Institute), acting as an external urban devel-
opment agency, produced the first designs for the 
northern part of Oostgaarde. A key component of the 
plan was the expansion of the Rotterdam metro net-
work. In Oostgaarde a town centre and a metro station 
were planned at a point along a metro circle line. Most 
of the buildings were to be system-built high-rise. The 
metro line would be flanked by ERA apartment build-
ings designed by Rein Fledderus (1910-1970), while the 
town centre would be surrounded by apartment build-
ings constructed according to the MUWI system.6

 Following criticism of the Stad and Landschap plan, 
in particular by Provinciale Planologische Commissie 
(Provincial Planning Committee, PPC), the council 
consulted another urban planner: Tjakko Hazewinkel 
(1932-2002) of Abma + Hazewinkel Architecten. The 
council asked him to produce a new plan for the north-
ern part of the district. Hazewinkel retained the metro 
circle line and the adjacent town centre (fig. 1). He put 
the Fledderus-designed ERA apartments in a continu-
ous line along the northern edge of the planning area. 
The fourteen-storey blocks were built between 1968 
and 1970 and were promptly nick-named ‘The Chinese 
Wall’. Hazewinkel placed the nine-storey MUWI-sys-
tem apartment blocks at right angles to this ‘wall’.

OOSTGAARDE ZONING PLAN
In 1968 the Capelle municipal council commissioned 
Hazewinkel to draw up a zoning plan for Oostgaarde 
and in April of 1969 appointed him external urban 
planner for the entire municipality. The collaboration 



c

.

3. Abma + Hazewinkel, Oostgaarde zoning plan design,  
circulation system/blocks of flats, June 1968 (Gemeentearchief 
Capelle aan den IJssel)

4. Abma + Hazewinkel, artist’s impression of Oostgaarde, 1968 
(Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel)

partments’ where development was minimal or yet to 
begin.12 A six- storey complex comprising a nursing 
home and deck-access flats designed by the Van Tijen 
– Boom – Posno – Van Randen architecture studio was 
already under construction. The large high-rise-walled 
compartments were usually filled in by a single devel-
oper working with a single architect who assumed 
responsibility for both the architectural and the spa-
tial design. Several complexes dating from this period 
adhered to the theme of angled blocks and diagonal 
lines for which Hazewinkel had laid the groundwork 
in his plan for the northern part of the district. 
 The municipal council did not approve the revised 
zoning plan until April 1976. In the interim, the  
compartments were filled in on the basis of prelimi-
nary planning decisions.13 Such decisions, laid down 
in the Wet op de Ruimtelijke Ordening (spatial plan-
ning act), made it possible to implement building pro-
grammes that were consistent with the revision of the 
zoning plan (fig. 5). Architects produced sketch plans 
in consultation with the public works department, 
headed since 15 September 1971 by J. van Lokhorst.14 
In 1972 he had recruited the urban planning designer 
Jan Zijp with whom he had previously worked in 
Amstelveen. The collaboration between Hazewinkel 
and Van Lokhorst and Zijp was rather fraught. Haze-



5. Public Works, urban planning department, Oostgaarde zoning plan, 1975 (Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel)
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ran north to south with on one side water flanked by a 
route for slow traffic, replacing the road for vehicular 
traffic proposed by the earlier plan. Branching off this 
north-south green strip in an easterly direction were 
similar green structures that traversed that area and 
ended in a recreational area (Hitland). Buildings on 
that side of the district were to be kept low in order to 
soften the transition to open countryside. The green 
structures would be accompanied by cycle and walk-
ing paths. The access structure for cars was separate 
from this. Frequent bends and T-intersections were 
designed to slow vehicular traffic.19

 Along the set-aside metro line route, the previously 
planned high-rise was to be replaced by low-rise apart-
ment blocks. On 8 August 1973, Van Lokhorst pre-

winkel appeared to be geared more towards broad 
outlines, the structure and the design. As he saw it, his 
task was to produce a spatial structuring plan.15 He 
appears to have had little to do with the revision of the 
subplans.16

 The revised zoning plan upheld the principle of 
dividing the plan into clearly identifiable neighbour-
hoods. The planned green structure was also retained, 
but the central high-rise spine in the old plan was 
replaced by ‘a clearly recognizable new form of 
multi-storey housing’.17 Financial constraints meant 
that the low-rise would have to be fairly dense.18 The 
chosen solution entailed multilevel low-rise, which is 
to say blocks of up to four or five storeys high that 
would border the centrally located green belt. The belt 



6. Plaza in De Terp shopping centre, 1975-1980, (photo Han van Senus, Historische Vereniging Capelle aan den IJssel)
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The designer of the shopping precinct was Chiel Ver-
hoeff (1942-2014) of Bakker & Verhoeff (fig. 6).

SCHOLLEVAAR
The Derde Nota over de Ruimtelijke Ordening (Third 
Policy Document on Spatial Planning, 1973-1983) pro-
vided the framework for the designation of a series of 
towns and villages as so-called ‘groeikernen’ (new-
towns). The central government, based on target num-
bers of dwellings to be built in the growth areas, 
undertook to contribute to the creation of a varied  
living, social and work climate in these towns and  
villages. In 1976 Capelle aan den IJssel was designated 
a growth centre. It was agreed with the central govern-
ment that Capelle would house 50,000 inhabitants by  
1 January 1981.21

sented the council with an alternative plan for this 
section: a plan by Benno Stegeman (1930-2014) for 878 
dwellings with a density of around 125 dwellings per 
hectare. Stegeman had designed an experimental 
housing type with covered parking, partly beneath the 
dwellings and partly beneath a roof that doubled as a 
garden. At the end of the metro line a shopping centre 
(De Terp) was projected, a location that precluded any 
future extension of the line to Hitland.20 The shopping 
precinct and the adjacent housing were to be built on 
top of and against a (covered) parking deck at ground 
level. The dwellings were separately accessed from a 
raised ground level. This use of ‘decked housing’ with 
a clear separation of cars and pedestrians is typical of 
the 1970s. The complex contained a wide variety of 
housing types, many of which were ground-accessed. 



7. Information sheet issued by the Capelle aan den IJssel municipal council showing four versions of the main structure of  
Schollevaar, 10 March 1976 (Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel)

about the new residential city of Capelle aan den IJssel 
presented the public with four plan versions based on 
the 1973 terms of reference (fig. 7). Local residents were 
invited to make their preference known. The design 
that received the most votes – version 3 – was then 
worked out in greater detail.22 The main premise was a 
number of green strips between neighbourhoods. 
These ‘green fingers’ started in the south from where 
they penetrated deep into the residential areas. They 
incorporated the routes for slow traffic. The green 
space would be lined by some eight kilometres of 
buildings. The rest of the plan consisted of small, 
self-contained neighbourhoods of around 250 dwell-
ings. Local amenities were accommodated in a strip 
running from west to east, more or less bisecting the 
area to the south of the railway line. At the district cen-
tre this strip, which ran like an ‘artery’ through the 
district, would branch off in the direction of the area 
north of the railway line and was a potential main 
walking route.

SCHOLLEVAAR ZONING PLAN
Once the terms of reference and the layout of the main 
structure had been established, the zoning plan was 

 The experiences gained in Oostgaarde formed the 
basis for the ideas about the development of Schol-
levaar. The basic premises were a more process-ori-
ented, integrated planning, a design based on the his-
torical topography, public participation, and scaling 
down, with smaller schemes and neighbourhoods 
than in Oostgaarde. Of particular importance was an 
urban design based less on clearly defined compart-
ments and more on spatial design themes. 

THE MAIN STRUCTURE
The Schollevaar plan area was bounded to the south  
by a town park in the making, the future Schollebos, 
and to the north by a railway line and yet-to-be-built 
station. The railway line had a major effect on the lay-
out of the district. With noise nuisance in mind, the 
line was bordered on both sides by an eighty-metre-
wide strip where no housing could be built. These 
strips of land were used instead as access roads for the 
district. The maximum distance between local ameni-
ties and residential areas was set at eight hundred 
metres. It was logical to couple the town centre with 
the station, thereby giving the district a clear centre. 
On 10 March 1976, the council’s information page 



8. Schollevaar design team (Zijp, Van Ardenne, Sterenberg), intentions plan for sub-plan 1, July 1976 
(Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel)
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settings: houses along a traffic street, houses along a 
pedestrian street, houses around a court (home zone), 
clusters of houses bordered by green space, houses 
surrounded by greenery and houses along a waterway.
 On 26 September 1977, the zoning plan was adopted 
by the municipal council. From that moment the new 
district was no longer called Schollevaart, but Schol-
levaar. On 29 November 1977 the foundation stone was 
laid and a year later the first of the 6,250 planned dwell-
ings were finished. There was differentiation in dwell-
ing size, type (single-family, ground-accessed, apart-
ment buildings), and financing (social, subsidized and 
private housing). Sixty-seven per cent of dwellings 
were to be ground-accessed, 33 per cent in apartment 
buildings. The different types of dwellings were to be 
mixed as much as possible.25 

THE NEIGHBOURHOODS IN SUBPLAN 1
As well as diversity the planners also strove for coher-
ence, which was to be achieved by interlocking the 
individual neighbourhoods. Variation was attained by 
employing different densities and building heights, 
with the highest densities along the pedestrian and 
amenities strips. There were also differences in screen-
ing, with a substantially closed elevation fronting onto 
the district access road and a more open aspect on  
the eastern and western edges of the plan area. The 
difference between public and private was emphasized 
by an alternation of introvert and extravert living.  
One example of introvert living was a cluster of patio 
dwellings in the Dansenbuurt; designed by the archi-
tectural firm A. van der Lek, they were the first patio 
dwellings in Capelle aan den IJssel. In plan areas with 
a dense, urban development where the streets required 
a degree of coherence, the planners turned to decked 
housing. This was used, for example, in the amenities 
strip, to a design by Van Ardenne (figs. 9 and 10). To 
visually underscore its role in the main structure the 
strip was ‘thickened’ with low-rise apartment build-
ings, which had the added advantage of enabling the 
amenities to be integrated with the dwellings. 
 Sterenberg designed the dwellings for the southern 
‘mound’, which rose 1.6 metres above grade. Steren-
berg’s practice had previously employed parking decks 
and decked housing in Lewenborg (Groningen) and in 
Buytenwegh De Leyens (Zoetermeer) and that was 
what he opted for here. In Schollevaar as a whole 
Sterenberg was commissioned to design 390 dwell-
ings. In addition to four decked housing units, he also 
built low-rise apartments and single-family dwellings 
ranging from two to six room dwellings in different 
widths. For the construction of the project Sterenberg 
collaborated with ERA, which had also built the decked 
housing in Zoetemeer.26 The dwellings on the north-
ern mound, designed by Leo de Jonge (1919-2009), were 

drawn up. Jan Zijp, from the urban planning section of 
the public works department, was appointed urban 
planner and chair of the architectural team. The archi-
tects Han van Ardenne (1938) and Jan Sterenberg (1923-
2000) were tasked with supervising the architecture 
and urban design of the individual housing schemes. 
Together with Zijp they made up the design team for 
the district, at that point still known as Schollevaart. 
They were later joined by a landscape expert from the 
Boer architectural practice. Design sessions were held 
in Van Ardenne’s office in Arnhem.23 
 Construction of the first dwellings was intended to 
commence in 1977. For the most westerly section of the 
district a detailed zoning plan (subplan 1) was drawn 
up; for the rest of Schollevaar a general zoning plan. 
The design team began by formulating the guidelines 
and the structuring elements for subplan 1, which they 
then reproduced in an intentions plan (fig. 8). The idea 
was that the architects would translate these inten-
tions fairly freely into workable forms. The design 
team recorded the intentions plan and the guidelines 
for further elaboration in the subplan in the so-called 
red book.24

 Subplan 1 comprised the two most westerly lobes of 
the district and covered an area of some forty hectares. 
It was scheduled to contain around 1,500 dwellings,  
13 per cent of which would be social housing. The local 
amenities formed a continuous structure within the 
amenities strip running through the centre of the plan 
area. 
 Subplan 1 was made up of four lobe-like neighbour-
hoods linked to the amenities strip, surrounded by 
green space and accessed via a looping local distribu-
tor road. The pedestrian zones were structuring ele-
ments, connecting the neighbourhoods to the ameni-
ties strip that ran like a raised spine through the plan. 
More or less diagonally positioned pedestrian routes 
made it easy for people to find their way from the out-
skirts to the higher and more densely built central area 
containing amenities and from there to the civic cen-
tre. Each neighbourhood was divided into smaller 
units that would be designed by different developers 
and architects and could in turn have a different sub-
division. The residential environments ranged from 
low density housing in or beside green space (and 
water) on the outskirts of the plan area, to urban (com-
pact) housing in the vicinity of the amenities strip.
 Contrasts, such as differences in building height, 
were to be employed to counteract monotony. There 
were single-storey dwellings with a flat roof as well as 
four-storey dwellings with a pitched roof. Ground level 
variations also offered possibilities for introducing 
diversity. One to 1.5 metre-high mounds were envis-
aged either side of the amenities strip. The red book 
included illustrations of different types of residential 
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9. J.H. van Ardenne, front elevations of Ervenbuurt houses  
and amenities, 1978 (Gemeentearchief Capelle aan den IJssel)

10. J.H. van Ardenne, Ervenbuurt housing, 1977-1981 (photo 
Contrei)
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rise apartments designed by Van Ardenne. 
 Most of the social housing was located in the north-
ern part of the plan area. These dwellings, consisting 
in part of low-rise apartment buildings, lined pedes-
trian streets and squares that were linked directly with 
the green zone between subplans 1 and 2. The residen-
tial area to the south of the amenities strip was divided 
into neighbourhoods either side of a green zone, an 
offshoot of the local public park. The more upmarket 
dwellings were on the southern rim (the ‘golden rim’). 
Here there were intimate housing enclaves bordering 
greenery and water. The dwellings were arranged in 
clusters around home zones. In the southwest corner 
this took the form of a neighbourhood of three islands 
designed by Ton Alberts (1927-1999).

ECONOMIZING
At the beginning of the 1980s, rising mortgage rates 
led to a drop in demand for private sector dwellings. It 

initially intended to be decked housing, but cost con-
siderations eventually led to the parking decks being 
removed from the plan. 

SUBPLAN 2
In 1978 the zoning plan plus the sketch design con-
taining the architects’ plans for the second area were 
published (fig. 11). The planned shopping centre had 
been dropped. In compensation, the pedestrian zone 
was made more attractive by giving the amenities strip 
a canal profile with canal walls incorporating live/
work dwellings. The kinked canal (Floris Burgwal), 
with several bridges, was lined by a wide variety of low-



11. Public Works, 
sketch design  

for Schollevaar  
sub-plan 2, 1978  

(Gemeentearchief 
Capelle aan den IJssel)

B
U

L
L

E
T

IN
 K

N
O

B
 2

0
2

3
  • 4

16



12. Fiolet-Limburg buro voor architectuur en stedebouw, low-rise multilevel housing, Schollevaar sub-plan 3a, 1982-1983  
(photo Contrei)
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built in the final phase of the Post 65 period, during 
the transition to rationalization and differentiation. 
From the beginning of the 1980s there was mounting 
criticism of the ‘New Frumpishness’, as the architec-
ture of the 1970s was dismissively labelled. The first 
steps towards the later ‘framework urban design’, with 
its clear geometric patterns, can already be discerned 
in the street plan for this area. The architecture here 
cannot be seen as anything other than a lacklustre ren-
dering of the bright future people had initially envi-
sioned for Schollevaar. 

CONCLUSION
While the Cultural Heritage Agency identified three 
phases in the architecture and urban planning of the 
Post 65 period, in Capelle aan den IJssel we have iden-
tified four, partially overlapping phases. The first 
phase was marked by economic growth and quantita-
tive thinking. Rising dissatisfaction with the results 
(large-scale districts dominated by cookie-cutter high-
rise development) led to the realization that this was  
a dead-end approach. Compounding this was the lack 
of interest in single-family housing when this was  
the most sought-after section of the housing stock, 
including in the Greater Rotterdam Area.
 This did not immediately trigger a breakthrough  
of small-scale architecture and urban design in the 
second phase. Under the influence of Team X and its 

was therefore decided to build more social housing, 
which in turn entailed higher densities.27 That density 
is very obvious in the eastern part of the district. Ame-
nities were also severely reduced and there were 
increasing doubts as to the feasibility of the amenities 
strip. While the strip continued to form the spine of 
this subplan, it was now no more than a pedestrian 
route to the centre and the station; there were no ame-
nities. Fiolet-Limburg, a firm of architects and urban 
designers, designed a complex comprising some 550 
social housing units and 79 one- and two-person units 
in the eastern section of the strip (fig. 12). The four- and 
five-storey apartment buildings containing the dwell-
ings stand along a leafy avenue.
 The Schollevaartse road, part of an extended slow 
traffic route beginning in Oostgaarde (beside the  
Hollandse IJssel) and ending at the Rottemeren, forms 
the border between this area and the most easterly 
one. Here the ‘amenities’ strip consists almost entirely 
of multi-storey housing and terminates with a few 
free-standing local amenities. The southwestern edge 
of the subplan is marked by 57 state-subsidized private 
dwellings. To their north a planned neighbourhood 
centre in the form of a square lined by shops was also 
severely pared down. Staggered bungalows (patio 
dwellings) designed by A. van der Lek bordered this 
area to the northeast.
 The area to the north of the railway line was largely 
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suburbs of Oostgaarde and Schollevaar straight lines 
and monotonous repetition gave way to adventurous 
subdivision patterns and road structures featuring 
home zones; high-rise was abandoned and replaced  
by single-family dwellings and multilevel low-rise. 
Playfulness and fantasy were given full rein. Capelle 
also experienced another trend typical of the 1970s: 
the aspiration for resident participation. This shift 
came not from the world of spatial planning but from 
that of public housing.
 And it was this domain that eventually sealed the 
fate of the home zones: in the context of the economic 
crisis of the early 1980s, the ideal of village-style low-
rise was incompatible with the need to deliver large 
numbers of dwellings within a certain budget. With 
the market dictating the price, the emphasis shifted to 
the rationalization of the building process. Whimsi-
cality and playful brick architecture – hallmarks of the 
1970s – had had their day. Straightforward rational 
subdivisions and a more functional architecture took 
their place. This fourth and final phase manifested 
itself on the northeast side of Schollevaar.

Dutch protagonists around the Forum magazine, even 
megastructures were proposed, the best-known Dutch 
example being the Pampus project of Van den Broek & 
Bakema. Even cars were not banned initially. Criticism 
of the previous phase was expressed chiefly in a return 
of the artistic dimension (architecture and urban 
planning are more than politics and management) 
and in the conviction that the social dimension was 
embedded in the artistic dimension. Design became 
an end in itself. But even in this phase large-scale 
development was not eschewed in Capelle, as Haze-
winkel’s Van den Broek & Bakema-style complexes in 
Oostgaarde demonstrate. 
 Not until the third phase was there a more thorough 
change of course. Rising car ownership was encroach-
ing on more and more public space at the expense of 
the attractiveness of an area. From the early 1970s, 
dissatisfaction with what had been built up to that 
point generated a wide-ranging interest in ecology, 
naturalness, and sociologically informed architec-
tural experiments. After Hazewinkel’s departure there 
was a change of course in Capelle as well. In the new 
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In this article Capelle aan den IJssel features as a case 
study of changes in architecture and urban design in 
the Post-65 period (1965-1990). During those years the 
original dike village of Capelle, on the eastern edge of 
Rotterdam, expanded significantly. Several completely 
new districts were developed, among them Oostgaarde 
and Schollevaar. This article focuses on the social 
trends and ideas that influenced the changes and what 
phases can be discerned in those changes.

The first phase was dominated by economic growth 
and quantitative thinking. In the final phase of the 
post-war reconstruction this resulted in large-scale 
districts with a lot of high-rise flats and a repetition of 
identical housing complexes. Growing discontent with 
the outcome eventually led to the realization that this 
type of spatial design had no future. It also largely ig-
nored the single-family dwelling, yet this was precisely 
the section of the housing stock that was very much in 
demand, including in the greater Rotterdam area. 

This did not, however, prompt an immediate break-
through of small-scale architecture and urban design 
in the next phase. Under the influence of Team X and its 
Dutch offshoot centred around the journal Forum 
there were even proposals for megastructures, the 
best-known Dutch example being the (unbuilt) Pam-
pus project of Van den Broek & Bakema. Even cars were 
initially tolerated. The urban designer Tjakko Haze-

CHANGING IDEALS  
POST-65 DISTRICTS IN CAPELLE AAN DEN IJSSEL 

NOOR MENs ANd HUGO vAN vElzEN 

winkel proposed one such megastructure for Oost-
gaarde.

From the early 1970s, criticism of large-scale develop-
ments led to a broad interest in ecology, return to na-
ture and sociologically-informed architectural experi-
ments. Following Hazewinkel’s departure, there was a 
change of course in Capelle, too. In the new residential 
areas of Oostgaarde and Schollevaar, orthogonality 
and repetition gave way to adventurous housing subdi-
visions and road layouts featuring home zones; high-
rise was renounced and replaced by single-family 
dwellings and multilevel low-rise. Playfulness and fan-
tasy were given free rein. This was also facilitated by 
the introduction of sector plans, which allowed archi-
tects much greater freedom.

Rising mortgage interest rates and the economic re-
cession of the early 1980s led to a sharp decline of the 
demand for private sector housing. It was decided to 
build more social housing, which necessarily entailed 
higher densities. That densification can be clearly seen 
in the eastern and last realized section of the district. 
In terms of amenities, the plan had been considerably 
trimmed back and there were growing doubts as to its 
financial feasibility. Whimsicality and playful brick ar-
chitecture – typical of the 1970s – had had their day, re-
placed in the 1980s by straightforward, rational subdi-
visions and a more functional architecture.

dR N. MENs studied architectural history at the vU Amsterdam and received her PhD from 
Eindhoven University of Technology (TU/e) with a thesis on heritage significance assess-
ment of post-war neighbourhoods. She is an independent architectural historian and writes 
regularly on the history of architecture and urban planning history of the twentieth and 
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period. 
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niques (TU Delft) and in the course of practising as an architect in the field of heritage and 
spatial consultancy has built up 25 years’ worth of experience in cultural-historical research 
and consultancy. 
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1. Walter Schwagenscheidt,  
diagram of residential area in 

the form of a cauliflower  
(Baksteen 1972 1, 3)
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year. Housing was the driving force not just of the 
building industry, but of spatial development in the 
Netherlands as well. Compared with previous years, 
more housing was being built and, what is more, being 
built differently. Typical of this period were the 
so-called cauliflower neighbourhoods; loved by resi-
dents, maligned by architects and architectural histo-
rians. 

Over one third of the Netherlands’ current housing 
stock – that is, over 2.7 million dwellings – was built in 
the period 1965-1990.1 By the end of the 1960s the post-
war housing crisis had still not been resolved either 
quantitatively or qualitatively and a further increase in 
building production was needed. At the beginning of 
the 1970s production stood at 150,000 dwellings per 

THE ‘CAULIFLOWER’ 
NEIGHBOURHOOD: FALSE 

HOPE OR SOURCE OF 
INSPIRATION?

aNita BloM
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ground-accessed dwellings with a garden.
 This signified a different perception and use of the 
living environment. The resident population of young 
families with children and increased car ownership 
required a safer traffic structure.3 This in turn led to 
the ‘invention’ of the home zone where pedestrians 
were prioritized over cars.4 Car speeds were reduced 
still further by the use of obtuse-angled rather than 
rounded street corners. The blocks usually had stag-
gered alignments, a mix of building heights and a  
variety of roof shapes. Together this made for a varied 
and lively streetscape with a new view at every corner. 
It also made for an area it was easy to get lost in;  
visitors were liable to find it confusing. The ‘cauli-
flower’ nickname arose from the similarity between 
the home zone street plan and a cross section of a cau-
liflower (fig. 1). The home zone was also intended as an 
informal meeting place for local residents. Encour-
aged by resident participation gatherings to use play 
areas, tables and chairs to give their home zones a 
distinct identity, they had no trouble telling the vari-
ous home zones apart.5 Amenities like shops and 
schools were no longer dispersed within the districts, 
as in the early post-war reconstruction districts, but 
concentrated between or on the edge of the neighbour-
hoods and districts, along with plenty of parking space 
(fig. 2). The earlier ideal of neighbourhoods with good 
amenities within walking distance was exchanged for 
the concept of a monofunctional and quiet residential 
area.

NEW QUALITIES
The subsidized private dwellings delivered an improve-
ment in quality and, thanks to the advocacy of archi-
tects, there was also greater focus on architecture. One 
initiative that greatly influenced the design of housing 
and the residential environment was the Experimen-
tal Housing programme (1968-1980) established by the 
Ministry of Housing and Spatial Planning.6 In 1968 the 
Stichting Nieuwe Woonvormen was founded in protest 
against the monotony and bureaucracy pervading 
housing construction.7 It received a sympathetic hear-
ing from Minister Schut who was himself by profes-
sion an urban planner. The aim of the Experimental 
Housing programme was to improve or renew the 
dwelling, the type of housing (for various target 
groups) and the residential environment. Before long 
pressing challenges like densification, flexible dwell-
ings and urban regeneration were added to the pro-
gramme. Schut’s objective was to provide inspiration 
to market operators and local governments. The pro-
gramme also helped draw attention to new themes 
like resident participation. The experimental dwell-
ings in Lunetten in Utrecht and Molenvliet near Papen-
drecht, both housing schemes designed by Frans van 

 Now the future of those housing developments is the 
subject of heated debate. In addition to issues of live-
ability and indispensable alterations, questions from 
the heritage perspective also need to be addressed. 
What is the significance of these housing estates for 
the history of urban development? What are their spa-
tial, architectural and landscape qualities? How rele-
vant are those qualities to today’s housing crisis? And 
what can we learn from the then prevailing ambitions 
and ideals of renewal with respect to community 
building and participation?
 In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to 
take a look at social, cultural and economic develop-
ments in the Netherlands during these years. In this 
period, more than ever before, architecture, spatial 
development and landscape architecture were heavily 
influenced by societal events. The greatest renewal 
came not from developments within and debates 
about the disciplines themselves, but from changes 
taking place in society. The dull conventionality of the 
early post-war years came to an end. Leaders and 
administrators of various social and religious political 
blocks were finding it increasingly difficult to bridge 
differences of opinion, a necessary precondition for 
stable governance. Baby boomers were no longer satis-
fied by their parents’ certainties.

A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE ON LIVING
Thanks to the growing prosperity, people had a lot 
more money to spend. They were able and willing to 
spend more on their home and living environment, 
but they also wanted greater say in the matter. Towards 
the end of the 1960s opposition to the government’s 
purely quantitative approach to housing construction 
grew among architects, public housing providers, 
administrators and citizens. There was resistance to 
large-scale housing estates and to living in massive 
high-rise apartment blocks. This was accompanied by 
a change in thinking about housing and about what 
kind of urban design principles should underpin it. 
The housing minister Wim Schut (1968-1971) abol-
ished the subsidy for high-rise and used it for the con-
struction of subsidized private dwellings. 
 Based on a population forecast of 21 million by the 
year 2000, a government policy document of 1966 
(Tweede Nota over de Ruimtelijke Ordening) intro-
duced a new spatial planning concept: clustered 
decentralization. In order to facilitate the growth of 
the big cities, villages and small towns on their periph-
eries were designated as ‘growth centres’.2 Examples 
include Zoetermeer, Spijkenisse, Purmerend, Nieuwe-
gein and Helmond, as well as the Lelystad and Almere 
new towns. It was in these growth areas that the switch 
was made from large-scale, high-rise-dominated 
housing estates to small-scale neighbourhoods of 



2. Ton Alberts, De Eglantier shopping centre in Apeldoorn with extension by AGS Architects (photo by author)
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SIGNIFICANCE OF POST 65 HOUSING ESTATES
Post 65 home zone residential areas were character-
ized by the small scale of the component parts and by 
the diversified streetscape of staggered, varied facades 
and rooftops (fig. 3).8 The layout of new housing devel-
opments was no longer defined by clear, mainly 
orthogonal road structures, and the repetition of 
housing blocks. The first examples of home zone 
estates in the Netherlands were Angelslo and Emmer-
hout in Emmen, both designed by the urban planner 
Niek de Boer. In The Critical Seventies. Architecture and 
Urban Planning in the Netherlands, Aaron Betsky, the 
then director of the Netherlands Architecture Insti-
tute, wrote that the essence of Dutch architecture in 
the 1970s was consensus and community. The home 
zone was in effect a revival of rural tradition in an 
urban context.9 But despite the supposed sociological 
underpinning, the concept was wholly attributable  

der Werf, are typical examples of participation and 
flexibility. Piet Blom’s cube dwellings were inspiring 
owing to their unconventional design. 
 As appreciation for the aesthetic and history of the 
historical city grew, so too did interest in the existing 
built environment. Plans for new residential develop-
ments incorporated existing historical elements and 
spatial structures. For example, in De Geer, in the 
growth centre municipality of Houten, old agricul-
tural buildings, existing greenery and country lanes 
were incorporated in order to reinforce the area’s 
unique character. Such respect for the past was in 
stark contrast to the early post-war housing develop-
ments where the past was usually erased by a layer of 
fill sand.



3. Benno Stegeman, cupola dwellings in Meerzicht in Zoetermeer (photo by author)
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 Yet even today residents continue to hold the neigh-
bourhoods in high regard.12 Equally notable is the 
appreciation among young families, whose parents 
often grew up a cauliflower district or home zone 
estate. A recent survey of the Experimental Housing 
programme of the years 1968-1980 revealed that all 64 
realized projects still exist.13 Most were in reasonable 
to good condition and once again the residents’ regard 
for their dwelling and living environment was often 
high. However, increased car ownership had resulted 
in more of the (semi-)public space being paved than in 
the original plan. Some projects where participation 
had been an important design premise, such the  
Kasbah in Hengelo, The Centraal Wonenproject de 
Wandelmeent in Hilversum and the Vier Vierkanten in 
Alkmaar, still had an active residents’ organization.

FOCUS ON THE FUTURE
Home zone estates continued to be built up until the 
late 1990s in urban developments like Ypenburg and 
Leidschenveen in The Hague, Assendelft-Noord in 

to the designers. According to the social geographer 
Ivan Nio, there were no sociological theories about the 
home zone circulating at that time because there had 
been no direct contact between the human sciences 
the design disciplines since the former’s critique of 
high-rise.10 As such, the home zone was primarily  
the product of the give and take between designer and 
residents.

The concept of the home zone as the basis for neigh-
bourhoods and districts proved extremely successful 
in the Netherlands. Nonetheless the urban planning 
concept’s popularity was short lived. Criticism of the 
‘frumpishness’ of home zone architecture from Carel 
Weeber among others, the 1979 oil crisis and subse-
quent economic crisis, and the revaluation of the city 
and urban culture later in the 1980s, all contributed to 
the demise of the home zone as the guiding design 
principle.11 Subsequent new districts reverted to a 
clear and above all simple hierarchical structure, and 
a clear separation between private and public. 



4. Onix Architecten, veranda dwelling in Almere Buiten (photo François Hendrickx)

B
U

L
L

E
T

IN
 K

N
O

B
 2

0
2

3
  • 4

24

sustainability, climate change and energy transition, 
densification and dwelling typology. The residents’ 
attachment to their neighbourhood should be the 
starting point. An active participation process has the 
potential to produce a constructive and broadly sup-
ported renewal scheme in well-regarded Post 65 dis-
tricts. The De Pas neighbourhood in Winterswijk has 
been experimenting with this in recent years. 
 A new scheme for experimental housing that gives 
residents a say in the layout of both the dwelling and 
the living environment could generate additional sup-
port and greater involvement by residents in the con-
struction and management of future residential dis-
tricts. The results of the experimental housing projects 
of the 1968-1980 period can serve as an inspiring exam-
ple. 

Zaanstad, Kern and Zanen in Alphen aan den Rijn, 
Leidsche Rijn in Utrecht and Oosterheem in Zoeter-
meer. The Veranda Homes in Almere (Onix architects) 
and the Scherf 13 estate in Leidsche Rijn (SeARCH) are 
further testimony to the home zone’s viability as an 
urban planning concept (fig. 4). The aversion of archi-
tects and other professionals to the alleged dowdiness 
and musty ambience of the cauliflower neighbour-
hoods is a thing of the past. The concept’s merits have 
been acknowledged and are providing inspiration in 
the design of new home zone developments. The lay-
out of the (semi-)public space lends itself to resident 
participation. 

In the coming years Post 65 cauliflower districts will 
undergo much needed redevelopment in relation to 
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ring roads around the neighbour-
hoods, www.crow.nl/downloads/pdf/
verkeer-en-vervoer/wegontwerp/
landelijke-data-analyse-verkenning- 
15-km-per-uur.aspx. 

 5 Thanks to the impoverishment of  
public space, the home zones no  
longer function as meeting places  
and that sense of identity has also  
declined over the years.

 6 M. Barzilay, R. Ferwerda and A. Blom, 
Experimentele woningbouw in Neder-
land 1968-1980. 64 gerealiseerde woon-
beloften, Rotterdam 2019.

 7 The following architects were members 
of the working group: Dick Apon, Piet 
Blom, Willem Brinkman, Gerrit Boon, 
Aldo van Eyck, Max Risselada, Wiek 
Röling, Joop van Stigt, Jan Verhoeven, 
Nico Witstok and Carel Weeber.

 8 In 1972 the trade journal Baksteen  
published the plan of the cauliflower 
neighbourhood, mistakenly ascribing 
it to Niek de Boer but, as a recent  
article explains, the plan was in fact  
by the German urban planner Walter 
Schwagenscheidt. https://decorrespon-
dent.nl/11818/de-bloemkoolwijk- 
een-typisch-hollands-feno-
meen-maar-de-bedenker-blijkt- 
een-duitser/1242628132350-a67fcd59.

 9 A. Betsky, ‘The In-Between Years: 

Dutch Architecture in the 1970s’, in:  
M. de Vletter (ed.), The Critical Seven-
ties. Architecture and Urban Planning  
in the Netherlands 1968-1982,  
Rotterdam 2004, 12-15.

 10 I. Nio, ‘Tussen collectiviteit en privacy’, 
DASH. Het woonerf leeft, Rotterdam 
2010, 4-17.

 11 Weeber referred to ‘Kleinschaligheid  
of ook wel Nieuwe Truttigheid  
genoemd’ [‘Small-scale development, 
otherwise known as New Frumpish-
ness’; C. Weeber ‘Geen architectuur 
zonder stedenbouw’, in: H. de Haan 
and I. Haagsma, Wie is er bang voor 
nieuwbouw… Confrontatie met Neder-
landse architecten, Amsterdam 1981, 
227-236 previously published in  
Intermediair 1979. 

 12 www.gebiedsontwikkeling.nu/artikel-
en/onderzoek-een-bloemkoolwijk-is- 
zo-gek-nog-niet/. 

 13 See the survey report Predicaat experi-
mentele woningbouw 1968-1980, by  
M. Barzilay, R. Ferwerda and A. Blom, 
Amersfoort 2018; Barzilay, Ferwerda 
and Blom 2019 (note 6). https://www.
cultureelerfgoed.nl/publicaties/ 
publicaties/2018/01/01/predicaat- 
experimentele-woningbouw-1968-1980.

  NOTEN
 1 At the end of 2022 the Netherlands  

had a little over 8 million dwellings, 
www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/cijfers/ 
detail/82235NEd.  

 2 The need for a ‘spillover policy’ to  
absorb the growth of the big cities  
had already been raised in a 1958  
report about the development of the 
western part of the country (De ont-
wikkeling van het Westen des Lands).  
See also: A. Faludi and A. van der Valk, 
De groeikernen als hoekstenen van de 
Nederlandse planningsdoctrine, Assen/
Maastricht 1990; M. Ubink and T. van 
der Steeg, Bloemkoolwijken: analyse en 
perspectief, Nijmegen 2011; A. Reijn-
dorp, L. Bijlsma and I. Nio, Atlas  
Nieuwe Steden, Haarlem 2012;  
J.E. Abrahamse, Opkomst en ontwikkel-
ing van de bloemkoolwijk. Het ontwerp 
van woonwijken in Nederland en de  
zoektocht naar identiteit, Amersfoort 
2019.

 3 The number of cars skyrocketed from 
522,000 in 1960 to 3.2 million in 1973.

 4 In housing areas constructed in 1975-
1979, an average of 7% of the total road 
length was in home zones, in the peri-
od 1980-1984 that percentage was 10%. 
Since the 1990s it has dropped to 2%. 
Through traffic was catered for with 

A. BlOM MA worked for the Netherlands Cultural Heritage Agency as a specialist in  
post-war urban planning and coordinator of the Verkenning Post 65 project until 1 June 2023.

Could the organically designed ‘cauliflower’ neigh-
bourhoods of the 1970s hold the secret to solving both 
the current housing problem and the need for greater 
social cohesion at the local level? The pressing short-
age of housing and the associated emphasis on quanti-
ty threatens to diminish the quality of the dwellings 
and living environment with something like the mo-
notonous, repetitive block housing that characterized 
the late 1960s. In reaction to those spartan and large-
scale districts, young architects were determined to 
prioritize the human scale. In 1966, with population 
numbers still soaring, a government spatial planning 
policy document introduced the idea of designated 
‘growth centres’: villages and small towns close to the 

THE ‘CAULIFLOWER’ NEIGHBOURHOOD: 
FALSE HOPE OR SOURCE OF INSPIRATION  
ANITA BlOM 

big cities that would absorb the growing population. 
An obvious way of retaining the character of these 
small centres lay in small-scale, low-rise developments. 
And that was exactly what young families were looking 
for. The ‘cauliflower’ street plan, consisting of a succes-
sion of ‘home zones’, was devised especially for these 
growth centres. Pedestrians had priority in the narrow, 
winding streets where there was also scope for chil-
dren to play and neighbours to meet. Staggered front-
ages and a variety of roof shapes made for a lively and 
diverse streetscape. Disdained by professionals, these 
neighbourhoods are often still popular with the resi-
dents. Time perhaps to re-evaluate this housing con-
cept?
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b 1. Hexagons in Amstelpark during the Floriade, 1972 
(Amsterdam City Archives)
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 In the new districts and designated growth centres 
small parks, sports fields, allotments, children’s 
farms, and parks with natural gardens were created. 
Whereas post-war children who had outgrown the 
playground were still able to go adventuring in ditches 
and meadows beyond their neighbourhood, the chil-
dren of the 1970s and ’80s played in newly created 
parks in and around their living area. Foraging along 
ditches and winding streams was a thing of the past as 
a good many of them had been filled in to create addi-
tional hectares of agricultural land or channelized to 
facilitate the drainage of water.
 Children were not alone in being increasingly shut 
out of the countryside. The Ruilverkavelingswet (Land 
Consolidation Act, 1954) paved the way for an increase 
in agricultural productivity in the process of which 
church paths and dirt tracks disappeared. A drastic 
separation of functions was the result. Because recre-
ation, nature and the cultural landscape were under 
pressure, the 1985 Landinrichtingswet (Land Develop-
ment Act) paid special attention to the problem. Terms 
like ‘mixed-use development’ or ‘agriculture with 
ancillary functions’ referred to a new policy in which 
landscape elements like wooded banks and pools with 
wetland vegetation were to be embedded in new devel-
opments.4 But even this new law and the many associ-
ated policy documents failed to put an end to func-
tional separation; economic growth took priority. The 
cultural landscape was turning into an unattractive 
and poorly accessible work landscape. Automobility 
was now a problem both during the week (commuters) 
and at weekends (recreation): the number of fatal traf-
fic accidents skyrocketed and in good weather the 
roads leading to nature reserves were clogged with 
cars.5

 Policymakers compensated recreationists for an 
inaccessible landscape by creating publicly accessible 
recreational areas at a new regional level of scale. 
These car-free green areas were a blend of park and 
landscape. The recreational area also acted as a green 
buffer preventing cities from conglomerating. Quite 
often the catalyst for such projects was provided by the 
sites of former sand quarries serving the construction 
industry. It worked both ways in such cases. The sand 
lake close to the city, preferably accessible by bicycle, 
relieved the pressure on nature conservation areas 
and the roads leading to them. Municipal govern-
ments collaborated on the realization of these types of 

Publications about Post 65 heritage pay relatively little 
attention to landscape architecture. Is that a reflection 
of the role of the discipline in the design commissions 
of the years 1965-1990? Or is it indicative of a blind spot 
on the part of current observers? This article looks at 
the work of garden and landscape architects in the 
Post 65 period, the context in which it came about, and 
how it is evaluated today.

THE POSITION OF THE LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT
Since the 1920s, garden and landscape architects have 
been part of design teams working on the layout of, 
among other things, upmarket residential areas, gar-
den villages, new polders and land consolidation 
schemes. Even so, their contribution was often an 
elaboration, supplement or adjustment of the work of 
rural engineers, urban designers and architects. This 
changed in the 1970s.1 To accommodate the rapid 
growth in industry, infrastructure and housing, an 
integrated approach was needed. Landscape archi-
tects were increasingly given a leading role in the rede-
velopment and expansion of cities and in the design of 
the landscape. Citizens, too, were given a greater say in 
these designs, in which nature, environment and car-
free space for children at play were recurring themes. 
It became apparent that landscape architects pos-
sessed the will, the knowledge and the skills to inte-
grate an ever-expanding programme and the ideas of 
users into the design process. 
 With the population forecast to increase to twenty 
million inhabitants by the year 2000, green space  
in residential areas came to be regarded as a basic 
amenity. Prompted by the Second and Third Spatial 
Planning policy documents (1966 and 1973-1983 
respectively), administrators started looking for ways 
of accommodating it. In the cities planners wanted to 
use urban renewal projects to create room for housing 
with integrated green areas by relocating businesses 
to the urban periphery, cleaning up company grounds 
and demolishing substandard housing.2 Cities and 
villages expanded on a grand scale, building new sub-
urban residential areas that proved so successful that 
middle- and high-income earners increasingly 
deserted the city for a house with garden in green sur-
roundings.3 

LOVED BUT LITTLE KNOWN
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE IN THE PERIOD 1965-1990

NatascHa leNsvelt



2. Michiel den Ruijter, design for the Floriade in Zoetermeer, 1992 (Stadsarchief Zoetermeer)
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eastern outskirts of Amsterdam-Buitenveldert was 
still under the influence of post-war functionalism, 
with a clear main structure of straight paths and aus-
tere concrete bridges.8 A more modern, structuralist 
detail was the cluster of hexagonal flower beds near 
the entrance (fig. 1). The hexagon was a popular geo-
metric form that could be coupled together without 
creating a hierarchy. The home zone, with all its linked 
housing clusters, is a product of this same way of 
thinking. 9

 The Floriade in Amsterdam-Zuidoost, ten years later, 
had a more naturalistic layout with occasional geo-
metric forms like the striking hedge circles. The paths 
were neither straight nor smoothly curved, but gently 
inflected. In the design for Zoetermeer in 1992 circles 
and diagonal lines were boldly superimposed on the 
grid of still visible polder strips (fig. 2). In 1983 Bureau 
B+B had made a similar statement in the Prinsenland 
city park in Rotterdam, where contrasting skewed 
squares were connected by a diagonal avenue.10

 The Floriade was a hotspot of (urban) landscape 
architecture stylistic features. By the same token, 
many civil engineers, ecologists and designers – some 
university trained, others trained at the Boskoop gar-

recreational areas in order to offer higher income 
earners an attractive living environment and so cur-
tail their exodus from the city. Garden and landscape 
architects designed at all levels of scale, from company 
garden to urban design plan and from city park to land 
consolidation schemes. There was no shortage of 
work.

DESIGN
In the cities the large-scale Floriade exhibitions propa-
gated the success of technological progress in the 
countryside. Glasshouse and ornamental plant culti-
vation expanded enormously in the1970s and ’80s, 
even faster than the rest of the economy.6 As a result, a 
lot of time and money could be spent on the design 
and floral decor of the Floriade sites.7 Once again it was 
a win-win situation. The designers created a main 
structure that anticipated the site’s post-Floriade func-
tion: that of city park, like the Amstelpark (Egbert Mos, 
1972) and Gaasperpark (Pieter van Loon, 1982) in 
Amsterdam, or that of residential area, like Rokkeveen 
in Zoetemeer (Michiel den Ruijter, 1992).
 Analysis of the various Floriade sites reveals a stylis-
tic evolution. The design for the 1972 edition on the 



3. Overview of Prinsenpark in the Prinsenland district, Rotterdam; at the top, the artwork Vierkant eiland in de plas by  
Frans de Wit, 1997 (Rotterdam City Archives)



4. Ecokathedraal in Mildam, photo probably taken in the late 
1980s by Louis le Roy (Louis le Roy archive) 
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water and roads, into which buildings, infrastructure 
and other elements could be fitted, even after the com-
pletion.

CONCERN ABOUT NATURE AND THE ENVIRONMENT
Revelations about the consequences of the agricul-
tural use of the insecticide ddT (death of apex preda-
tors like birds of prey), about the pollution of streams 
and rivers, about acid rain and the extinction of ani-
mal species ignited citizen activism. Volunteers were 
instrumental in the success of the Instituut voor 
Natuur beschermingseducatie (Institute for Nature 
Conservancy Education, IvN), and in the 1970s nature 
conservancy organizations proliferated. Books about 
natural gardens and plant communities by the ecolo-
gists Ger Londo, Chris van Leeuwen and Victor West-
hoff were widely read.13 Early twentieth-century plant 
sociology evolved into vegetation science. Ecologists 
and designers incorporated that knowledge into gar-
den and landscape designs by increasingly adapting 
plantings to the local biotope and by using indigenous 
plant materials. The Nijmegen University botanist  
Victor Westhoff argued that society should stop put-
ting human beings above nature and instead regard 
them as part of nature.14

 The artist Louis le Roy shared that conviction. His 
artworks – like the park along Kennedylaan in Heeren-
veen and the Ecokathedraal in Mildam – were created 
over time and with the help of local residents (fig. 4). In 
his 1973 book Natuur uitschakelen, natuur inschakelen, 
Le Roy discussed the environmental problems we are 
still contending with today.15 In the magazine Plan he 
wrote about his ideas and his work in articles aimed at 
fellow professionals (architects, planners and art-
ists).16 Since the 1970s, residents and artists have been 
busy depositing, stacking and planting in dozens of 
gardens and parks across the Netherlands.17 Even 
today many of those nature-rich areas continue to be 
maintained by working groups of residents. 

INADEQUATE APPRECIATION
Parks have become part of the collective conscious-
ness thanks to the major events that have been held 
there. For three days in 1970, for example, the Kra-
lingse Bos played host to the Holland Pop Festival. Ten 
thousand visitors, some stripped to the waist, smoked 
their first joint there while listening to music beside 
the waters of the Kralingse Plas (1936). This was the 
beginning of a tradition of holding pop festivals in city 
parks, such as the Bevrijdingspop in the Haarlemmer-
hout in Haarlem from 1980, and Parkpop in The 
Hague’s Zuiderpark from 1981.18 Parks have also pro-
vided a venue for demonstrations. The largest ever in 
the Netherlands, the anti-nuclear weapons demon-
stration of October 1983, saw 550,000 participants 

den and landscape design school – worked on the 
numerous recreational areas, the planning of the 
Flevopolder and the redevelopment of landscapes  
and nature reserves. They were employed by national 
and local governments, Staatsbosbeheer (state for-
estry service), and private concerns like Grontmij and 
Heidemij. The aforementioned stylistic features were 
also on show in these areas, with the exception of the 
geometric idiom. 
 In De paradijsmethode (2016), Imke van Hellemondt 
described how landscape architects from Wageningen 
and Delft universities, Staatsbosbeheer and a few  
private agencies developed analytical methods and 
concepts that would supposedly produce the best pos-
sible design.11 In her view, this ‘paradise method’ 
proved ineffective.12 It failed to resolve design dilem-
mas with respect to nature or culture and history or 
modernity. But whether it was the result of those dis-
cussions or not, the existing landscape (history, cul-
ture) was more frequently, and to a greater degree than 
in the past, incorporated into the design. Modern 
buildings or infrastructure were now allowed to be 
visible instead of being hidden away in vegetation. The 
main task of landscape design in that time of rapid 
change was to provide a framework of avenues, woods, 



5. Wijktuin Ommoord in Rotterdam, photo Ary Groeneveld 1973 (Rotterdam City Archives)

Beatrixpark (both by Hans Pemmelaar) and Shanghai-
park (artist Hans van Lunteren and others) are not 
mentioned in the report, even though the last had 
been nominated for listed status in 2016 by the very 
same working group.23

 The inventory carried out by the Architectuur Insti-
tuut Rotterdam in 2009 can be digitally added to by the 
city council and citizens.24 Private gardens are not 
evaluated (see the locally listed Teng bungalow), but 
the Ommoord neighbourhood garden (Louis le Roy 
with volunteers) and Wollefoppenpark (Bureau B+B), 
both typical of the Post 65 period, are (fig. 5). The inven-
tory comprises objects and structures up to 1984, so it 
remains to be seen whether the high-profile but later 
altered Museumpark (Yves Brunier and OMA) will end 
up on the register.
 The inventories drawn up by the ‘growth areas’ are 
much more complete. Zoetemeer included gardens, 
streets and public green space.25 Purmerend’s cultur-
al-historical survey took a spatial design approach, 
which saw watercourses, sports fields, allotments and 
courtyard gardens included.26 The city of Almere 
invited both experts and the public to nominate 
objects and gave green areas a fully-fledged position 
within the ‘green-blue’ theme.27 Finally, the green 

spread across the Malieveld and Zuiderpark in The 
Hague. 
 Although green space can count on being well known 
and appreciated by residents, this is not reflected in 
recent inventory reports of Post 65 heritage in the big 
cities. They list many buildings but few gardens, parks 
or other green structures.19 The Hague for example 
selected one hundred objects, not one of which was a 
green area.20 This is remarkable in the city where 
Bureau B+B contributed to a redevelopment plan for 
the city centre (1987) and wrote a public space proposal 
(De kern gezond).21 
 In the Post 65 inventory that the Oud Utrecht work-
ing group conducted for the city of Utrecht, the only 
green area included – as an aside – was the one around 
the former provincial government offices.22 We read, 
not under the heading ‘Architect’ but under ‘Other 
remarks’: ‘Also worthwhile, the garden design by gar-
den architects N. van der Vliet and P.A.M. Buys’. How is 
it possible for garden architect Pieter Buys, with his 
long track record and as founder of today’s MTd prac-
tice, to end up as an afterthought and for his partner 
Bob van der Vliet to be misnamed, while their land-
scaping around that building was crucial to its appear-
ance? Interesting Utrecht parks like Bloeyendael and 



6. A crowded beach beside the Henschotermeer recreational lake in Woudenberg, 1985 (The Utrecht Archives)
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tectural history and landscape architecture together.
 In Nederlandse landschapsarchitectuur (1993), Dirk 
Sijmons distinguished three design strategies.31 The 
first is the focus on the fragment, which spelled the 
end of grand narratives and ideology-driven design. 
This approach, which is particularly prevalent in cit-
ies, might be called postmodern and is in tune with 
West 8 designs, like Schouwburgplein in Rotterdam 
(1993). The imitation dike in the Wollefoppenpark can 
also be seen as a playful fragmentation of reality.
 The second, conservative, strategy is one of fitting in, 
adapting to the context, and historicization. It can be 
found in the reconstructed and historicized gardens 
of the 1970s and ’80s, like Het Loo Palace by J.B. van 
Asbeck and the Havixhorst estate by Buro Hollema. On 
a larger scale we find historicized elements in recre-
ational areas (Het Twiske by Mariska Pemmelaar), in 
attempts to conceal modernity (mega farms, infra-
structure) with vegetation, and perhaps also in stream 
restoration projects. 

structure in Houten, in the province of Utrecht, that 
puts slow traffic in the heart of the city and directs cars 
to the ring road, enjoys national, even international 
fame.28 In the heritage policy drawn up by the Houten 
municipal council in 2023, the central Post 65 bicycle 
and walking paths are incorporated in a park-like set-
ting.29

METHODS
Why is it that green heritage is still often missing from 
these inventories? Is it related to the sectorial approach 
to heritage? Maybe the period in which the compilers 
of those inventories were trained plays a role, namely 
before the emergence of broad, more integrated 
courses like heritage studies and landscape history.30 
Whatever the case, publications by landscape archi-
tects and landscape historians are failing to reach 
architectural historians. One way of increasing appre-
ciation for gardens, parks and landscapes would be  
to bring theory development in landscape and archi-
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for a previously public amenity and plans have been 
presented for the construction of holiday accommoda-
tion and other facilities in the green surroundings. 
Concerned local residents for whom the natural land-
scape and free access were of prime importance cam-
paigned against the plans in 2022.34

 Recreation areas are all too often overlooked in spa-
tial policy. Provincial governments are interested in 
visitor numbers, but cultural-historical and (poten-
tial) natural values are insufficiently appreciated and 
enshrined.35 If the cultural-historical, utility and natu-
ral values of Henschotermeer had been analysed 
before it was sold, it is possible that a future scenario 
closer to the original intentions could have been devel-
oped: in summer a public swimming spot with mini-
mal built facilities, in winter a nature-rich hiking area.
 Right now the Netherlands is facing unprecedented 
demands for space for agriculture, housing, nature 
and the environment. One possible solution is to 
reduce the separation between residential, work and 
recreational landscapes. Parks, neighbourhood green 
space and recreational areas will need to be increas-
ingly deployed to strengthen biodiversity, improve 
water quality and raise the groundwater level.36 These 
functions are relatively easy to integrate provided new 
management measures or redevelopment are pre-
ceded by analysis and evaluation.
 As we have seen, Post 65 garden and landscape archi-
tects bridged the city– countryside divide. They worked 
at all levels of scale from private garden to industrial 
estate and managed to integrate a wide range of func-
tions into a spatially coherent design using their 
unique analysis and design methods. Their substan-
tial and interesting production merits greater atten-
tion in inventory and evaluation studies. To get an 
accurate picture of Post 65 green heritage, the heritage 
world could do worse than to emulate the integrated 
approach of landscape architects. 

 The third strategy identified by Sijmons is the previ-
ously mentioned framework concept in which high- 
and low-dynamic functions can be accommodated. A 
well-known example is Plan Ooievaar, a vision for the 
re-development of rivers. One of the first projects car-
ried out was the Blauwe Kamer near Rhenen where the 
summer dike was cut to allow a dynamic nature area to 
spring up along the bank.
 Sijmon’s trio of strategies can help us to categorize 
and evaluate the large number of multiform projects. 
In addition to these strategies and the previously men-
tioned stylistic features, it is possible to distinguish 
societal and cultural-historical values. Recurrent Post 
65 themes are ecology, environment, emancipation, 
freedom, mass culture and prosperity. The description 
of those themes in relation to green heritage can serve 
to call attention to lesser-known types of landscape 
such as bicycle networks in nature areas or redevel-
oped landfill sites.32

CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT
Evaluation of green areas prior to redevelopment is not 
yet standard practice. Take the Henschotermeer recre-
ational area near Woudenberg. It was laid out in the 
late 1930s beside a lake created by sand mining opera-
tions serving the line of defensive works. After World 
War II the area was transformed into a (summer) recre-
ation destination, and in 1972, owing to the large num-
bers of visitors, the lake was significantly enlarged by 
Heidemij and the park was redesigned.33 The new 
design – the maker’s name is unknown – strengthened 
the existing qualities, creating the impression of a 
lovely lake in the woods. Visitors walked, swam or sim-
ply relaxed there and felt in tune with nature (fig. 6). 
Originally, the government had leased the lake from 
Den Treek estate via Recreatie Midden-Nederland, 
which also ran the facilities. But in 2018 Henschoter-
meer was privatized, and a fence was erected around 
the park. Since then an entrance fee has been charged 

effects of the policy documents, see  
F. Bruinsma and E. Koomen, Ruimtelijke 
ordening in Nederland, syllabus Vrije 
Universiteit Amsterdam 2018. 

 4 Nota Landelijke Gebieden 1977 (note 3).
 5 The high point was reached in 1972 and 

1973 with over 3,000 road deaths per 
year. sWOv factsheet, Verkeersdoden in 
Nederland, The Hague 2023.

 6 C. van Bruchem (ed.), Agrarische struc-
tuur, trends en beleid. Ontwikkelingen  
in Nederland vanaf 1950, Wageningen, 
Report 2008/060. 

 7 The public wasn’t just interested in  
horticulture but also in design. Design-
ing one’s own garden became a hobby, 
stimulated by illustrated magazines 
and books, and by garden tours by car 

or coach to England and elsewhere. 
This heralded the rise of the garden 
centre as the link between nursery and 
consumer. 

 8 H. Lörzing, Van Bosplan tot Floriade. 
Nederlandse park- en landschaps-
ontwerpen in de twintigste eeuw,  
Rotterdam 1992, 44.

 9 A.M. Backer (ed.), De natuur bezworen, 
Rotterdam 1998. Also consider the 
structuralist architecture of Herman 
Hertzberger.

 10 The design was later amended; one 
square was omitted. Design drawings  
in R. Dettingmeijer, Het Nieuwe Stads-
park. Opvallende vormen en pakkende 
scenario’s, Rotterdam 1991, 105.

 11 I. van Hellemondt, self-published  

  NOTEN
 1 R. de Visser, Een halve eeuw landschaps-

bouw. Het landschap van de landinricht-
ing, Wageningen 1997, 61-66.

 2 Municipal councils were reimbursed  
for the costs via the ‘Interim Saldo-
regeling’. E. van Es and L. Voerman, 
Stadsvernieuwing in Stroomversnelling. 
Inventarisatie stadsvernieuwingsplannen 
Interim Saldo Regeling 1977-1985, 
Amersfoort 2018, 14.

 3 Tweede Nota over de Ruimtelijke  
Ordening (1965); the Derde Nota over  
de Ruimtelijke Ordening was published 
in three parts: Oriënteringsnota (1973), 
Verstedelijkingsnota (1977) and Nota 
Landelijke Gebieden (1977). For a  
succinct summary of the contents and 
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 19 Amsterdam has yet to publish a list,  
but it evidently gathers information  
on the period given that it has granted 
listed status to Gouden Leeuw and 
Groenhoven, two Bijlmermeer apart-
ment towers from 1973-1975 along with 
the surrounding park, www.Post 65.nl/
woontorens-bijlmer-monument,  
accessed 23 May 2023; and Cultuur-
historische verkenning Gaasperplaspark, 
2016.

 20 J. van Hoogdalem and B. Koopmans, 
Post 65 architectuur in Den Haag 1965-
1995, The Hague 2019.

 21 B+B, which was founded in 1977 by  
Ank Bleeker and Riek Bakker, who had 
both started out at stedenbouwkundig 
bureau Zandvoort, brought forth doz-
ens of well-known landscape architects; 
M. Steenhuis, Bureau B+B. Stedebouw  
en landschapsarchitectuur, Rotterdam 
2010. 

 22 B. Poortman et al., Post 65 Selectie en 
waardestelling van jong erfgoed. Een  
inventarisatie, July 2021.

 23 www.oud-utrecht.nl/46-erfgoed/
actueel/407-sjanghaipark-2, accessed  
4 August 2023.

 24 www.wakelet.com/@Post 65010,  
accessed 30 May 2023.

 25 Neighbourhood exhibitions ‘De gave 
stad’, 2001-2003. 

 26 International New Town Institute,  
Cultuurhistorische Verkenning van de 
naoorlogse uitbreidingswijken van  
Purmerend, Rotterdam 2021.

 27 It would be interesting to analyse  
the evaluation differences between  
experts and laypersons.

 28 R. Derks, Het Groen omarmd, Wagenin-
gen 2013; M. Steenhuis, Jan Kalff.  
Landschapsarchitect in de naoorlogse 
stedenbouw, Wageningen 2004.

 29 R. de Kok and H. Masselink-Duits,  
De Houtense historie meer beleefbaar 
maken, Houten 2022. 

 30 It is beyond the scope of this article  
to discuss a range of potential factors 
like ‘plant-blindness’ (an idea floated  
by J. Wandersee and E. Schussler in 
1998) or our current focus on cost- 
effectiveness.

 31 D. Sijmons, ‘Pages Paysages Hollan-
daises’, in: G. Smienk (ed.), Nederlandse 
landschapsarchitectuur. Tussen traditie 
en experiment, Amsterdam 1993, 55-65.

 32 A bottom-up approach to link values  
or themes from the Post 65 period to 
the landscape architecture of that 
period; a variation of Erik de Jong’s  
recognition of seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century ideas in contemporary 
garden designs in Natuur en kunst  
(Amsterdam 1995).

 33 Most of Heidemij’s post-1950 project 
dossiers have been destroyed, according 
to K. Peeneman in Heidemij. Gids voor 
de archieven, Gelders 0915.1. The 
Utrechts Archief contains correspon-
dence, budgets and a few technical 
drawings, no.1820-7.

 34  www.rtvutrecht.nl/nieuws/3341178/
demonstranten-willen-toekomst- 
henschotermeer-terug-op-de-poli-
tieke-agenda, accessed 4 August 2023.

 35 Research into the historical and current 
role of the Recreational Amenities 
boards could yield useful information 
for a vision of the future for recreational 
areas.

 36 In the city, functional overlap is 
achieved by opening cemeteries and 
allotment complexes to walkers, and  
by allowing urban farming in parks.

version of her PhD thesis De paradijs-
methode. Opvattingen over de moder-
nisering van het landschap in de Neder-
landse landschapsarchitectuur 
(1960-1980), 2016.

 12 Nevertheless, the ‘layer-based approach’ 
is used today in design education and 
landscape research, landscape bio-
graphy being the most recent product. 
The layer-based approach distinguishes 
at least three aspects of the landscape: 
abiotic (such as soil and water), biotic 
(plants and animals) and anthropogen-
ic (human). 

 13 V. Westhoff and H. den Held, Planten-
gemeenschappen in Nederland, Zutphen 
1969; V. Westhoff and C. van Leeuwen, 
Wilde Planten, Duinen en zilte gronden 
(deel 1), 1970, Lage land (deel 2), 1972,  
De hogere gronden (deel 3) (1973);  
G. Londo, Natuurtuinen en parken.  
Aanleg en onderhoud, Zutphen 1977.  
Wilde Planten is said to have sold over 
100,000 copies. 

 14 V. Westhoff, Selectie uit het werk van 
Victor Westhoff, Utrecht 2018.

 15 L. le Roy, Natuur uitschakelen, natuur 
inschakelen, Deventer 1973.

 16 L. le Roy in Plan. Onafhankelijk maand-
blad voor ontwerp en omgeving, 8 (1977) 
1, 17-53, 12 (1981) 10, 41-47; 14 (1983) 7-8, 
11-14.

 17 Artists were regularly involved as gar-
den designers in this period, especially 
in natural gardens like Shanghaipark  
in Utrecht. The same is true of projects 
that tend towards land art, like Krijn 
Giezen’s Franeker Bos; Lörzing 1992 
(note 8).

 18 The number of events together with 
everyday use continues to increase,  
resulting in soil compaction and thus 
damage to parks.

N. lENsvElT MA BsC works as a Gardens and parks advisor at the Cultural Heritage  
Agency. She studied Garden and Landscape Architecture and Modern Literature.

Post 65 garden and landscape architects bridged the 
town and country divide. They worked at various levels 
of scale and for all kinds of users: from private garden 
to industrial area and from urban design scheme to 
land consolidation. Using their analysis and design 
methods they succeeded in accommodating a wide 
range of functions in a spatially coherent design. De-
spite the extent and appeal of their production, current 
knowledge and appreciation of Post 65 green heritage 
lags behind that of the architectural heritage. This is 

LOVED BUT LITTLE KNOWN 
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE IN THE PERIOD 1965-1990  
NATAsCHA lENsvElT 

evident from redevelopment plans for green areas and 
from recently delivered big-city inventory reports from 
which this type of heritage is largely absent. Knowl-
edge of theory development in landscape architecture, 
landscape history and architectural history can help to 
generate greater appreciation for Post 65 green space. 
After all, Post 65 green heritage is not just of interest 
from a cultural-historical perspective. It can also con-
tribute to the improvement of nature and the environ-
ment in a way that is in keeping with Post 65 ideas.



m 1. Henk Thieme and Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis  
with their dog Bobbie in Delft, 1992 (private Thieme family 
collection)
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years later, the oeuvre of Henk and his professional 
and life partner Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis is 
gradually being erased. The town hall in Haren has 
been pulled down and the Nij Ylostins residential cen-
tre in IJlst is threatened with demolition. The rural 
library in the province of Groningen is barely recog-
nizable since its renovation, and the raw concrete of 

‘You … need to remember that buildings will form  
people’s surroundings for a very long time,’ wrote the 
architect Henk Thieme in 1984.1 Today, almost forty 

DESIGNING SOCIAL INTERACTION
THE ARCHITECTURAL COUPLE HENK THIEME 
AND BRITA THIEME-DOMELA NIEUWENHUIS

saNNe tilleMa
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are you doing now?), nothing has been written about 
the work of Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis. This 
article attempts to redress that neglect. I introduce 
them in the order in which they presented themselves: 
Thieme – Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis architecten. 
This article documents part of the couple’s body of 
work for the first time. The research is based on a list of 
projects, literature review and archival research, and 
conversations with the couple’s children and with 
their most important former assistants.

The first part of this article introduces the couple and 
the practice. It focuses in particular on the collabora-
tion between the two designers, because the precise 
division of tasks between architectural couples is not 
always clear. Henk and Brita were professionally active 
for half a century, largely during the Post 65 period, 
with the result that a number of developments and 
themes typical of that period are reflected in their 
work. This is not the place for a detailed portrait of this 
period or for a description of their oeuvre as a whole. 
Instead, I focus on a few highlights of the Thieme – 
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis architecten oeuvre, 
presenting six case studies divided into two themes. 
There is also a brief discussion of the relation between 
societal developments and architecture. The first 
theme is a building type, namely the office. It under-
went a substantial evolution in this period and that 
also finds expression in the couple’s work. The second 
theme is a phenomenon that grew in importance in 
the Post 65 period: intensive collaboration with other 
designers. In the 1970s and ’80s, Henk and Brita 
entered into several collaborations with colleagues. 
The benefits of such teamwork are described with ref-
erence to some of the results of these collaborations.

THE ARCHITECTURAL COUPLE
Henk Thieme was born in 1925 in Bussum. He studied 
architecture at the technical school in Amsterdam 
and then at the Institute of Technology (TH) in Delft. 
He gained practical experience in the office of the 
architect J.A. Lucas (1917-2005) in Voorburg, subse-
quently graduating under the supervision of Professor 
J.H. van den Broek (1989-1978) in 1957. During his stud-
ies Henk lived in lodgings on the Oude Delft and was a 
member of the Sint Jansburg Delft Student Corps. It 
was thanks to joint gatherings with other student 
corps that he met architecture student Brita.5 Brita 
Domela Nieuwenhuis Nijegaard was born in 1929 in 
Groningen.6 After finishing high school she wanted to 
study architecture, but her mother insisted that she 
should work for one year. If at the end of that year she 
still wanted to go to Delft, that was fine by her mother, 
even though many people advised against it.7 In 1947, 
after a year as a home help in Sweden, she enrolled in 

the Havenschap office in Delfzijl has lost much of its 
power thanks to over-zealous painting. The treatment 
of the buildings designed by Henk Thieme and Brita 
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis is common to a lot of 
architecture from the Post 65 period. There’s a saying 
in aesthetic control circles that ‘Quality often only 
becomes apparent when it is no longer there or, con-
versely, when it is decidedly different.’2 This article 
aims to describe the merits of Henk and Brita’s body of 
work in order prevent yet more of their buildings from 
being compromised or, worse still, from disappearing. 

Much has already been written about architecture in 
the Netherlands from the period 1965-1990. However, 
most of those publications focus on the Randstad 
urban region and the design practices based there. 
One exception is Architect Jan Sterenberg and het wonen 
in de jaren ’70 (2021), in which Michiel Kruidenier 
describes one of the biggest architectural practices in 
the post-war Netherlands. It was based in Ter Apel in 
the northernmost province of Groningen. The two 
best-known architects from the northern Netherlands 
have been the subject of monographs, namely Gunnar 
Daan, architect (1995) by Bernard Colenbrander and 
Abe Bonnema, architect (1998) by Marijke Martin. The 
only publication about Cor Kalfsbeek is the dAAd 
Cahier Een zitkuil voor het dorp; Een toekomst voor de 
jaren ’70 architectuur van Cor Kalfsbeek (2016). A recent 
publication, Bruut, Atlas van het brutalisme in Neder-
land (2023) features a hundred examples of brutalist 
buildings, only six of which are from the three north-
ern provinces.3

  Still less has been published on women architects 
from the northern Netherlands in the Post 65 period, 
even though as Erica Smeets-Klokgieters has shown in 
her groundbreaking doctoral thesis ‘Hulde aan onze 
kranige architecte!’ (2022), the number of practising 
women architects had already increased dramatically 
before 1945. In the monograph on Cor Kalfsbeek, the 
role of his wife, interior architect Sibylle Kalfsbeek, 
received little attention. More recently, several women 
received long overdue acknowledgement of their place 
in the history of Dutch architecture in Vrouwen in 
architectuur (2023). Present-day women designers are 
brought to public attention in the Mevr. De Architect 
column of the online magazine A.Zine.4

 The architectural couple Hendrikus Pieter Thieme 
(1926-2020) and Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis 
Nijegaard (1929-1995) were active from the 1950s to the 
turn of the century (fig. 1). From their office in Gronin-
gen and their home in Glimmen they collaborated on 
over two hundred designs for new buildings, renova-
tions and restorations. To date, with the exception of a 
1982 thesis, Vrouwen in de (stede)bouw wat doen jullie 
nou? (Women in architecture and urban design what 



2. Thieme – Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis architecten, own house in Glimmen (1964), exterior (private Thieme family collection)
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self-designed house on Nieuwe Kampsteeg in the vil-
lage of Glimmen, built by the local building contrac-
tor, Groeneveld (figs. 2 and 3).10 The two-storey dwell-
ing is rectangular in plan and built of brick, with one 
entirely glazed facade to maximize solar access and 
views over the landscape. The very shallow-pitched 
roof, a recurrent feature in Henk and Brita’s designs, 
was in this instance the product of compromise. They 
had originally wanted a copper roofing, but the associ-
ated roof shape with low gutter was not permitted by 
the zoning plan. The elevations and internal walls of 
fair-face brickwork, the dark-stained timber floor-
boards and the elements in fair-face concrete – all of 
which they would go on to use in other designs – lend 
the building a Scandinavian appearance. The house 
has an open plan, with all the living spaces oriented 
towards the landscape. From the dining room there is 
an unimpeded view into the sunken living room, the 
play area, the kitchen and the garden. Similar open 
plan arrangements crop up in other dwelling designs.11 

the architecture course at the TH in Delft. She had 
lodgings on the Korte Geer in Delft and was a member 
of the Women’s Student Corps. Brita gained her practi-
cal experience with the architectural practice of E. van 
Linge (1895-1964) in Groningen and with Thunissen 
and Kranendonk in The Hague. In 1954 she passed her 
bachelor’s exams and called a temporary halt to her 
studies.8 
 Henk and Brita married in 1954 and went to live in a 
villa on Jan Thijssenweg in Rijswijk, just south of The 
Hague. The first of their six children was born there. 
Even before they had graduated, they worked together 
on housing designs for Leidschendam. Their first proj-
ect was signed only by Henk, but from the third design 
onwards both Henk and Brita the drawings bore both 
their names as the responsible architects. In 1959 the 
couple relocated to Groningen where they lived with 
relatives on Pelsterstraat in the city centre. Their office 
was located on the upper floor of the house.9

 In 1964 Henk and Brita moved again, this time into a 



3. Own house Glimmen, interior (private Thieme family collection)

4. Own house in Glimmen, bedroom and study with drawing table in front of window (private Thieme family collection)
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studies in Delft. She worked on her graduation project 
at the drawing table in the bedroom-cum-study (fig. 
4).19 Henceforth she was able to cite her engineering 
degree on all blueprints, just as Henk had been doing 
for years. 

THE WORK
The Thieme and Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis prac-
tice’s body of work comprises over two hundred  
projects designed between 1954 and 2003. There is a 
preponderance of new-build projects, in particular 
dwellings, offices and schools. Added to these are con-
versions and extensions of existing buildings and a 
few restorations and renovations. Most of the commis-
sions came from within their own network: family, 
acquaintances, fellow architects and builders. The 
houses were often for private clients from the area 
around Groningen and Glimmen; some clients 
returned more than once for follow-up designs. Among 
the big clients for whom the practice worked on a regu-
lar basis were the Rijksgebouwendienst (Government 
Buildings Agency) and the PTT (Post and Telegraph 
Office).20

 In addition to their work as architects Brita was 
active in local politics and Henk in education. From 
1978, Brita represented the PvdA (Labour Party) on the 
Haren municipal council. Between 1988 and 1994 she 
was an alderman whose portfolio included Welfare 
and Housing. She entered politics because as an archi-
tect she had little influence over matters like zoning 
plans and urban development even though they played 
a pivotal role in her work; ‘after a while I wanted some 
say over that as well’.21 For a short while she also taught 
mathematics at a girls’ secondary school, sat on the 
board of the Stichting Vrouwen Overleg Ruimtelijke 
Ordening en Volkshuisvesting (vOROv, a women’s net-
work on spatial planning and housing) and was a 
member of the Rooie Vrouwen, a feminist group within 
the PvdA.
 Whereas Brita was keen to improve the guidelines 
within which she worked as an architect, Henk focused 
on the discipline itself and their fellow designers. In 
the 1960s and ’70s he taught building materials sci-
ence at the higher technical school in Groningen. At 
the Groningen Academy of Architecture he taught 
structural design, among other subjects. He was also 
active in both local and national organizations for 
architecture and architects (Groninger Vereniging tot 
Bevordering der Bouwkunst, vBB, and the Bond van 
Nederlandse Architecten, BNA). In the early 1980s he 
was chairman of the Groningen branch of the BNA 
(Royal Institute of Dutch Architects). He was also a 
member of the Groningen Rotary Club, which netted 
the practice a number of commissions. Finally, both 
Henk and Brita served for a short time on a design 
review committee.22

Brita said of their designs: ‘a building must be placed 
logically, naturally and functionallyin its surround-
ings. The building services, pipes etc. must be organi-
cally distributed within it. (“Like arteries, muscles etc. 
in the body.”) A building should also look robust, not 
hastily “knocked together”. The layout of the internal 
space must likewise be logical and clear.’12

THE COLLABORATION
In the early years Henk and Brita worked alone, but 
later they took on assistants in the form of a draughts-
man, works supervisor and interior designer. It was 
not their intention to become a large practice and 
there were never more than four employees at any  
one time, sporadically supplemented by a trainee. The 
longest-serving assistants were Hans Groenewold 
(1970-1987) and Ch’ing Sze Liem (1973-1986).13 There 
was no fixed division of tasks between Henk and Brita. 
Instead they took turns with the elaboration of the 
drawings, the specifications and the budget, and with 
the contacts with contractors. Final responsibility was 
always shared.14 This even-handed collaborative prac-
tice was also reflected in how the office telephone was 
answered: ‘Thieme – Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis 
architecten’; quite a mouthful, but both names were 
always cited.15 
 Drawings, too, were consistently signed by both 
Henk and Brita and there is no initialling, by them or 
by assistants. This makes it difficult to determine the 
author of individual designs. There was no competi-
tion between them, nor any need to propagate their 
own architectural views. They did have personal pref-
erences, for example for certain types of commission. 
Restorations and renovations were carried out by 
Brita, who was interested in finding solutions for exist-
ing structures and who had an affinity with older 
buildings. In her designs she focused on providing 
good and practical floor plans with particular atten-
tion to light penetration. Henk had a clear preference 
for new-build projects and gravitated more towards 
aesthetics and design. He did not like ornamentation 
and preferred bright, hard colours, especially blue, 
and local materials like red Groningen brick.16 
 Just because their in-house collaboration was on an 
equal footing did not mean the architects were viewed 
as equals by the outside world. In 1982 Brita was inter-
viewed about her experience working as a female civil 
engineer. She stated that as a woman architect she was 
constantly having to prove herself. Clients evidently 
assumed that she did no more ‘than … choose the 
colour of the curtains and suchlike’.17 On building 
sites she was sometimes asked when the architect 
would arrive. To which she replied: ‘the architect is 
standing in front of you!’.18 In 1974 Brita took a year  
out from the practice to complete her architectural 



5. Central Rural Library in Groningen 
(1965), book repository shortly  

after the opening (Jaarverslag 1965 
Centrale Plattelandsbibliotheek voor  

de provincie Groningen,  
Groningen 1965, 4)
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element was the storeroom for some 120,000 books; it 
was flanked on three sides by the dispatch area, offices 
and spaces where books could be repaired. The design 
was based on the distance between the storeroom 
book racks. This produced a fixed grid of five by five 
metres, which dictated the dimensions of the steel 
structure. The external walls consisted of dark pine-
wood elements and panels of toughened glass. Visible 
in the interior were timber-framed glazed partitions, 
walls of fair-face brickwork and pine-panelled ceil-
ings.26 The design, together with the materials used, 
lent the library a Scandinavian appearance. 
 Thanks to its modest height, the building was on a 
human scale. The low, box-shaped volume, the ratio-
nal layout and the transparent shell are typical of mod-
ernist office buildings in the early Post 65 period. The 
rural library was a huge success, and the collection of 
books grew significantly in a short space of time. In 
1974, a mere seven years after the opening, the build-
ing was already too small and was consequently sold.27 

HAVENSCHAP OFFICE, DELFZIJL (1974)
One of the most striking buildings in Henk and Brita’s 
oeuvre is the brutalist office building they designed in 
1974 for the Delfzijl Port Authority (fig. 6).28 It is one of 
the few projects that Brita is known to have regarded 
as her own design.29 In 1972-1974 Henk and Brita 
worked on a new high-profile office building to house 
the port authority’s senior management, administra-
tion and civil engineering department. During the 
1960s and ’70s the port authority developed new indus-
trial and dock areas along the estuary of the River 
Eems. As a result the company was a catalyst for the 
growth of Delfzijl. The small fortified town underwent 
a huge development in this period and grew exponen-
tially.

OFFICES
After housing, the practice’s most common design 
commissions were for office buildings. The clients 
reflected various societal developments in the Post 65 
period. There were new types of organizations, such as 
rural libraries, that required a specific kind of build-
ing. And there were existing organizations that were in 
need of new offices that met the changing demands of 
the time, such as the registry office of the provincial 
government or the social services department of the 
municipality of Groningen. Finally there were organi-
zations that were expanding rapidly, like the Haven-
schap (port authority) in Delfzijl with the construction 
of the Eemshaven, or experiencing sweeping changes, 
like the NAsK insurance company with its introduc-
tion of computers. These developments translated 
into a great many new office buildings. The three case 
studies, which are high points in the oeuvre of Thieme 
– Thieme Domela Nieuwenhuis architecten, also 
showcase several developments in Post 65 architec-
ture. 

CENTRAL RURAL LIBRARY, GRONINGEN (1964-1965)
One early design is the Central Rural Library in Gro-
ningen (fig. 5).23 The concept of the rural library arose 
from the ‘travelling libraries’ in the form of boxes of 
books that were sent out to smaller, more remote 
places that did not have a library. In the 1960s the orga-
nization was centralized, leading to the construction 
of storehouses from which the books were dispatched. 
The library bus service also started in this period.24

 The Central Rural Library was built on the outskirts 
of the city, on Laan Corpus den Hoorn. It was officially 
opened by the minister of culture, who praised its 
‘simple, but highly functional design’.25 The central 



6. Havenschap Delfzijl office building in Delfzijl (1974), photo 1983 (photo M.A. Douma, Groninger Archieven)
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the few examples of compelling brutalist architecture 
in the province of Groningen. Thanks to the sculptural 
use of the concrete structural skeleton, the building 
makes a grand gesture, typical of office architecture of 
the 1970s.

DISTRICT OFFICE OF THE NATIONAL POLICE,  
GRONINGEN (1987)
The architectural practice acquired national fame 
with the design of the district office for the national 
police in Groningen when it featured in the very first 
Architecture in the Netherlands yearbook (fig. 7).32 In 
1980-1981 Henk, Brita and Hans Groenewold designed 
the new offices for the Rijksgebouwendienst, the gov-
ernment buildings agency for whom they had done 
other work, including designing staff living quarters at 
the Veenhuizen penitentiary.33 
 The building, which was completed in 1987, was 
located in a new office park on the city outskirts, less 

 The office was built on Noordersingel, between the 
port, the new shopping centre and the railway line. 
Both the function and the surroundings informed the 
design, which according to Brita meant ‘that the out-
come could be none other than a square, distinctive 
block’.30 This in turn determined the material, namely 
fair-face concrete. The client specifically requested a 
sheltered position and adequate parking spaces. The 
latter was resolved by raising the building above the 
ground, allowing space beneath for parking. The 
building’s footprint was a ten by ten metre square 
based on a structural grid of 4.8 metres. A central core 
contained stairs, circulation space and wet services. 
The offices were arranged around this core on the 
upper floors.31 On the outside, continuous balconies 
with concrete balustrades provided the requested buf-
fer against noise and wind, while also doubling as an 
emergency escape route.
 The Port Authority office can today be seen as one of 



7. District Police Office in Groningen (1987) (photo Siem van ’t Zet, Groninger Archieven)
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tional design: ‘The reflecting walls accentuate the 
slight weight of the construction and call up associa-
tions with the technical aspects of the police force. 
The low height of the building and the horizontal 
articulation temper a possible expression of power’, 
according to the Yearbook.36 The design review com-
mittee considered it a model plan: ‘Clear symmetrical 
layout; reflection of surrounding colours makes it 
both contrasting and harmonious; varied in appear-
ance: interesting structural design; a rarity.’37

COLLABORATING ARCHITECTS
Henk and Brita’s small architectural practice entered 
into various collaborations, often with regional prac-
tices. Increasingly complex building commissions 
called for collaboration between specialized design-
ers. By the same token, collaboration offered relatively 
small practices the opportunity to work on major com-
missions, and also resulted in a greater variation  
in formal idiom. For clients it was an affordable means 

than a kilometre from the Rural Library. The parcel of 
waterlogged peatland – ‘onland’ or waste land – was a 
major determinant of the construction and the archi-
tecture. Henk commented: ‘I wanted the building to 
break free from the Onland. It should alight like a 
bird.’34 The building was placed on angled pilotis 
above the water and could only be accessed via a sin-
gle, central flight of stairs. This had the dual advantage 
of saving on the cost of site preparation and consider-
ably simplifying security. Because of the waterlogged 
substratum the steel structure was made as light as 
possible and the elevations were clad with stainless 
steel, a material the couple had seen used in this way 
during a trip to Sweden. The floor plan is an optimized 
version of the classic cellular office, with offices open-
ing onto long corridors. In addition to offices the 
building contained prison cells, interview rooms and 
ammunition store. There was a firing range on the 
upper floor rendered soundproof by a box-in-a-box 
construction.35 The building was lauded for its excep-



8. Nij Ylostins residential care home in IJlst (1972), site plan (municipality of Sudwest-Fryslân)

the survey the aforementioned design team was 
selected because together they had ample experience 
and the right expertise for this groundbreaking com-
mission.40 The complex consists of 59 residential units 
grouped along publicly accessible, covered ‘internal 
streets’. Various amenities were incorporated into the 
residential centre, including a Groene Kruis centre, a 
library and a recreation room where contact between 
residents and locals was encouraged. To keep the cost 
of constructing this new living arrangement afford-
able, the designers opted for a limited number of spans 
and modular repetition. Varying the positioning of the 
modules enabled them to avoid the monotony associ-
ated with system construction. They also strove to 
create a varied spatial profile, a dynamic basic form 
and individually recognizable dwellings. The design 
was designated ‘Experimental Housing’ because it 
was largely open to the public and was intended for 
both the elderly and small families. This integration of 
target groups and functions was not standard practice 
in the 1970s; indeed, it was only made legally possible 
by the designation.41 The residential centre was a huge 
success. In the end there was no mixing of target 
groups because the demand from elderly people in  
the area was so great. In 1974 an architecture critic 

of tapping into the combined knowledge and experi-
ence of several experts. Such collaborations are in ter-
esting for research into Post 65 architecture, because 
they bring to light a wider range of designers and reveal 
the connections between architects. The projects 
described below represent the most significant prod-
ucts of Henk and Brita’s collaboration with other 
architects. In addition, in 1983 they were for a short 
while part of the Plan 3’82 combination along with the 
Groningen architectural practices Algera & v.d. Broek, 
and Olsmeyer, De Graaf.38

NIJ YLOSTINS, IJLST (1972)
For the construction of a new ‘residential centre’ in the 
Friesian town of IJlst, the Thiemes collaborated with 
the architectural and engineering practices of Nijen-
huis & Ebbinge, Timmer, and Van Manen & Zwart, 
assisted by project architect E. B. Haag.39 In 1969-1972, 
at the behest of the Stichting Bejaardenzorg IJlst en 
omstreken, the group worked on the design of Nij 
Ylostins (fig. 8). The complex is typical of the approach 
to housing the elderly in the 1970s. It began with a 
needs survey among local residents, regarded as the 
best means of getting people involved in building 
plans and much used during that decade. Following 



9. Haren Town Hall (1973-1975), void with stairs beside pedestrian route through the building, photo from 2007  
(photo Kris Roderburg, Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed)

tekten- en ingenieursbureaus Nijenhuis en partners, 
Timmer, ir. Thieme b.v. Team voor ruimtelijke vorm-
geving BNA’. In 1970-1971, working out of a temporary 
office on Raadhuisplein in Haren, Harm and Henk 
(Thieme) designed a new town hall for Haren (fig. 9).44 
The town council’s decision to commission a team of 
architects was motivated by a preference for reliable 
local designers following the recent withdrawal of the 
commission awarded to an Amsterdam architect. 
Added to which, ‘some six architects would be provid-
ing their expertise, while the fee would be no higher 
than for a single architect’.45 

wrote of Nij Ylostins: ‘Everything here is so confident, 
so genuine and so normal that criticism of details 
degenerates into nitpicking.’42 While the collaboration 
between Nijenhuis & Ebbinge, Timmer, Van Manen & 
Zwart and Thieme remained a one-off, the housing 
concept was emulated in several towns.43 

TOWN HALL, HAREN (1973-1975)
In the 1970s Henk embarked on a collaborative ven-
ture with architect Harm Nijenhuis (1926-1987) from 
Gieten and architect Henk Timmer (1913-1975) from 
Winschoten under the name ‘Samenwerkende archi-



10. Bekemaheerd housing estate in the Groningen district of Beijum (1980) in 1985 (photo K.A. Gaasendam, Groninger Archieven)
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liflower’-plan district. In order to satisfy the wishes of 
future residents as much as possible, the designers 
created a wealth of differentiation in street pattern 
and architecture as well as in the typology and price of 
dwellings. Also typical of this period was the depar-
ture from the prevailing zoning plan, widely regarded 
as too rigid. Urban design supervisor Coen Bekink 
(1922-1996) divided the plan area into thirteen sub-
plans or ‘sectors’ that were then elaborated by differ-
ent regional architectural firms.49 Between 1976 and 
1981 Thieme – Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis designed 
a gymnasium in Beijum I and two primary schools 
with community centres in sectors v and vII. For  
Beijum III they designed a total of 147 dwellings  
(fig. 10).50 The urban design plan for this sector was 
drawn up by the municipal town planner, the Bekink 
architectural practice, and Henk and Brita’s practice. 
Both practices subsequently designed housing 
schemes within this spatial framework. On Bekema-
heerd and Kremersheerd streets, Henk and Brita each 
designed their own dwelling type: Brita back-to-back 
houses and Henk staggered housing. Brita’s houses 
have a distinctive roof shape combining flat and 
pitched sections. It appears in other designs by their 
practice, in both housing and schools. Henk’s houses 
have a staggered configuration that maximizes the 

 Achieving a sense of community and a human scale 
were all-important in the design; ‘we tried to accom-
modate and give shape to the added dimension and 
social interaction’.46 The building was located in the 
middle of the village and incorporated a pedestrian 
route that allowed for spontaneous encounters 
between residents and council officials. It was made 
up of office modules the dimensions of which were 
based on desk size. The exposed, modular concrete 
frame was infilled with brickwork. The partition walls 
were relocatable in order to maximize the flexibility of 
the internal layout. The possibility of a later extension 
was also explicitly taken into account.47 After this proj-
ect, the three architects collaborated on housing proj-
ects in Zuidlaren and Steenwijk. There the collabora-
tion ended, probably due to incompatible personalities. 
The Haren town hall was not destined for a long life 
either. A mere 36 years after the opening the building 
was demolished because the political will to invest in 
its renovation and extension was lacking.48 Brita had 
worked in the building for sixteen years as councillor 
and alderman.

BEIJUM VLEK III, GRONINGEN (1980)
Built in the 1970s on grasslands on the outskirts of 
Groningen, Beijum is a classic example of a Dutch ‘cau-
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van de eerste vrouwelijke architecten  
van Nederland, Rotterdam 2023; E. van 
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de (stede)bouw wat doen jullie nou?  
Over werk en werkervaringen van  
vrouwelijke bouwkundig ingenieurs  
in Nederland, PhD thesis Art History vU 
Amsterdam 1982; C. Edens et al.,  
Vrouwen in architectuur, Rotterdam 
2023; www.a-zine.nl/category/ 
mevrouw-de-architect/ (Mevr. De  
Architect column in online magazine 
A.Zine, accessed 29 May 2023).

 5 Information kindly supplied by the 
Thieme children; J. van der Beek, 
‘Aantekeningen gesprek H. Thieme  
en J. van der Beek’, 5 December 2019; 
Delftsche studentenalmanak voor het 
jaar negentienhonderd een en vijftig, 
Delft 1950, 415, 490. 

 6 Brita’s full surname was 
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis  
Nijegaard, but she herself always wrote 
her name as B. Thieme-Domela N.N. 
(Information kindly supplied by  
Karen Thieme). On drawings her  
name appears as ‘B. Thieme-Domela 
Nieuwenhuis b.i.’ (until 1974) or  
‘ir. B. Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis’. 
The brother of Brita’s grandfather  
was the well-known clergyman and 
politician Ferdinand Domela  

Nieuwenhuis (1846-1919). 
 7 Van Kessel and Kuperus 1982 (note 4), 

155.
 8 Information kindly supplied by Karen 

Thieme; Van Kessel and Kuperus 1982 
(note 4), 154-155; Delftsche studenten-
almanak 1950 (note 5). The Domela 
Nieuwenhuis Nijegaard family hailed 
originally from Denmark and still had 
immediate family members living in 
Denmark. Why Brita opted to work in 
Sweden rather than Denmark is un-
known.

 9 Information kindly supplied by  
the Thieme children; Architectural 
archives of the municipality of Leid-
schendam-Voorburg, dossier nos. 
15120 and 95238, Prins Bernhardlaan 
15-73 and 75-133 Leidschendam.

 10 Private Thieme family archive, list of 
projects, Thieme family home: Nieuwe 
Kampsteeg 7, Glimmen, design Henk 
Thieme and Brita Thieme-Domela 
Nieuwenhuis, built 1964, builder:  
Bouwbedrijf Groeneveld Bv of  
Glimmen. 

 11 Private Thieme family archive,  
drawings and photos. They often 
worked with the local Groenenveld 
construction company. 

 12 Van Kessel and Kuperus 1982 (note 4), 
158.

 13 Information kindly supplied by Hans 

  NOTEN
 1 Royal Institute of Dutch Architects, 

Groningen division 1984-85, Groningen 
[1984]. I would like to thank the  
children of Henk and Brita Thieme 
with whom I have spoken for this 
study: Sven Thieme, Arne Thieme and 
Karen Thieme. Many thanks also to 
former associates of the practice,  
Hans Groenewold and Ch’ing Sze  
Liem, for our conversations, and to 
Johan van der Beek, one of Henk’s  
former colleagues. Last but not least,  
I would like to thank architect Rob 
Hendriks who brought me into  
contact with the Thieme family. 

 2 W. Havik and H. Meindersma,  
Geen 
top zonder berg, Arnhem 1997, 39. 

 3 M. Kruidenier, Architect Jan Sterenberg 
en het wonen in de jaren ’70. Groei-
kernen en woonmilieus, Rotterdam 
2021; B. Colenbrander, Gunnar Daan, 
architect, Rotterdam 1995; M. Martin 
and J. Versnel, Abe Bonnema, architect, 
Rotterdam 1998; R. Hendriks (ed.),  
‘Een zitkuil voor het dorp. Een toe-
komst voor de jaren 70 architectuur 
van Cor Kalfsbeek’, DAAD Cahier 9 
(2016); A. den Boer et al., Bruut. Atlas 
van het brutalisme in Nederland, Zwolle 
2023. 

 4 E. Smeets-Klokgieters, ‘Hulde aan  

a brutalist grand gesture in the Eems estuary with 
their port authority office. The district police office 
exhibits high-tech architecture on stilts in waterlogged 
land on the outskirts of Groningen. Henk and Brita’s 
collaborations with other architects from the north-
ern Netherlands also produced some typical Post 65 
architecture. The IJlst residential centre was desig-
nated ‘Experimental Housing’ because of its attempt 
to encourage contact between different target groups. 
Beijum is a classic example of a ‘cauliflower’ district in 
which maximum differentiation was achieved through 
the collaboration of several regional designers. Mean-
while, the Haren town hall, thanks to its demolition, 
has become emblematic of the present-day appraisal 
and treatment of buildings from the Post 65 era.
 The collaboration between Henk Thieme and Brita 
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis was exceptional. They 
were one another’s equal when it came to designing, 
something that was highly unusual in the period in 
which they worked. Owing to the closeness of their 
collaboration it is mostly impossible to determine 
which of them made the definitive design decisions. 
The individual signatures of these separate designers 
merged into one; Henk and Brita were not two archi-
tects, but one architectural couple.
 

privacy and outdoor space enjoyed by each individual 
dwelling. This was something they had also done pre-
viously in housing schemes in Veenhuizen and the vil-
lage of Winsum in Groningen. Henk and Brita seized 
on Beijum as an opportunity to apply their own indi-
vidual design ideas in a co-designed section of this 
new residential district.

CONCLUSION
The architectural couple Henk Thieme and Brita 
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis are relatively unknown, 
and their buildings have not always been well treated. 
Yet their body of work is of outstanding quality. This is 
evident, for example, in their use of materials, which 
was tailored to suit each individual commission. And 
also in the meticulous detailing and the functional 
floor plans, as can be seen in their own house. This 
first documentation of part of their oeuvre is intended 
to draw attention to their work in order to avoid it only 
attracting notice when it is no longer there. 
 The three office buildings designed by Thieme – 
Thieme Domela Nieuwenhuis architecten discussed 
here reflect an evolution in office architecture during 
the Post 65 period. The rural library was designed as  
a modernist flat box whose structure was determined 
by the storeroom book racks. In the 1970s, they made 
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The architectural couple Hendrikus Pieter Thieme 
(1925-2020) and Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis  
Nijegaard (1929-1995) were active from the 1950s up to 
the end of the twentieth century. From their office in 
Groningen and their home in the village of Glimmen 
they collaborated on over two hundred designs for new 
buildings, renovations and restorations. That legacy is 
slowly being erased as their buildings are demolished 
or radically altered, a fate it shares with a lot of archi-
tecture from the Post-65 period. This article draws  
attention to the quality of the output of Thieme–
Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis architects in the hope of 
preventing still more of their buildings from being 
damaged or even vanishing altogether. It is the first 
time that some of these works have been documented. 
The study is based on a list of projects, literature and 
archival research, and conversations with former asso-
ciates and the couple’s children. Much has already 
been written about Dutch architecture from the period 
1965-1990, but the focus of most of those publications 
is the Randstad urban region and the design practices 
based there. Still less is known about women architects 
from the northern Netherlands in the Post-65 period. 
With the exception of a 1982 thesis Women in construc-
tion, what are you doing now?, the work of Brita Thieme- 

DESIGNING SOCIAL INTERACTION 
THE ARCHITECTURAL COUPLE HENK THIEME AND BRITA THIEME-DOMELA NIEUWENHUIS  
sANNE TIllEMA 

Domela Nieuwenhuis has received little attention to 
date. 
The first part of the article introduces the couple and 
their practice. The second part examines a number of 
highlights in the Thieme–Thieme-Domela Nieuwen-
huis oeuvre, grouped according to two themes. The 
first theme is a building type, namely offices. The cou-
ple’s work reflects a general development in office ar-
chitecture in the Post-65 period. The second theme is a 
phenomenon that was growing in importance in those 
years: cooperation with other designers. In the 1970s 
and ’80s, Henk and Brita worked together in several 
combinations with colleagues. The article describes 
the benefits and results.
The oeuvre of the architectural couple Henk Thieme 
and Brita Thieme-Domela Nieuwenhuis possesses a 
special quality that only becomes apparent when it is 
examined closely. Equally special is the way the two  
architects cooperated with each other. As designers 
they were equals, a situation that was by no means usu-
al at the time. Owing to their close collaboration it is 
mostly impossible to distinguish which of them made 
the decisive design decisions. The individual signa-
tures of these separate designers have merged into 
one; Henk and Brita were not two architects but one 
architectural couple.



m 1. Leo de Jonge and Pieter Weeda, Wandelmeent in Hilversum 
(Bouw 28 [1973] 49, 1474)
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hold has a self-contained house or residential unit 
while sharing communal facilities and spaces with 
other households.2 The Centraal Wonen housing 
schemes were intended for a varied group of some 15 to 
120 residents and most were realized as new-build 
projects. The initiators believed that this housing con-
cept offered solutions to social issues like the inferior 
position of women and increasing loneliness that were 
not well served by the prevailing one-sided production 
of single-family houses and apartments. According to 
the co-housing philosophy, shared facilities would 

‘Doing together what can be done together, because 
that’s when you enjoy it most.’ This catchphrase typi-
fies the co-housing concept that emerged in the Neth-
erlands in the 1970s and gave rise to over sixty projects 
between 1977 and 1991 (fig. 1).1 Centraal Wonen (as 
co-housing was known in the Netherlands) is an inten-
tional shared living arrangement in which each house-

‘DOING TOGETHER WHAT CAN 
BE DONE TOGETHER’
THE INTERRUPTED HISTORY OF CO-HOUSING IN THE NETHERLANDS 

saNNe vaN dreNtH



2. Computer room with wall hanging, in Centraal Wonen De Banier in Rotterdam (photo author 2021)
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brought about drastic changes in the physical living 
environment of many Dutch citizens. The post-war 
reconstruction period saw the introduction of highly 
systematized building methods and a centrally coor-
dinated housing policy. But the large-scale modern-
ization of urban design and architecture and the 
industrialization of construction had their downside. 
In many cases, system building’s repetitive modules 
and the modernist repetition of spatial design pat-
terns resulted in an impoverished spatial quality. The 
new residential areas felt impersonal and unwelcom-
ing; they were often too spread out and too monofunc-
tional. But it was the demolition of large swathes of the 
existing urban fabric in the course of modernizing 
run-down inner city areas that provoked the greatest 
outrage. Canals were filled in, historical streets and 
neighbourhoods were demolished, and new thorough-
fares were driven through centuries-old structures in 
the interests of traffic flow. This approach was promptly 
seen as a demonstration of the ‘high-handedness of 
city authorities and the influence wielded by big busi-
ness’.3

 In Een onvoltooid project (An unfinished project) 
Michelle Provoost argued that: ‘While planners in the 
1960s set out the lines along which the Netherlands 
was supposed to develop with utter certainty, from  

bolster the sense of community and the emancipation 
of deprived groups. Such idealism was in keeping with 
the mood for change that had emerged in the 1960s 
and continued to develop in the 1970s. 
 By the 1990s the Centraal Wonen as ‘brand name’ 
had faded into oblivion and was to all intents and pur-
poses an episode in Dutch housing history that could 
be regarded as having run its course. However, alter-
native and shared living arrangements are currently 
enjoying an upsurge in interest, which puts the Cen-
traal Wonen concept, so typical of the Post 65 period, 
in a different perspective. This article looks at the 
period in which Centraal Wonen emerged, the circum-
stances that gave rise to the concept, and the fully 
worked out manifestations of this living arrangement. 
It also investigates the nature of the alternative this 
new form of living sought to offer and how that was 
rendered in the first Centraal Wonen project. Lastly, it 
takes a brief look at the diminishing implementation 
of Centraal Wonen ideals in the 1980s.

THE NEW DYNAMISM OF THE POST-WAR GENERATION
The breeding ground for Centraal Wonen lay in the 
post-war period. The regeneration of large parts of  
the cities, the construction of a hundred thousand 
dwellings per year, and increasing automobility 
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ing future residents in the design process would result 
in greater freedom and flexibility and a more sustain-
able living environment, and that the resulting dwell-
ings would be more in tune with the range of lifestyles, 
ages and preferences.
 The ideas of the Forum group filtered into the built 
environment via the magazine and architectural 
courses without coalescing into a single common 
style. Early designs still featured a modern formal 
idiom but were more mindful of ‘spontaneous encoun-
ters’ and spatial hierarchies. In Dutch housing con-
struction in the 1970s there was no shortage of experi-
mental designs geared to promoting congeniality, 
introducing complexity into the streetscape and 
involving residents via consultation procedures.11 In 
experimental housing we see recurrent themes like 
homeliness, contact and community achieved by way 
of (multi-level) low-rise, home zones and decked hous-
ing. 
 One of the directions taken by architecture and 
urban design would later come to be known as the 
‘small is beautiful movement’.12 Districts were usually 
divided up into small neighbourhoods in which blocks 
of houses were variously arranged around home zones, 
traffic-calmed streets, courts and public green space. 
Staggered building lines, front gardens that merged 
with street spaces and small-scale greenery created 
in-between areas for casual encounters among resi-
dents. The architecture defined the streetscape and 
was characterized by brick-built dwellings with 
pitched roofs and an individual expression (fig. 1).

LONGING FOR A COMMUNITY
Meanwhile there was another development under way 
in which residents took matters into their own hands. 
In the Netherlands and other parts of northern Europe 
the ideal of a community beyond the traditional 
nuclear family was in vogue. One radical manifesta-
tion was the commune, a form of collective living that 
turns up in all cultures and all ages, but which in 
Europe experienced an upsurge in the wake of post-
war reconstruction.13 A post-war generation of young 
people rebelled against their parents’ (middle-class) 
generation and against established social patterns, 
striving instead for change, participation and emanci-
pation.14 Inspired by themes like sustainability, spiri-
tuality and equality, they wanted to live together in a 
way that differed from existing family structures. 
Owing to the tight and lopsided housing market most 
embarked on their alternative form of living in exist-
ing buildings, where they experimented with the divi-
sion of private and shared spaces.
 From the 1970s onwards communes preferred to see 
themselves as ‘residential groups’.15 Interest in com-
munes had waned, their networks had weakened and 

the perspective of the street society appeared to be 
anything but certain.’4 A post-war generation that had 
grown up in the context of rising prosperity and secu-
larization thought that individual development, 
emancipation and democratization were more import-
ant than conforming to society’s traditional role pat-
terns and unwavering articles of faith. Suddenly all 
manner of subcultures and socio-critical movements 
sprang up, populated by left-wing activists, as well  
as by ‘hedonists and drop-outs’.5 From their stance  
of social resistance they campaigned against empty 
properties, decay, demolition and speculation in  
the older city districts and neighbourhoods, and 
demanded a greater say in the planning process.6 This 
call was answered by ‘Keerpunt 1972’ (Turning Point 
1972), the joint election programme of three centre left 
political parties (PvdA, d’66 and PPR), and by the sub-
sequent progressive Den Uyl government (1973-1977). 
Under the motto ‘Distribution of knowledge, power 
and income’ important core values were formulated, 
aimed at the post-war socially engaged generation.7 
The main political focus extended beyond the basic 
necessities of life and material prosperity to include 
emancipation, participation and democratization.8 It 
was assumed that these social values would filter 
through into all facets of society. 

ALTERNATIVES OFFERED BY THE ARCHITECTURAL 
PROFESSION
While politicians were busy exploring new social val-
ues in the 1970s, designers were pondering an archi-
tecture and urban design that would be better aligned 
with the needs of human beings.9

 In 1959, Jaap Bakema and Aldo van Eyck had taken 
over the editorship of the architecture magazine 
Forum. Together with a few like-minded architects 
they criticized the sterile, bureaucratic version of func-
tionalism and advocated merging architecture and 
urban planning in an integrated living environment 
geared to the welfare of human beings. Jaap Bakema 
wrote about architecture’s function as a medium of 
identity – an aspect he felt was being overlooked in the 
bleak mass housing projects. For Van Eyck the chief 
problem was the absence of any direct contact between 
architect and end users. John Habraken came up with 
a way of bridging the gulf between the ideas of the 
architect and the needs of the occupants in his book 
Supports: an Alternative to Mass Housing (1961). He dis-
tinguished between the shell (the support) and the 
interior (the infill), in other words an architect-de-
signed framework that the user could fill in for them-
selves.10 The Stichting Architecten Research (sAR), 
co-founded by Habraken in 1964, explored this princi-
ple and the new responsibilities it entailed for the end 
user. Many architects at that time believed that involv-



3. Model of Skråplanet in Jonstrup in Denmark (M. Zeestraten, 
Bouwfonds Informatiemap Centraal Wonen, Bouwfonds Neder-
landse Gemeenten, 1976)
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verted (inner-city) buildings, communal housing proj-
ects of a more organized nature started to emerge. 
They arose from a desire to retain the family unit while 
‘opening’ it up to a larger neighbourhood-wide social 
network and participating within the residential com-
munity, sometimes at neighbourhood or district level. 
Building from scratch made it possible to realize inno-
vative shared housing ideas in buildings designed 
specifically for that purpose. In northern Europe in 
particular a number of communal housing projects 
with a social objective were built under a variety of 
names. The Danish bofællesskab (‘living community’) 
kick-started a movement that would later come to be 
known as ‘co-housing’ in the United States.19 The Dan-
ish living communities also influenced the Dutch Cen-
traal Wonen concept, in particular Skråplanet in Jon-
strup (1963-1973) by the architect Jan Gudmand-Høyer 
(1946-2017), author of the 1968 manifesto ‘The missing 
link between utopia and the dated one-family house’ 
(fig. 3).20 There was a lot of interest in his ideas on the 
‘integrated housing collective’ where as well as a cen-
tral community house, there were semi-private in-be-
tween spaces for use by small sub-groups.

CENTRAAL WONEN
In 1969 35-year-old Lies van den Donk-van Dooremaal 
of Nijmegen put a notice in the progressive news mag-
azine De Nieuwe Linie: ‘Who will design a housing col-
lective, envisaged four to ten kilometres from a big 
city, with a central kitchen and dining room, a central 
laundry, a day nursery, study area, shared guest rooms 
and above or around them small private units for each 
family: a living room, a few bedrooms, a kitchenette, a 
shower and toilet?’21 This advertisement marked the 
beginning of Centraal Wonen and was the impetus for 
ten design meetings in which the concept was worked 
out in greater detail. The idea eventually evolved into a 
wider vision for social reform.
 Centraal Wonen’s aims went beyond the creation of a 
strongly integrated group of residents. Its goals were 
several: it would reinforce the sense of community by 
restoring lost functions; increase citizens’ influence 
over their immediate living environment; promote 
individual development; provide a stronger social 
safety net and mutual solidarity; promote female and 
male emancipation; and broaden and support the 
environment of the growing child. There were sub-
stantial spatial planning ambitions as well. Centraal 
Wonen would lead to greater variety in the urban land-
scape, ensure good facilities at neighbourhood level, 
enable greater housing density, make outdoor areas 
less of a ‘no man’s land’ and align building and living 
with human cohabitation more than ever before. This 
last, it was explained, served to: ‘… relativize the 
supremacy of business principles on the one hand and 

it became increasingly difficult to make these kinds of 
projects viable.16 New members sometimes had differ-
ent ideas about the counterculture and communal liv-
ing, fuelled in part by the negative perception of radi-
cal collectivization.17 Communes experimented with 
sharing one another’s partners and with an anti-au-
thoritarian upbringing, and there was no taboo on 
drug use. In opposition to this were new insights into 
the importance of authority in raising children and in 
relations between the group and the individual. The 
internal disintegration of the commune movement 
sparked by a ‘generational divide’ and disagreement 
about the future direction of activism, resulted in a 
shift from ‘outmoded’ communes to other forms of 
shared living.18

 Alongside the relatively unstructured relationships 
of the communes and residential groups living in con-



4. Resident survey for the Wandelmeent in Hilversum, 1973 
(Wandelmeent Archive)   

dents and in the management of the communal 
spaces, and control over everyday decisions and joint 
activities.26 The future residents of the Wandelmeent 
clearly had a social agenda: to set up a social living 
environment for a varied group of people, in effect a 
mini society.
 The project architect was Pieter Weeda, a member of 
Leo de Jonge’s architectural practice and a social hous-
ing specialist. During meetings and working week-
ends in youth hostels or on camping sites he cata-
logued people’s housing preferences and ideals. In 
numerous surveys people were asked about the desired 
number of square metres per housing type, the opti-
mal rent, what they were or were not willing to share, 
the layout of the kitchen and the evaluation of the 
group process (fig. 4). The design was made easier to 
understand by means of a large model consisting of 
relocatable blocks of wood (fig. 5). This visualization 
and communication of design choices and response to 
residents’ criticisms was crucial to achieving agree-
ment about the plan.27

architectural-aesthetic principles on the other. What 
typifies human forms of cohabitation is their proces-
sual nature: the composition of a household changes, 
the people change, the relations between people 
change and with that the needs also change. Accord-
ingly, a variety of possibilities for change are built in, 
not just in the communal areas and in the CW complex 
as a whole but in the individual dwellings as well.’22

 In 1971, the interested parties set up the Landelijke 
Vereniging Centraal Wonen (National Centraal Wonen 
Association, lvCW). They received a grant to design an 
actual shared housing development via the Experi-
mentele Woningbouw scheme of the Ministry of Cul-
tural Affairs, Recreation and Social Work (CRM) and 
were supported by sociologists and welfare workers, 
who also assessed the feasibility of the design.23 Cen-
traal Wonen was loath to restrict itself to a single 
design, but the group of initiators felt that this was a 
realistic alternative to standard housing. In the event 
it was many years before the first housing complex was 
built, by which time the Dutch societal context was no 
longer the same. 

THE WANDELMEENT
The Wandelmeent in Hilversum is a key project for the 
Centraal Wonen movement because it represented the 
first attempt to give concrete form to their ideas. The 
first meeting about the Wandelmeent took place in 
1973 and the project was completed in 1977. It began 
with an information evening in the Ons Huis commu-
nity centre in Hilversum. Under the motto ‘Doing 
together what can be done together’, over sixty inter-
ested individuals united in the Vereniging Centraal 
Wonen Ooster Meent, worked to refine the details of 
the project. Later on there was a call for people ‘who 
want to collaborate on … a form of living together that 
transcends the confines of the family’.24 When it came 
to transcending those confines, residents were united 
on one point: it would not be a commune but rather a 
diverse and independent group of residents, including 
people normally shut out of the housing market. In the 
Wandelmeent every household would have a dwelling 
with their own kitchen, bathroom and front and back 
doors to ensure their privacy. Only then, it was thought, 
could residents be expected to make a voluntary con-
tribution to the group.
 Marian Verweij, who has lived in the Wandelmeent 
since the very beginning, stresses that there was no 
overarching ideology as there often was with com-
munes. ‘Residents are independent, have a sense of 
community that develops over the years, instead of 
there being a single idea and that people have to 
embrace that idea.’25 But in reality the communal 
aspect was worked out well in advance of construction. 
Residents wanted a say in the selection of new resi-



5. Group consultation for the Wandelmeent in Hilversum using 
movable blocks of wood, c. 1973-1977 (B. de Vries, ‘Uit een oude 
doos’, Gewoon Anders 32 [2009] 105)   

6. Leo de Jonge and Pieter Weeda, Wandelmeent in Hilversum, site drawing, 1976 (Gooi & Vecht Historisch)

 Initially, no housing association was prepared to 
build and operate the Wandelmeent. But after Weeda 
had produced a design on a no-cure-no-pay basis, the 
St. Jozef housing association headed by Nico Schilt-
mans came on board as client. Also essential for the 
plan’s implementation was the grant from the Experi-
mentele Woningbouw scheme. Thanks to the ‘experi-
mental’ label, the project secured a bigger grant and 
exemption from certain building regulations. When 
the grant turned out to be insufficient to cover all the 
additional costs, houses were reduced in size and  
the project received an additional grant so that it could 
be built within the social housing sector.28 The  
Wandelmeent was regarded as an experiment on  
several fronts: as the first concrete elaboration of  
the ‘Centraal Wonen’ idea, because of the residential 
community’s position vis-à-vis the wider district, 
because of the residents’ say over the use and layout of 
the dwellings, and because of the architect’s advisory 
role.29 The City of Hilversum designated a site and 



7. Leo de Jonge and Pieter Weeda, Wandelmeent in Hilversum, plan of a cluster, 1976 (Gooi & Vecht Historisch)
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ings topped by a curved roof. The dwellings were offset 
from one another in position and height. Communal 
kitchens were set further forward than the dwellings, 
resulting in a street with multiple enticing corners (fig. 
6).
 Owing to the combination of various shared ameni-
ties with housing, the Wandelmeent is more complex 
than regular housing. There is a private–cluster–com-
munal hierarchy that was intended to promote a sense 
of community and social contact among residents. 
Clustering involved arranging a number of dwellings 
around a shared space for use by a relatively small 
group. The dwellings in the Wandelmeent are divided 
among ten clusters of four to five dwellings; the large 
windows of the projecting cluster-kitchen allow people 
on the street to see what is going on inside (fig. 7). The 
front doors of the dwellings are oriented towards this 
kitchen to which there is covered access from all the 
dwellings in the cluster. Each cluster determines how 
they want their arrange and use their kitchen.
 When designing the private spaces, Weeda took 
account of different household types. There are dwell-

agreed to the allocation of dwellings on the recom-
mendation of the clusters, thus allowing Wandel-
meent residents to choose their own neighbours.30 
Wandelmeent was also exempt from the income 
threshold for social housing. 
 After a three-year design and development phase and 
just one year of construction, Wandelmeent was deliv-
ered in 1977. In its initial conception the project con-
sisted of fifty dwellings for some 130 residents, a cen-
tral meeting space, a youth centre, a hobby room, a 
craft shop, several kitchens linked to the dwellings, 
shared gardens, storage spaces and roof terraces. In 
his design Weeda had endeavoured to make the 
scheme stand out from the surrounding housing with-
out isolating it from the district. The scheme was 
intended to be village-like – secure, coherent and 
small-scale – and to convey the impression of a differ-
ent way of living. To that end, Weeda had designed two 
intersecting pedestrian streets with a square in the 
middle, which was also supposed to encourage local 
residents to wander through the Wandelmeent. The 
streets were lined by fifty two- to three-storey dwell-



8. Leo de Jonge and Pieter Weeda, Wandelmeent in Hilversum (photo author 2021)
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of the 1960s and ’70s. Yet the vast majority of its proj-
ects were realized in the following decade. In the sec-
ond half of the 1970s there was an economic recession 
that continued into the 1980s. Government spending 
was slashed, including on housing, urban planning 
and architecture. In 1980 the Experimentele Woning-
bouw scheme was scrapped, while Centraal Wonen’s 
desire to build largely within the social housing sector 
meant that there was little money for architectural 
extras. 
 That a number of Centraal Wonen projects did get 
built is due in part to changes in government policy. 
The policy documents ‘Bouwstenen voor Woon-
groepen’ (Building blocks for Residential Groups, 
1980) and ‘Wonen in groepsverband’ (Communal  
Living, 1984) removed some of the obstacles to group 
housing.32 In addition, the original demand that the 
houses be designed in such a way that they could be 
converted into ‘regular’ housing (terugbouwbaarheids-
eis) was dropped. Nonetheless, there was no boom in 
Centraal Wonen projects.
 Architecturally, they also suffered a degree of 
im poverishment. From the late 1970s the architectural 
fraternity was increasingly critical of the small-scale 
movement and what the architect Carel Weeber 
dubbed the ‘New Frumpishness’.33 It was rather uncer-
emoniously dismissed and replaced by neo-rational-
ism, which was based on clear spatial planning lines, 
geometric figures, long straight streets, no-nonsense 
row housing subdivisions, and architecture devoid of 
ornament. The fact that this type of urban planning 

ings in a range of types and sizes, from studios to fam-
ily dwellings, and the floor plans were easy to adapt to 
suit different user preferences. Alterations for future 
residents were also factored in by including punch-
through options in structural outer walls, enabling 
sections of the dwellings to be joined together.31

 Through its distinctive design the architecture con-
veys that this is a unique experimental and hierarchi-
cally complex project. The individuality of the dwell-
ings is expressed by the unusual roof shapes. The 
shared facilities have blue doors. The streets are lent 
visual unity by the materialization of brick, bright red 
timber facade panels and pale grey edges (fig. 8). The 
generous street design features spiral stairs with inte-
grated street light, play areas defined by low brick 
walls, greenery and even their own bus shelter with 
rounded roof.
 These design decisions show that a lot of thought was 
given to how the architecture would be experienced. 
The spatial design and architecture of the Wandel-
meent are in keeping with the ideals of the small-scale 
movement, whose proponents strove to capture the 
essence of the domestic environment. The project was 
designed with enormous care in consultation with the 
residents. It is a coherent and simultaneously varied 
whole and the appropriation of in-between spaces by 
residents attests to the pleasure of living here. 

A DIFFERENT ERA
Centraal Wonen’s ideology and concept stemmed 
from the emancipatory and socio-critical movements 



9. A. Canoy, EGM archi-
tecten, Centraal Wonen 
Gerestraat, Leiden, 1987 
(Erfgoed Leiden en  
Omstreken)

10. Andries van Wijn-
gaarden, Architectengroep 
Van Wijngaarden Ströt-
baum Benneheij, Centraal 
Wonen Houtwijk, The 
Hague, photo Milan Konva-
linka 1984 (The Hague City 
Archives) 
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entrances – not exactly hallmarks of a congenial living 
environment. The 1970s ideals regarding residents’ 
engagement with one another and their living envi-
ronment did not readily find expression in the 1980s. 

IN CONCLUSION
As a movement within Dutch housing construction 
Centraal Wonen was the embodiment of what was 
going on in society and social housing at the time: 
from criticism of the one-sided building policy in the 
1960s, to residents who took matters into their own 
hands and founded communes and residential groups. 
At the beginning of the 1970s Centraal Wonen had the 
wind in its sails. Architects were committed to a 

and architecture was considerably cheaper contrib-
uted to its success in the 1980s. 
 We find this turn of events reflected in a great many 
Centraal Wonen projects. Spatially they continued to 
display variations on blocks of buildings that together 
formed a court or home zone, or more urban blocks 
with an inner courtyard. But architecturally they were 
rather lacklustre. The distinctive roofs were reduced in 
height or disappeared altogether, elevations became 
flatter and materials cheaper, as demonstrated by Cen-
traal Wonen Gerestraat in Leiden and Centraal Wonen 
Houtwijk in The Hague (figs. 9, 10). In Centraal Wonen 
Spijkenisse shades of grey and cold materials predom-
inated, in combination with closed facades and shared 
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because of the considerable influence exercised by the 
residents. However, it seems that the spatial layout 
and architecture owed much to prevailing trends in 
the architectural profession and less to the effect of 
consultation and communality. 
 The real inventiveness and quality of Centraal Wonen 
lay not in the individual elements of consultation, spa-
tial layout, facade design or floor plans, but in combin-
ing attention to all these elements within a single 
project and a shared vision of how life should be lived 
there. Ideally, the housing projects were intended to 
become intimate biotopes for a diverse group of resi-
dents. This resulted in a great variety of housing proj-
ects that were delivered in a very short period of time. 
For this reason it is difficult to make definitive state-
ments about ‘the architecture of Centraal Wonen’ or 
about the success or otherwise of the projects. A proj-
ect cannot be counted a success because a single fam-
ily loves living there, and their house can be easily 
adapted to their preferences; it must cater to the life-
styles and wishes of dozens of residents. Moreover, the 
architecture may be sober, while the spatial layout 
delivers a quality that gives the project as a whole its 
quality. 
 Although Centraal Wonen was relatively short-lived, 
communal and alternative forms of living are once 
again the subject of keen interest. The motto ‘doing 
together what can be done together’ appears to reso-
nate in the present day. As such, I prefer like to see the 
buildings from the early period of Centraal Wonen as 
a mere comma in the ongoing story of communal 
forms of living. The concept and the projects are a 
source of knowledge and inspiration for future com-
munal housing projects – they show what works well 
and what could be improved.
 

humane architecture and urban design, and the new 
principles conceived by Forum in the 1960s were being 
applied in experimental designs. With the advent of 
the Den Uyl government the focus shifted to values 
like emancipation, participation and democratiza-
tion.
 The Centraal Wonen design meetings are an illustra-
tion of citizen empowerment in the 1970s. They 
engaged in idealistic discussions about how the pro-
cess towards communal living should unfold and how 
greater resident engagement with the living environ-
ment and one another could be achieved. 
 Centraal Wonen appeared at the hinge point between 
two eras. While the ideology and concept of this form 
of living derived from the emancipatory and socio-crit-
ical movements of the early 1970s, the majority of the 
projects were not built until the rationalist 1980s. Cen-
traal Wonen comprised elements of both eras and 
strove to strike a balance between ‘doing together 
what can be done together’ and the independence of 
the individual. Spatially this resulted in self-contained 
dwellings and shared spaces, socially in groups of res-
idents who were engaged with one another and their 
living environment and who reached agreements on 
maintenance and change.
 Although the later Centraal Wonen projects still sub-
scribed to the ideals of the 1970s, in the wider society 
those ideals were already waning. That there were still 
many people prepared to live according to Centraal 
Wonen ideas, and to realize a project within the con-
straints imposed by the withdrawal of grants and the 
subsequent impoverishment of the architecture and 
spatial design, is due to other government policies that 
specifically stimulated this form of living. Centraal 
Wonen produced some unique projects, in part 
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s. vAN dRENTH MA studied Architectural History at the Vrije Universiteit 
in Amsterdam, where she wrote a master’s thesis on the emergence and 
architecture of Centraal Wonen in the Netherlands. She is currently 
working as an architectural historian with Contrei, a cultural-historical 
research office in Rotterdam.

Centraal Wonen was a form of co-housing that arose in 
the Netherlands in the 1970s. It involved several house-
holds sharing a variety of communal amenities within 
the same residential development. The housing com-
plexes were intended to accommodate a diverse group 
of residents of up to 250 individuals and were usually 
designed in consultation with the prospective resi-
dents. 

The initiators of Centraal Wonen believed that this 
type of living arrangement offered a solution to various 
social issues, including the inferior status of women, 
increasing loneliness and a housing stock biased in fa-
vour of single-family houses and apartments. The al-
ternative to Centraal Wonen were residential develop-
ments in which a fine-grained mix of dwellings and 
communal amenities created the conditions for the 
spontaneous emergence of a tight-knit community. It 
is estimated that between 1977 and 1991 over sixty Cen-
traal Wonen projects were built, after which co-hous-
ing faded into oblivion. 
Centraal Wonen emerged at a hinge point between two 
eras, and this is reflected in both the concept and its 
manifestation. The ideological underpinning was per-
fectly in tune with the emancipatory and socio-critical 
movements of the early 1970s, whereas the majority of 
the projects were not built until the more pragmatic 

‘DOING TOGETHER WHAT CAN BE DONE TOGETHER’ 
THE INTERRUPTED HISTORY OF CO-HOUSING IN THE NETHERLANDS  
sANNE vAN dRENTH 

1980s. Centraal Wonen included elements of both eras: 
‘doing together what can be done together’, but not at 
the expense of the individual’s independence. The very 
first project, the Wandelmeent, was exemplary of the 
small-scale movement whose adherents strove to cap-
ture the essence of a recognizable and homely living 
environment with a varied streetscape. The vast major-
ity of projects were built in the 1980s, by which time the 
architectural expression was starting to look a bit lack-
lustre. Moreover, the design of Centraal Wonen proj-
ects was based more on architectural trends and the 
architect’s choices and less on the results of consulta-
tion and communality. 
The real inventiveness and quality of Centraal Wonen 
lay not in individual components, such as the consulta-
tion process, the design and the floor plan, but in unit-
ing concern for all those components within a single 
project, guided by a shared vision of how to live.
Although Centraal Wonen proved to be relatively short-
lived, communal and alternative forms of living have 
once again been attracting keen interest in recent 
years. It seems that the motto ‘do together what can be 
done together’ resonates in today’s world. The Cen-
traal Wonen projects constitute a valuable source for 
new communal housing projects and as such should 
not be forgotten. 



m 1 and 2. Robbert and Rudolf Das and C.R. de Vries,  
design for the Futurotel exterior and interior, 1966  
(Futurotel. De hotelkamer van de toekomst, 1966)
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Schein (France) and Richard Buckminster Fuller 
(United States) were among the first to see the poten-
tial for using plastic in the exterior of their buildings.2 
The most important plastic for this purpose was 
fibre-reinforced plastic, FRP for short. Mixing fibre-
glass and polyester resulted in a lightweight material 
that was extremely strong – ideal for construction in 
other words. FRP was used for a variety of building ele-
ments, such as skylights, internal walls, bathrooms 
and toilets. However, thanks to its exceptional proper-

A world without plastic is almost impossible to imag-
ine anymore. Yet it is only around 160 years ago that 
the first synthetic plastic was developed.1 The mate-
rial, which has brought about major changes in a vari-
ety of industries, is used in a range of products, includ-
ing packaging, clothing, furniture, military supplies, 
dinner services, electronics – and in the construction 
industry. At the end of the 1950s experiments with the 
use of plastics in architecture were being carried out in 
various places around the world. Architects like Ionel 
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shortage of housing. The solution was sought in indus-
trial production methods. System building, which 
employed prefabricated elements, made it possible to 
build large numbers of dwellings in a short period of 
time. This was where plastic shone: it was industrially 
manufactured and was well suited to use in the ‘sand-
wich panels’ that were widely employed in system 
building.10 These panels were made up of two thin 
outer layers of plastic with a core of foam or cardboard. 
FRP was ideal for this because the material has a high 
load-bearing capacity, is lightweight, and can be man-
ufactured in every shape and colour imaginable.11

 The experiments with plastic building materials 
were also in tune with the prevailing social ideas of the 
reconstruction period. People were optimistic about 
the future and architects translated that optimism 
into a wholly new way of living.12 With lightweight and 
industrially manufactured plastics like FRP, the dwell-
ings of the future would be flexible and mobile. Ideally, 
they would grow with the family and be relocatable, so 
that people could take their dwelling with them when 
they moved to another place. That was the idea, at any 
rate.13

 It was the oil crisis of 1973 that put paid to the use of 
plastic in construction. The material became more 
expensive and less attractive for high-volume housing 
construction.14 It turned out that plastic was not an 
unfailing solution because raw materials like oil could 
run out.15 People were also starting to think about 
plastic’s damaging effect on the environment and the 
material acquired negative connotations in society.16

FRP ARCHITECTURE IN THE NETHERLANDS
The development and importance of plastics in the 
Dutch construction world was the subject matter of 
Plastica. Maandblad ter verspreiding van de kennis der 
kunststoffen, a monthly trade journal published from 
1948 by the Netherlands Association-Federation for 
Plastics. In 1956 the journal published a two-part arti-
cle entitled ‘Does the plastic house have a future?’.17 
Although the author believed that the industrial man-
ufacture of the material could play a major role in 
high-volume housing construction, he nonetheless 
observed that the earliest examples of plastic dwell-
ings in other countries should be seen ‘as interesting 
experiments rather than as serious attempts to solve 
the prevailing housing shortage’. The experiments 
deviated too much from the ‘normal’ housing type to 
be able to offer occupants the level of comfort they 
were used to.
 The idea of building with plastic also figured in the 
centenary celebrations of Amsterdam’s Grand Hotel 
Krasnapolsky in 1966. The management asked indus-
trial designers Robbert and Rudolf Das and architect 
C.R. de Vries to come up with an impression of what 

ties – it could be used for load-bearing walls, for exam-
ple – it was employed chiefly for external cladding; as a 
facade material it played an important role in experi-
ments with plastic in architecture.
 The Netherlands has its share of post-war FRP struc-
tures, built mainly in the years 1959-1983.3 It is those 
buildings that are the subject of this article, which 
looks at the social changes that helped fuel the use of 
this material in facades and buildings. Source materi-
als about the use of plastics, and FRP in particular, in 
Dutch architecture are thin on the ground. Little sci-
entific research has been conducted into the use of 
this material and the archives of construction compa-
nies and architects known to have worked with FRP are 
often inaccessible.4 This article consequently draws 
on newspaper articles and trade journals from the 
1950s to 1980. From the resulting inventory of Dutch 
buildings with an FRP facade, a number of examples 
that illustrate the social ideas associated with the use 
of plastic in architecture have been selected as a spur 
to further research.

A PLASTIC FUTURE
Plastic-making experiments began as far back as 1860, 
but the true breakthrough did not occur until the Sec-
ond World War when a shortage of natural rubber 
stimulated the manufacture of synthetic rubber.5 The 
army’s demand for plastic – for gas masks, helmets, 
radios and the like – prompted an explosive growth in 
production.6 When the war ended this development 
continued at a rapid pace. Thanks to the falling price 
of oil, one of the main ingredients of the material, the 
use of plastic became increasingly attractive.7 After 
this there was no going back: plastic was the material 
of the future. 
  Reinforced plastics, which is to say plastics mixed 
with another material, played a key role in this devel-
opment. The initial impetus behind this composite 
material was financial: fillers like paper or glass fibres 
were added to the plastic to drive down the cost of 
materials. When it turned out that these additions 
improved the material’s properties, experiments with 
reinforced plastics really took off. One of the products 
was fibreglass reinforced polyester.8 During the war 
FRP was used in the production of ships, aircraft and 
cars. When the army’s demand for these forms of 
transport fell away after the war, the manufacturing 
companies involved looked for new markets in which 
to deploy their expertise. One such market was hous-
ing construction.9 

PLASTIC IN ARCHITECTURE
During the post-war reconstruction of Europe there 
was a lot of experimentation in housing. In the wake of 
the war, European countries experienced a severe 



3. Wim Pijpers, plastic house, produced from 1962 by the firm Frits Bode Bouwplastic N.V. (Bouw 18 [1963] 51)
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structure reinforced with a core of honeycomb card-
board.22

 This first plastic house was still an experiment and 
the notion of a Plastic City, like Krasnapolsky’s Futuro-
tel, was a vision for the future. Nevertheless, the design 
clearly embodied the social ideas of the time. Journal-
ists pointed to the new, flexible mode of living pro-
vided by the bungalow: ‘One advantage of the house: 
when people need to relocate, they don’t just load the 
contents into a removal van, they also load the (dis-
mantled) house onto a lorry …. Only to reassemble it at 
their destination like a box of building blocks.’23

INSTANT HOME, 1963
In 1963, four years after Wim Pijpers’ pioneering plas-
tic house, the Royal Dutch Aircraft Factory Fokker  
presented an entirely factory-made plastic home. The 
factory had embarked on experiments like this in 
anticipation of a decline in the production of military 
aircraft. To compensate that loss, Fokker was looking 
for a secondary activity that would allow them to make 
use of their expertise with FRP. In 1958, with an eye to 
the post-war housing shortage, Egbert van Emden, air-
craft designer and technical director of Fokker, came 
up with a plan for a prefabricated home made entirely 
of plastic.24

 Between 1963 and 1964 a prototype of the Instant 
Home was built on the Fokker factory site, after which 
Van Emden and his wife took up residence in order to 
put it to the test (fig. 4).25 The house was made of 
self-supporting FRP sandwich panels that were new to 
the market.26 The Instant Home was 10.14 metres long, 

the hotel might look like in the year 2000. The design-
ers made extensive use of FRP (figs. 1 and 2).18 In 
Futurotel. De hotelkamer van de toekomst they justified 
the use of this material as follows: ‘Serial use of fibre-
glass-polyester as a building material is tentatively 
gathering pace right now. In our opinion it is often 
completely misused, namely in flat rectangular pan-
els, just like wood or concrete, whereas it is a material 
that calls for a new double-curved form.’19 The Futuro-
tel could be built cheaply and industrially using FRP 
and, because the room modules were removable, it 
would be easy for Krasnapolsky to adapt to any new 
trends in the future.
 The use of FRP in the Netherlands did not end with 
Hotel Krasnapolsky’s dreams of the future. Several 
interesting structures featuring FRP elevations were 
actually built and some of these are discussed below. 

PLASTIC CITY, 1959
On 24 March 1959 Dutch newspapers reported the con-
struction of the first plastic bungalow in the Nether-
lands. The architect was the fifty-year-old Wim Pijpers 
from Rotterdam. He had designed the house for the 
Belgian Magiotte Company, which had wanted to 
demonstrate the potential of plastic in housing con-
struction by building a ‘Plastic City’ in Putte and Rot-
terdam.20 Pijpers’ plastic house in Vlissingen was 
manufactured by N.v. Plastic City and was sold in the 
form of a dIY flat pack for 12,000 guilders (fig. 3). The 
model home contained 120 kilos of plastic and the 
front elevation was in bright yellow and black.21 The 
inner and outer walls were made of an FRP sandwich 



4. The Instant Home by the Royal Dutch Aircraft Factory Fokker, 1963 (National Archives of the Netherlands/ 
Collection Spaarnestad/Henk Hilterman)
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ally generate an infinite number of possibilities for 
different housing types in low- and high-rise permuta-
tions, as well as office buildings and factories.31

 The dwellings were the usual single-family type and 
could be delivered in just two weeks.32 Unlike the ear-
lier designs by Pijpers and Fokker, where the focus had 
been on achieving maximum flexibility, these dwell-
ings had a fixed steel frame, which made them difficult 
to relocate. Each house in this construction project 
contained six FRP system panels manufactured by the 
Frits Bode company in Breda.33 
 Although the architects had had great plans for the 
future with these houses, one year after completion 
three of the four were still standing empty; society was 
not yet ready to make the switch to a plastic house.34

OEGEMA HOUSE, 1969
The first three plastic dwellings still looked reasonably 
conventional owing to their rectangular form. That all 
changed with Groningen architect Pieter Oegema. In 
1969 he designed a plastic house that was built a year 
later on Friesestraatweg in Groningen (fig. 6). It had 
already been established that plastic could be used to 
make houses that were easy to relocate or adapt. 

7 metres wide and 2.8 metres high. The dimensions 
conformed to the maximum permitted sizes for road 
transport.27 This meant that the components of the 
dwelling could be transported in a single facto-
ry-to-site journey and then assembled on location; this 
represented a considerable cost saving compared with 
traditional housing construction.28

 Fokker adapted aircraft construction techniques to 
make the Instant Home as robust as possible. For 
example, it used a special gluing technique to fix the 
building components together.29 Fokker was keen to 
demonstrate the important role the industry could 
play in solving the housing crisis. In the end the Instant 
Home was never marketed, but Fokker did go on to 
produce their in-house designed plastic facade pan-
els.30

SINGLE-FAMILY HOMES IN STADSKANAAL, 1967 
In 1967 a block of houses with an FRP facade was built 
in Stadskanaal in the province of Groningen (fig. 5). 
The four houses were designed by the EGKs working 
group, made up of the architects D.A. Emaar, H. Groef-
sema, B. Kleinenberg and J.N. van der Sluis. They 
regarded the houses as a prototype that would eventu-



5. EGKS working group, houses in Stadskanaal, 1967 (photo 
Hans de Smidt, Groninger Archieven)

6. Pieter Oegema, the Oegema House in Groningen, 1969 (photo Persfotobureau D. van der Veen, Groninger Archieven)
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Oegema added one more advantage, demonstrating 
that designers could use the material to give buildings 
a completely different appearance. ‘Living will take a 
different form. The fact is that we want more playful 
shapes,’ he stated.35 
 The house, which Oegema used for his architectural 
practice, would certainly have stood out among the 
surrounding rectangular apartment buildings given 
its striking semicircular domed form – Oegema dub-
bed it a ‘half melon’.36 It stood above ground level on 
concrete posts and consisted of fifteen FRP shells. One 
of the shells contained a door and four others round 
windows.37 This unusual structure opened the way for 
a new approach to FRP use. In the years that followed 
architects and manufacturers increasingly experi-
mented with the futuristic forms that could be 
achieved with this material. 

FUTURA, 1970
Playful forms also feature in the design of Futura, a 
holiday home marketed in 1970 by the Dutch Plastics 
Industry (NKI). The NKI was a major supplier of plastic 
facade elements and Futura was intended to demon-
strate the material’s versatility.38 
 Futura was made up of twelve separate FRP segments 
combined into a round shape (fig. 7). The house had a 
flexible internal layout that could be determined by 
the occupant.39 There were also two options for the 
holiday house’s placement: directly on the ground, or 
perched mushroom-like above the ground on a solid 



7. Dutch Plastic Industry (NKI), Futura holiday house, 1970 (photo Jos Pé, Regionaal Historisch Centrum Eindhoven)

8. Le Comte Holland N.V., Gemini-bungalow, 1972 (National 
Archives of the Netherlands/Collectie Spaarnestad/ANP)

central base.40 The structure’s odd-looking external 
appearance prompted comparisons with a flying sau-
cer.41 NKI’s Futura was the first FRP project intended to 
be sold in large numbers. And in that it succeeded. In 
1975, in a special issue on plastics in construction, de 
Architect reported that two hundred Futuras had been 
produced so far; the plastic bungalow had passed 
beyond the experimental phase.42

GEMINI, 1972
Like Fokker’s Instant Home, the Gemini bungalow 
had its roots in the transport industry. Its producer, Le 
Comte Holland N.v. was a major player in shipbuild-
ing.43 The Gemini consisted of two dome-shaped FRP 
shells coupled together by a gently sloping FRP roof 
(fig. 8). The front elevation was made of dark alumin-
ium. The form of the shells reflected the bungalow’s 
shipbuilding origins: they looked like the hull of a 
ship.44 It is not clear whether this was done in a subtle 
allusion to the expertise of the designer or because 
using ship’s hull moulds saved money.
 Managing director Adolf Le Comte had a prototype 



9. Laurens Bisscheroux, AZM office building in Heerlen, 1972 (Historisch Centrum Limburg)

 Bisscheroux designed a futuristic structure with FRP 
components supplied by NKI. Owing to the unusual 
protrusions around the windows, the building was 
popularly known as the ‘tooter’ or ‘tits’ building (fig. 
9). The office had a steel frame into which the polyester 
panels were inserted. The shape of the facade panels 
was functional to the extent that the ‘tooters’ ensured 
that the amount of light entering the large windows 
remained constant.49 This ultimately proved to be a 
mistake; in summer the building was too warm and in 
winter too cold. In addition, the FRP panels were 
quickly dirtied by the exhaust fumes of passing cars 
and in the evenings the protrusions were popular with 
amorous teenagers. The upshot was that in 1987, a 
mere fifteen years after completion, the AzM building 
was demolished.50

SONY DISTRIBUTION CENTRE, 1972
The Sony distribution centre in Vianen is one of the 
last buildings with an FRP facade to have been com-
pleted before the 1973 oil crisis. At that time the archi-
tect Jan Brouwer was busy experimenting with the use 

installed on the factory site and he and his wife moved 
in to test it.45 Het Parool wrote: ‘It looks as if the first 
plastic house project of any size to really take off in the 
Netherlands will be a bungalow complex in Vianen.’46 

Yet it appears that not much came of this venture 
either: after 1972 there is little mention of the bunga-
low to be found in newspapers and magazines. Trouw 
had written: ‘The design, by Mr Le Comte, is rather 
futuristic and breaks radically with prevailing views 
on housing in the Netherlands.’47 

AZM OFFICE BUILDING, 1972
Another elevation in which FRP was used to create a 
new formal idiom was that of the Algemeen Zieken-
fonds van de Mijnstreek (AzM) offices in Heerlen. 
Architect and artist Laurens Bisscheroux was commis-
sioned to design an office building that was flexible 
and open in character. The brief specified that it should 
be easy to adapt both the interior and exterior and that 
the building should have a flexible internal layout.48 
This was one of the first occasions on which FRP panels 
were used in a large office building for a major client. 



10. Jan Brouwer, Sony Distribution Centre in Vianen, 1972  
(photo Jan Brouwer)

oil crisis. The NKI-supplied plastic panels that archi-
tect Ton Lanz used to cover the facade were much lon-
ger than any of the previously mentioned examples. 
The eleven-metre-tall vertical panels span all three 
storeys (fig. 11).55 The cuboid building, which stands 
on a kind of brick pedestal, has a minimalist appear-
ance courtesy of the taut white plastic facade with 
small square windows. The building’s corners are 
rounded, and the sculptural window frames were 
moulded together with the panels.56

 In 2018 the owner’s plans to demolish the building 
caused an outcry in Zwijndrecht. The local historical 
society led a successful campaign for preservation and 
the building was granted municipal listed status on 
account of its special cultural value – an indication of 
the growing appreciation for plastic architecture in 
the heritage sector.57

THE EVALUATION OF FRP ARCHITECTURE
Most of the buildings mentioned in this article have 
since been demolished. Many of the earliest examples 
of FRP architecture were one-off prototypes or experi-
ments that were not intended for long-term occupa-
tion.58 Some of these buildings, like aircraft manufac-
turer Fokker’s Instant Home, stood on factory sites 
where they were briefly occupied in order to demon-
strate that plastic did not diminish living comfort.59 
Furthermore, the material was never really popular. 
People were loath to exchange their brick or concrete 
dwellings – materials with a proven history of safety 
and solidity – for a plastic version.60

 Even today the material is not exactly popular, as 
became apparent when the sBC building was granted 
local listed status in 2018. Many Zwijndrecht residents 
were astonished; they thought it was ‘hideous’.61 
Another problem is the lack of knowhow in the heri-
tage sector regarding the conservation and restoration 
of buildings containing FRP. That became obvious in 
relation to the FRP ‘Shelter’ prototype designed in the 
late 1970s by interior architect Kor Aldershoff (fig. 12). 
It was intended as temporary housing, for example in 
disaster areas. But because it proved difficult to assem-
ble and disassemble – a crucial feature of the design – 
the Shelter did not proceed beyond the prototype.62 
The badly damaged building was recently gifted to the 
heritage preservation association, Vereniging Hen-
drick de Keyser. There, due to the lack of FRP knowhow, 
Shelter’s restoration proved to be something of a 
nightmare.63

 That said, interest in plastic architecture is increas-
ing in the heritage sector, in tandem with the growing 
interest in post-1965 architecture, and this time the 
focus is on preservation rather than demolition. FRP’s 
negative image is finally starting to swing the other 
way.

of plastic facade panels: at first primarily with FRP, 
later with glass-filled polycarbonate as well.51 Brouwer 
was working towards a recognizable visual idiom 
using FRP.52 His facade panels were distinguished by 
rounded corners, a ripple structure and facade open-
ings reminiscent of car windows.53 
 The Vianen distribution centre’s dual functions were 
reflected in the building’s two storeys (fig. 10). The 
more enclosed ground floor, for which Brouwer used 
reinforced concrete, was for storing merchandise. The 
upper floor contained offices and its facade consisted 
of yellow FRP sandwich panels with large window 
openings. Brouwer’s use of the possibilities offered by 
FRP to signal the building’s different functions (distri-
bution centre and office) to the outside world was a 
first in FRP architecture.54 

SBC BUILDING, 1975
The educational building for Stichting Bijzondere  
Cursussen (sBC) in Zwijndrecht was built after the 1973 



11. Ton Lanz, SBC building in Zwijndrecht, 1975 (Regionaal Archief Dordrecht)

12. Kor Aldershoff, Shelter, late 1970s (photo Roos Aldershoff)
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underwent a change. The early plastic houses had 
load-bearing FRP walls, but later on the material was 
used in the form of facade panels mounted in a steel 
frame. 
 All in all, there were a lot of experiments with FRP in 
the Dutch building industry. The material was used in 
a variety of building types: holiday houses, permanent 
dwellings, office buildings and distribution centres. 
Although there were high hopes for the use of FRP in 
construction in the 1950s and ’60s, they were never 
realized on a large scale. Plastic does not occupy the 
prominent place in architecture that people envisaged 
after the war. Nevertheless, some exceptional build-
ings with FRP elevations were realized in the Nether-
lands and they represent a history in which there is 
still much to discover. 

CONCLUSION
This article has considered the social changes and 
ideas that informed the decision by architects and 
companies to employ fibre reinforced polyester in 
architecture. To illustrate how this new way of think-
ing about living and building was applied in practice it 
has looked at ten Dutch buildings in which the mate-
rial was used in the elevations. The examples show 
how the use of FRP evolved during the 1960s and ’70s. 
Experiments with FRP began at a time when plastic 
was seen as a material that could be used to shape the 
future and solve the housing crisis. When its price 
soared, and its harmful ecological effects became 
known this idea had to be adjusted. Architects 
switched their focus to the possibilities offered by 
FRP’s formability. The structure of FRP buildings also 
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In the wake of the Second World War, architects and 
construction companies in the Netherlands started to 
experiment with the use of fibre-reinforced plastic 
(FRP) in architecture. At the time this combination of 
polyester and fibreglass, which is strong, malleable 
and lightweight, was seen as an ideal building materi-
al. Yet to date very little research has been carried out 
into the use of FRP in Dutch architecture. This article 
investigates the social changes that prompted archi-
tects and construction companies to experiment with 
FRP. 

After the Second World War various factories in the 
transport industry were keen to find new markets for 
their expertise with FRP. They found them in housing 
construction. The plastic material was eminently suit-
ed to system building, a process that speeded up the 
construction of much-needed housing. Thanks to its 
high load-bearing capacity and factory production, 
FRP was ideal for the sandwich panels used in this con-
struction method. 

Another factor in FRP’s favour was the prevailing 
sense of optimism about the future in the Netherlands 
in that period. Architects were considering new, flexi-
ble forms of living and the designs they produced gave 
residents the freedom to organize, extend and even re-

PLASTIC DREAMS 
FACADES OF FIBRE-REINFORCED PLASTIC (FRP) IN THE NETHERLANDS  
sARA dUIsTERs

locate their dwelling. Some architects also felt that the 
outward appearance of buildings should change – that 
a new era demanded new forms. Buildings should ex-
press an optimistic view of the future, and for that FRP, 
which could be produced in a wide range of shapes and 
colours, was ideal. Until 1973, that is, when the global 
oil crisis caused the price of oil to rise so steeply that 
the use of FRP in large-scale housing projects ceased to 
be cost-effective.

Many of the buildings containing FRP have since 
been demolished. The earliest examples were often ex-
perimental prototypes, one-off structures not intend-
ed for long-term occupancy. Plastic never became real-
ly popular as a building material for housing; people 
were reluctant to exchange their solid brick or concrete 
dwellings for a plastic version. 

Fast forward to today and the restoration and preser-
vation of buildings constructed with FRP is problemat-
ical since the relevant expertise is still lacking in the 
heritage sector. Nonetheless, interest in plastic archi-
tecture is growing, accompanied by an emphasis on 
preservation rather than demolition. This new ap-
proach is a corollary of the increasing interest in 
post-1965 architecture. The negative image of FRP is 
gradually starting to change.





b 1. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment  
building appropriated for informal use, 2023 (photo  
Herman H. van Doorn GKf)
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The post-war British ‘new towns’ are a familiar refer-
ence point in Dutch architectural courses. Intended to 
relieve some of the pressure on the London metropo-
lis, their realization became a testing ground for the 
viability of many of the principles in the modernist 
repertoire – not just in relation to the quality of the 
housing, but also to the spatial planning of the entire 
estate. In addition to garden-city comfort, the new 
towns were required to provide a good amenity infra-
structure and efficient access for the various traffic 
flows. Most of the new towns sprang up in an outer 
ring around London, but there were a few northern 
outliers. It was to one of these, Runcorn New Town 
near Liverpool, that a group of Delft architecture stu-
dents headed in the early 1990s.1 They were keen to see 
what had become of the Southgate housing estate 
designed in 1967 by Sir James Stirling (1926-1992). Stir-
ling had managed to create an eloquent architecture, 
made up of raw, precast concrete modules cleverly 
arranged into a totality. The ground level was reserved 
for green space and vehicular traffic, while pedestri-
ans had their own dedicated ‘street in the sky’. 
 The Southgate Estate, completed in 1976, was not 
just the epitome of a modern living environment. For 
those in the know, Stirling’s architecture contained 
ample references to English architectural history: the 
dimensions of the courtyards, for example, referred to 
the Georgian squares of Bath and Edinburgh. Reasons 
aplenty, therefore, for the Delft teachers and students 
to head to Runcorn. But they were in for a rude awaken-
ing. The Southgate Estate was no more, unexpectedly 
demolished so it seemed, despite its young age. ‘It was 
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unchanged from the moment of their inception to 
their eventual demise.’3

 That is lucidly expressed, yet the everyday world does 
not always behave according to this simple outline. 
There are exceptions to the rule; sometimes there is 
also scope for alterations and there turn out to be more 
options for a building than to stay exactly as it was 
built or to be knocked down. Contrary to functionalist 
doctrine, a building is not by definition a perfectly 
homogeneous answer to a perfectly homogeneous 
question, which can never afterwards be altered. The 
use can change, the aesthetic mood can undergo a sea 
change and the building may opt to adjust to that.

THE PERMANENCES OF THE CITY
To get closer to the various possibilities resulting from 
such a willingness to change, a building’s resilience 
needs to be subjected to a more nuanced investigation 
than that prescribed by functionalist dogma. One 
well-known diagram that attempts to do justice to a 
broader tolerance of alteration was devised by Stewart 
Brand. It distinguishes the various layers of a building 
according to their alleged capacity for change.4 All the 
loose fittings in the interior of a building (stuff) are by 
definition interchangeable; the interior layout (space 
plan) is less accommodating and that also applies to 
the services and even to the cladding (skin) of a build-
ing, while the plot of land (site) is pretty well eternal. 
The underlying idea is that potentially, each layer has a 
different lifespan.
 This diagram is considerably subtler than the previ-
ous functionalist all-or-nothing plan, but even this 
assumes the reasonableness of doing whatever one 
wants with a building as long as the functional issue is 
meticulously analysed, layer by layer. But it is no longer 
always easy to predict how that reasonableness will 
turn out. There are plenty of examples of buildings 
that have perished in the wake of a capricious deci-
sion-making process devoid of any semblance of logic. 
Human nature is inconstant and that carries over into 
how buildings are treated. 
 This is why cultural explorations of the same issue 
sometimes get closer to reality than the supposed 
‘rocket science’ of deterministic functionalists. Cul-
ture encapsulates not just logical reasonableness, but 
the entirety of affective tendencies, including ostensi-
bly less productive variants. Aldo Rossi is a fitting ref-
erence in this context, if only because of his definition 
of the city as the fabbrica della città (the buildings that 
make up the city) referring both to the material mani-
festation of the city form and to the cultural project 
that sustains interaction with that form. Rossi regards 
the city – and thus the building – as an ‘interrupted 
work’: ‘With time, the city grows upon itself, it acquires 
a consciousness and memory. In the course of its con-

clear,’ wrote François Claessens after having recovered 
somewhat from his initial dismay, ‘that the privatisa-
tion that had prevailed in Britain under the Thatcher 
regime had limited to less than twenty years the lifes-
pan of this collective housing project that had been 
achieved with great ideals, effort and investment, even 
before it had been written off financially.’2 The same 
thing could easily happen in the Netherlands, too, 
Claessens added, alluding to the fate of the Bijlmer-
meer and, even more drastic, that of the Zwarte 
Madonna. Much praised upon its completion in the 
1980s, this contribution to Dutch housing had scarcely 
reached puberty before it was torn from life. Not long 
after this, a stone’s throw away in The Hague, the death 
knell sounded for another piece of Dutch architectural 
history when the Nederlands Danstheater, a sublime 
early work by Rem Koolhaas, was also prematurely 
euthanized. It involuntarily made way for the banal 
facadism of the Amare complex that is indisputably 
much less likely to qualify for any kind of heritage sta-
tus.

UNSTOPPABLE DEMOLITION FRENZY
These are not exceptions. The prospect of surviving to 
a ripe old age is depressingly low for recent buildings, 
and that is equally true of buildings born of architec-
tural pretensions. Structural robustness does not nec-
essarily increase the chances of survival, as I experi-
enced first-hand almost twenty years ago when I 
embarked on a monograph of a contemporary archi-
tect I had come to admire greatly: Frans van Gool 
(1922-2015). The excursion programme I had put 
together for a day out in the company of Van Gool 
included a building that had seemed to me to be inde-
structible: the solidly constructed brick and concrete 
Phoenix office building in Amersfoort (1972-1980). But 
Van Gool swiftly disabused me; I could scratch that 
item from our programme because I was too late. That 
building, too, was no more.
 It seems as if nowadays every building is regarded as 
ripe for demolition, regardless of age, structural con-
dition or architectural quality. As soon as the idea that 
it is ‘in the way’ has taken hold, its chances of being 
razed are considerable. As unreasonable as this demo-
lition frenzy is, it is consistent with a line of reasoning 
rooted in the functionalist fixation with a presumed 
fitness for purpose that was very much in the ascen-
dant last century. ‘In a perfectly functioning state, 
according to the precepts of functionalism, buildings 
would either fulfil their purpose or be demolished, 
except perhaps for a few exceptions,’ wrote Fred Scott 
in his admirable book, On Altering Architecture. He 
then followed this reasoning to its predictable conclu-
sion: ‘Alterations would be unknown. Through fore-
thought and prescience, buildings would remain 



B
U

L
L

E
T

IN
 K

N
O

B
 2

0
2

3
  • 4

75

ics an inescapable factor in the life span of a building. 
It represents a certain land value that, together with 
graduated depreciation, can push a decision about a 
building’s future in a particular direction, be that 
adaptation, conservation or demolition. Following on 
from that, architectural considerations can help to 
determine whether the building in question lends 
itself to a different use and whether it can if necessary 
be extended. The cultural aspect, finally, includes 
assessing the ramifications of the building’s official or 
non-official heritage status. 
 Roorda and Kegge’s research has yielded a useful 
checklist for evaluating a building’s chances of sur-
vival. Sadly, that does not mean that much predictive 
value can be ascribed to it. A high land value may make 
it more likely that a notable historical building will be 
replaced by another, but it is no hard and fast rule. The 
fact that a building can be extended may prove an 
advantage in the case of adaptive reuse, but that too 
offers no guarantee of survival, any more than a robust 
materialization. Many readily extendable buildings 
have vanished without ever being extended, just as 
many durable buildings never had the chance to wear 
out. The only more or less reliable criterion for survival 
is to be heritage listed. Anyone who conceives a plan to 
demolish an official heritage building can be assured 
that the relevant authorities are not going to wave it 
through uncontested. In practice this carries more 
weight than the fact that the building is very robust or 
is otherwise architecturally meritorious, but without 
official protected status. Any building can bite the 
dust.

NEUTRALITY CRITERION
In reality, an object that is deemed a cultural perma-
nence, cannot take that status for granted. Architec-
ture is a social applied art, not an art that in benign 
isolation can, if necessary, fall into oblivion without 
perishing. The unremarked magnification of one 
aspect of this applied function of architecture during 
the late-modern era has served to accentuate its tran-
sience. In the past a building was a durable, materially 
solidified function, whereas today it is more of a neu-
tral service, in other words a ‘commodity’. This is 
related to the waning significance of the classic typo-
logical system that distinguishes between houses, 
palaces, offices and factories. In today’s service econ-
omy the clear-cut definition of these categories is erod-
ing: for the most part, work no longer takes place on 
farms or in factories, each with its specific func-
tion-dictated spatial arrangement, but in settings that 
adhere to more or less the same comfort and safety 
requirements as a dwelling. 
 The homogenizing trend extends to interiors, where 
spatial efficiency requirements and a diminished 

struction, its original themes persist, but at the same 
time it modifies and renders these themes of its own 
development more specific.’5 It is precisely through the 
activity of the phenomena of consciousness and mem-
ory of which Rossi speaks that the city can behave and 
be understood as a cultural project.
 Anyone who finds this somewhat vague and unde-
fined should dip a little further into Rossi’s legendary 
book about the city. The cultural project is not some 
airy-fairy notion for Rossi; it is supported by perma-
nences, also referred to as ‘primary elements’, by 
which he means the sustaining, essential buildings of 
the city. Rossi’s primary elements initially correspond 
with the historical institutional and religious build-
ings that through their size and status alone once 
dominated the structure of the city and to some extent 
continue to do so today. More generally, with the 
late-modern era in mind, primary elements can be 
explained as permanences in the city that can serve as 
monumental reference points for the urban organism, 
provided they are viewed and cherished as such by the 
community and civic authorities. Viewed in this way, 
the memory of the city is both mental and material. 

UNPREDICTABLE SURVIVAL PROSPECTS 
It is with the possible guise of these mental and mate-
rial permanences in mind that thinking about heri-
tage actually starts, including heritage from the last 
fifty years. Deciding which buildings merit perma-
nence has traditionally been the core task of institu-
tional heritage preservation. The gradual dominance 
of a lower echelon of functions than that of the classic 
institutions and churches is an inevitable side effect of 
contemporary architecture. Selection is a direct conse-
quence of searching for permanences, less in terms of 
functional performance or functionalist merit, than 
of appreciation, if need be in the most subjective sense. 
However, the inexorable transience of even the most 
permanent permanence demands a credible estimate 
of a building’s capacity for adaptation over time. Only 
then is it possible to assess just how robust the line of 
defence needs to be, ranging from impregnable to 
elastic, when the continued existence of selected 
buildings hangs in the balance. Stewart Brand’s dia-
gram is a good first step for such an evaluation, but no 
more than that because it focuses solely on the mate-
rial layers. 
 A more detailed approach to the same issue recently 
became available with the publication of Ruurd 
Roorda and Bas Kegge’s Vital architecture.6 In this 
study the future prospects of buildings are assessed in 
a comprehensive system of considerations, divided 
into three chapters: economy, architecture, culture. 
Whatever its heritage status, every building appears in 
some form of financial accounting, making econom-
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arrangement of halls with an indifferent exterior. The 
fact that the concert hall itself, in rudimentary form, 
was able to be preserved, nevertheless illustrates what 
permanence may ultimately mean for a building: it is 
impossible for architecture to be more decisively com-
promised.

CENTRAAL BEHEER
Another major Hertzberger work is the slightly older 
office building for Centraal Beheer in Apeldoorn (1968-
1972). What this building has endured over the years 
encapsulates everything revealed above. The history 
of use is a drama with plot twists no functionalist doc-
trine is proof against. Centraal Beheer came about 
thanks to a client who was not daunted by a highly 
unconventional office setting, structured by clusters 
of square office islands, separated by top-lit voids and 
connected by a circulation route consisting of bridges. 
At one stroke the classic office acquired a coherent suc-
cessor whose main features started to find their way 
into the buildings of admirers near and far, helped by 
the fact that the building received copious press cover-
age. Together with the slightly older Burgerweeshuis 
in Amsterdam by Aldo van Eyck, Centraal Beheer 
became an icon of what came to be known as structur-
alism. However, because the concept of structuralism 
derived from outside architecture and had its origins 
in philosophy, there continues to be confusion as to 
what Van Eyck and Hertzberger actually meant by it. 
That irritates Hertzberger, all the more since an accu-
rate explanation of structuralism is helpful in under-
standing why he put up a fight when the building’s 
survival was threatened. ‘[W]hen it comes to structur-
alism, let’s stop concentrating on the formal aspect of 
a distinctive structure. Structuralism is a concept that 
originated in linguistic philosophy where it stands for 
the relationship of language as a collective instrument 
that offers language users the freedom of personal 
interpretation,’ Hertzberger wrote recently. ‘Structur-
alism in architecture relates to a spatial framework 
where not everything is programmatically laid down 
in terms of functions, but where freedom is allowed for 
the filling-in of additional uses, so that a building can 
adapt from place to place to what is needed from time 
to time and thus to new requirements.’7 
  This explanation not only clarifies why Hertzberger 
allowed the renovation of his Utrecht concert hall to 
reach such a painful conclusion but is also typical of 
his mindset during the erratic history of Centraal 
Beheer after it had become clear that the office islands, 
after thirty years of use, could not remain as they were. 
The trajectory has been graphically chronicled by 
Stephan Petermann in Back to the Office, a recent book 
co-edited with Ruth Baumeister.8 The future of Cen-
traal Beheer has hung in the balance for over fifteen 

sense of staff hierarchy signalled the end of the tradi-
tional office layout. Today’s office floor has very few 
space dividers and consists mainly of furniture. In 
dwellings, the time-honoured distinction between 
kitchen and rooms is less frequently defined by a wall, 
hallway or serving hatch. Spatial interiors are in prin-
cipal neutral and ‘multifunctional’, in the contempo-
rary, homogenizing sense of that term. It is with good 
reason that ‘flexibility’ has become a keyword and a 
fixture of real estate speak and the jargon used by 
architects and builders: it is often the essence of a 
building and there is nothing else to be said about it 
than that it is suitable for all manner of uses. 

THE HERTZBERGER CASE
The expectations that attach to a building nowadays 
make themselves felt not only in new-build pro-
grammes, but also in the approach to existing build-
ings. To the extent that those existing buildings bear 
the hallmarks of classic typology, their resilience will 
be sorely tested, because a purpose-designed building 
cannot turn into a flexible-use ‘commodity’ just like 
that. Nevertheless, many historical churches and 
industrial artefacts have in fact been relatively easily 
converted to accommodate a wholly alien programme 
from the leisure economy. Such conversions are 
socially acclaimed as a demonstration of successful 
heritage preservation, even though the credibility of 
the contrived tableau is by no means always convinc-
ing.
 With buildings of more recent date, not least those of 
the Post 65 generation, where the shift to a programme 
of maximum flexibility was often already evident, the 
adaptive capacity should be greater. The reality is com-
plicated, however, even for Post 65 buildings that were 
intrinsically programmed for change – and to illus-
trate that most acutely, we must now mention Herman 
Hertzberger (b. 1932). Of all Dutch architects Hertz-
berger, who acquired an international reputation in 
the 1960s by ostentatiously devoting himself to a func-
tionally flexible architecture, has suffered the most as 
he and his buildings approached old age. This was not 
yet the case with his Muziekcentrum Vredenburg in 
Utrecht because that building had been designed spe-
cifically as a concert hall and consequently repre-
sented a traditional typology. The original Vredenburg 
was completed in 1979. Forty years later, after a drastic 
renovation directed by none other than Herman 
Hertzberger himself, it was embedded in the Tivoli-
Vredenburg music complex. While the large, octago-
nal Vredenburg hall was once the climax of an 
approach from the centre of Utrecht spun out with 
many architectural details, in the revised version this 
same hall became a large, albeit still brilliantly 
designed piece of furniture in an arbitrary spatial 



c 2. Centraal Beheer in dilapidated state and Herman  
Hertzberger draws the transformation of Centraal  
Beheer, 2023 (still from the documentary The Proof  
of the Pudding van Herman Hertzberger by Patrick  
Minks, Jaap Veldhoen and Wouter Snip) 
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ing a plan that is neither architecturally nor commer-
cially fully worked out. It is an indication of the degree 
of complexity of this challenge. National listed status 
might help: it was an important factor in the preserva-
tion of Van Eyck’s Burgerweeshuis, although that per-
manence occupies a prime site, and the surface area is 
five times smaller.

A MINISTRY IN THE HAGUE
The truly remarkable aspect of the long Centraal 
Beheer redevelopment saga following the sale and 
lease back, is Herman Hertzberger’s apparently in fi-
nite forbearance, never deviating from the ideological 
line that a building is a generic framework without any 
definitive programmatic specification. He stuck to 
that, even when it was abundantly clear that the mate-
rial integrity of the original was suffering as a result. 
While the fate of Centraal Beheer remains chronically 
unresolved, the future of another major work by Hertz-
berger, the twenty years’ younger Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Employment in The Hague (1979-1990), is 
looking shaky. In the dying days of the last century and 
without paying any heed to the fundamentally decen-
tralized composition of The Hague’s street plan, the 
State decided to bring all government ministries to the 
would-be city centre around Het Spui. The ministerial 
buildings outside this area, including the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science in Zoetermeer, were 
abandoned, and so too Hertzberger’s still youthful 
building for Social Affairs, located close to the Laan 
van Nieuw Oost-Indië railway station on the outskirts 
of The Hague. 
 In line with the prevailing neo-liberal ideology, the 
building was put up for sale and acquired by the devel-
oper Vorm acting together with MeyerBergman Erf-
goed Groep, successor of the development company 
previously known as MAB. In the 1990s MAB had been 
the developer who initiated De Resident, the key proj-
ect in a plan to provide The Hague with a credible cen-
tre. The new owner, who paid 23 million euros for the 
56,000 square metre ministry building, was doubtful 
that this expenditure would pay off if the existing 
building had to be retained, however young and robust 
it might be. Assuming that the net-to-gross ratio of the 
volume of the Social Affairs building did not readily 
lend itself to conversion to housing – comparable to 
Centraal Beheer – demolition was definitely on the 
cards. A succession of plans for replacement new-build 
were presented by UNstudio, Rijnboutt and Barcode 

years during which time it has been subject to the dis-
parate whims of a succession of owners and develop-
ers, with now and then a supporting role for the archi-
tect and the civic authorities.

ON THE ROAD TO RUIN
In 2007 Achmea, Centraal Beheer’s mother company, 
sold the building to sNs bank and developer TCN, only 
to immediately lease it back: in real estate speak this is 
called sale and leaseback. Coincidentally, a year later 
the building was granted municipal listed status but 
that did nothing to alter the dramatic sequel. Achmea 
ended its lease as of the beginning of 2013 and moved 
into new premises elsewhere. The building remained 
largely empty. A year earlier one of the two owners, 
TCN, had succumbed to the credit crisis. Things were 
no better at sNs, which also went bankrupt, after which 
the property accrued to the State. Under the neo-lib-
eral policies of the day that offered only temporary 
relief since that same State was busy selling off its 
properties wherever possible. Centraal Beheer, at that 
moment valued at 38 million euros, fell into the ‘wrong 
basket’. In 2015 it was put up for sale, finding a new 
owner in development company Certitudo, which was 
able to acquire it for the trifling sum of 2.5 million 
euros. During the period when TCN was still in the pic-
ture, there had been talk of adapting the building to 
accommodate the Saxion University of Applied Sci-
ences, but it came to nothing. As soon as Certitudo 
took over, any such prospect disappeared. It is hardly 
news anymore that ‘location’ is regarded as crucial to 
the success of a development project: a large, empty, 
high-maintenance building in Apeldoorn is not exactly 
an asset. That also explains the glaring disparity 
between 38 and 2.5 million. Certitudo had previous 
experience with the Strijp-S site in Eindhoven where it 
had discovered that there was still a lot of money to be 
made by adapting old buildings for start-ups. That was 
more complicated in Apeldoorn. While a lack of ten-
ants and vandalism were slowly turning Centraal 
Beheer into a ruin, Certitudo consulted with Hertz-
berger on viable solutions. The cluster plan did not 
lend itself readily to housing since there was too much 
interior for too little external facade. Variations were 
devised in which the plan evolved into four entities 
separated by a passageway, at least one of which could 
be converted for office functions. Efforts to produce 
marketable and lettable dwellings continued, but this 
entailed major alterations to the plan and the materi-
alization. It was also self-evident that numerous ther-
mal bridges would have to be eliminated.
 An outcome remains out of reach, the more so since 
Certitudo, too, was subject to commercial setbacks 
and has since been declared bankrupt: stalemate. For 
the time being a stalemate is better than implement-









b 3. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment building  
appropriated for informal use, 2023 (photo Herman H. van 
Doorn GKf)

4. V8, site plan of extension to the Evides service building, Rotterdam 2023 (V8)

THE QUIST CASE
Centraal Beheer and the Social Affairs ministry have 
each in their own way become a major headache for  
all those involved in their fate. The architect might 
have acknowledged the theoretical alterability of  
his buildings, but that does not mean that they really 
are alterable. On top of that there is the extreme capri-
ciousness of the social process, with the possibility  
of listed status as the only remedy against an unpleas-
ant end. It is, as previously observed, typical of an 
architectural culture in which buildings have become 
commodities. But there are exceptions to that culture, 
including for post-1965 buildings with clear heritage 
status potential. 
 The oeuvre of Wim Quist (1930-2022) was forged 
under a different ideological star from that of Herman 
Hertzberger and this had a direct effect on what hap-
pened to his buildings as they aged and became sus-
ceptible to the pressure to adapt. Quist most emphati-
cally did not see his buildings as a spatial framework 
that could be varied at will later on, depending on new 
functional demands. Change might not have been 
excluded in advance, but the idea underpinning his 
designs was that the buildings were complete in them-

while a fuming Hertzberger watched from the wings. 
 In light of the recent sharp rise in building costs, the 
business case for housing on this site is far from com-
pelling, at least so long as The Hague sticks to its man-
datory benchmark of forty per cent social housing for 
housing developments. In this case that would result 
in dwellings with a surface area of around thirty 
square metres. Meanwhile, in the reality of everyday 
practice, Hertzberger’s claim that a building like this 
is a spatial framework that lends itself to more uses 
than just the original has shown to be plausible. The 
Social Affairs building has been successfully appropri-
ated by new groups of users: start-up businesses, stu-
dents and residence permit holders, all gathered 
around the large atrium. A short-term outcome is 
uncertain here, too, but Hertzberger tirelessly contin-
ues to insist that components of the building, in par-
ticular the structural members, still have decades of 
life left in them.9 



5. V8, entrance of extension to the Evides service building, Rotterdam 2023 (V8)

6. V8, south elevation of extension to the Evides service building, Rotterdam 2023  (V8)



5. V8, entrance of extension to the Evides service building, Rotterdam 2023 (V8)

6. V8, south elevation of extension to the Evides service building, Rotterdam 2023  (V8)

B
U

L
L

E
T

IN
 K

N
O

B
 2

0
2

3
  • 4

83

narrow intermediary section.12 A rapprochement was 
achieved, with everyone’s autonomy remaining intact. 
Quist died in the summer of 2022; Alkemade carried 
on with his mediation activities until mid-2023 by 
which time the design had attained an almost Quist-
like serenity and could be prepared for presentation  
to the Rotterdam Design Review and Heritage Com-
mittee.

Quist’s own design exercises, applied to recognized 
heritage buildings, reveal that it was impossible for 
him to capture the essence of the original. This was 
true, for example, of the extension of the Kröller-Müller 
Museum in Otterlo (1970-1977) and the renovation of 
the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (1981-1990). Given his 
own character, there was only one option open to him: 
apply his own distinctive style down to the last detail. 
Cultivating mutual respect is an approach that yields 
results in circumstances where neither the survival 
nor the related function of the relevant primary ele-
ment is in question. This befell Quist and he behaved 
accordingly. The v8 architects and their client gradu-
ally assimilated what they had experienced here. As for 
the ‘commodities’, which are expected to respond 
anew to every corporate impulse by adapting to a 
changing reality, the problem is more serious and 
more urgent. Mutual respect cannot be taken for 
granted here and the existing building is quite simply 
expected to acquiesce or, in the last instance, make 
way. This was what befell Hertzberger and what deter-
mined his agenda for many years. That agenda could 
well symbolize the effort that is also required of others 
on behalf of post-1965 heritage.

selves and consequently not amenable to tinkering. 
Anyone who tried that on without consulting Quist 
could be sure of provoking his ire. This is what hap-
pened to the Evides water company when it wanted to 
add a new office building to the waterworks complex 
Quist had designed at the foot of the Brienenoord 
bridge in Rotterdam for the Kralingen water company 
(1973-1977). 
 The famous tear-shaped water reservoirs and filter 
plant would be unaffected by the envisaged extension, 
but in the instructions provided in advance a modest 
triangle diagonal to the end of the existing service 
building had been allocated for a possible extension.  
A European tender organized by the company was  
won by the Rotterdam architects, v8. Quist was not 
informed until mid-2020, after the tender had wound 
up and the winner had produced a preliminary design. 
He was livid. He was affronted not to have been con-
sulted, but also infuriated by what he saw as the  
spatially misconceived choice of a triangular volume, 
by the architectural effect of that choice, and by  
the connection between the new volume and the exist-
ing building. In autumn 2021 Quist applied for an 
interim injunction against Evides, which was success-
ful insofar as it eventually resulted in a conversation 
between Quist, Evides and architect Michiel Raaphorst 
of v8.10 At Quist’s request Floris Alkemade, who had 
just stepped down as Government Architect, acted pro 
bono ‘to search for a possible solution from an inde-
pendent position’.11 Under Alkemade’s mediatory 
guidance the initially frosty relations started to thaw. 
The parties gradually reached agreement on the idea 
of connecting the extension, in the form of a diago-
nally positioned cube, to the existing building via a 

 7 H. Hertzberger, unpublished text  
‘Van “werkplaats voor 1.000” naar 
overdekte ministad’, 2 December  
2021. Made available to the author by 
AHH office.

 8 R. Baumeister and S. Petermann,  
Back to the office. 50 revolutionary  
office buildings and how they sustained, 
Rotterdam 2022, 388-399. Information 
gleaned during an interview with  
Herman Hertzberger and Laurens-Jan 
ten Kate, Amsterdam 1 June 2023.

 9 AHH, SoZaWe. De toekomst van het 
voormalige gebouw Ministerie van  

Sociale Zaken. Poort naar de stad,  
Amsterdam 2021.

 10 Injunction judgement 5 November 
2021, Court of Rotterdam case number 
C/10/621627 / KG zA 21-584.

 11 Conversation notes of Floris Alkemade, 
d.d. 22 December 2021, shown to  
the author. Interview with Floris  
Alkemade, Sint-Oedenrode, 30 May 
2023.

 12 Interview with Michiel Raaphorst  
and Frank Huibers (v8 Architects),  
Rotterdam 22 June 2023.
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Buildings completed after about 1964 cannot count on 
surviving into old age, however robust some of them 
may still be. Any building can perish, irrespective of 
age, structural condition or architectural quality. Once 
the idea that a building is in the way has taken hold, its 
chances of being torn down are considerable. All the 
more the building has lost its original function. This 
essay takes the position that the functionalist fixation 
on fitness for purpose has fed through into the way ex-
isting buildings are treated and the intellectual reflec-
tion on that. Take Stewart Brand’s famous diagram. It 
distinguishes the various material layers of a building 
according to their different lifespans, yet that is no 
guarantee that those lifespans will be respected in 
practice: a building is by no means always treated just-
ly, let alone the material lifespan of the different layers 
of a building. Nevertheless, for anyone devoted to the 
city as cultural project, there is still Aldo Rossi’s re-
nowned theory regarding a city’s ‘permanences’ of cul-
tural value. The lifespan problem of more recent archi-
tecture is amplified by the fact that buildings are 

SCANT HOPE OF AN UNTROUBLED OLD AGE 
THE FATE OF POST-1965 BUILDINGS  
BERNARd COlENBRANdER

increasingly categorized as a neutral amenity, in other 
words, a commodity. As such, they can be manipulated 
at will and without taking account of any architectural 
merits they may possess. Two highly regarded build-
ings by the architect Herman Hertzberger have strug-
gled to survive in recent years: the Centraal Beheer of-
fices in Apeldoorn (1968-1972) and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs in The Hague (1979-1990). Although both 
buildings were designed to be functionally flexible, 
that has not rendered them proof against the whims of 
the real estate market: the survival of both buildings is 
still on the line in 2023.

Paradoxically, the second case study presented in 
this article is more hopeful, even though it concerns a 
building that was most certainly not designed to be 
adaptable. It is the office of the Kralingen water compa-
ny in Rotterdam (1973-1979) by Wim Quist. While the 
initial idea for the extension of this building gave rise 
to conflict, mediation eventually produced an architec-
turally convincing solution acceptable to all the parties 
involved, including the original architect.



b 1. ASLK office building 
in Brussels, elevation  

on Broekstraat  
(photo W. Kenis, 

 urban.brussels 2021)
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like OMA’s Villa Lemoine in Bordeaux – completed  
in 1998, listed in 2002.2 Although Villa Lemoine is 
an exception, we indeed see a trend towards ever 
shorter historical distances to heritage objects.3 But 
how should we deal with that ‘young heritage’? While 
Koolhaas proposes a somewhat ad hoc approach,  
we underscore the importance of a scientific frame-
work. 

‘Preservation is overtaking us.’1 In 2004 Rem Koolhaas 
asserted, in his typically provocative manner, that  
the buildings we are protecting are getting progres-
sively younger: at the beginning of the nineteenth  
century the age of heritage was around two thousand 
years, by 1900 that had been reduced to two hundred, 
while at the last turn of the century quite recent build-
ings were being recognized or protected as heritage, 

VALUE ASSESSMENT 
OF YOUNG HERITAGE

THE IMPORTANCE OF MATERIALITY IN AN 
INTEGRATED APPROACH

Marylise PareiN, iNe Wouters aNd stePHaNie vaN de voorde
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or parameters that are related to each other.
 Young heritage is indeed vulnerable. Valuable build-
ings are being radically renovated or even demolished, 
often in response to increasingly strict energy perfor-
mance requirements, before it has been possible to 
assess their value.10 Sensitization and greater recogni-
tion of the specificity of young heritage are conse-
quently essential. That recognition must, however, be 
based on extensive expertise, supported by both pri-
mary and secondary sources on the built object and its 
position in the wider context. Yet, the availability and 
reproduction of such extensive expertise is not evi-
dent. As Conserving Twentieth-Century Built Heritage. 
A Bibliography makes clear, the main focus of most 
publications is on buildings dating from before 1970.11 
Buildings less than fifty years old are significantly 
under-represented. In the last few years there has been 
growing interest in late-twentieth-century architec-
ture on the part of organizations like the Getty Con-
servation Institute, Icomos, dOCOMOMO and The 
Twentieth Century Society.12 But all too often knowl-
edge about the realization and conservation of that 
architecture is confined to specific buildings. 

MATERIALITY AND ARCHITECTURE
Increasing the body of knowledge on young heritage is 
particularly crucial regarding its materiality. Material-
ity is not confined to building materials and tech-
niques but relates to the broader building culture 
which, following Howard Davis’ definition, encom-
passes the complex and coordinated system of people, 
relationships, building types, knowledge, procedures, 
techniques, and habits that surrounds the building 
process.13 In The Materiality of Architecture, Antoine 
Picon emphasizes the importance of materiality in a 
broader sense. He argues that the notion of ‘material-
ity’ applies not only to the material dimension or sub-
stance of a building or object, but is highly contingent 
on technical, economic and cultural factors, the avail-
ability of materials and machines, and the organiza-
tion of labour. In other words, materiality is not a clear-
cut concept, but strongly rooted in a wide historical 
context. As a result, different ‘regimes of materiality’ 
arise, related to a specific time and place.14 The final 
decades of the twentieth century are also character-
ized by a specific ‘materiality regime’. Building on the 
post-war emergence of new, innovative and complex 
building materials, a wide range of high-performance 
materials like high-strength concrete and high-effi-
ciency glass were adopted.15 Traditional materials like 
brick also made a comeback with numerous variations 
and improvements, and dIY materials entered into the 
market. At the same time, materials were being applied 
in specific ways (cf. the increasing popularity of the 
masonry cavity wall), which gave rise to particular 

Three aspects are of particular relevance: what do we 
mean by the term ‘young heritage’, how do we deter-
mine the value of that young heritage, and what exper-
tise is required to recognize its specific qualities?
 This article considers these three questions. In the 
first part we look at how the term ‘young heritage’ is 
interpreted and what is specific to it. We focus in par-
ticular on materiality as one of the properties that 
make it not only relevant but also essential to pay spe-
cial attention to young heritage within the wider her-
itage field. The second part focuses on the methods 
and instruments employed in the assessment and 
protection of young heritage in the Brussels-Capital 
Region, again with particular attention to materiality. 
Interest in young heritage has increased in Brussels in 
recent years; a new assessment method introduced in 
2021 is also being applied to recent objects. In addi-
tion, in-depth research is being conducted on the rela-
tion between the heritage value and materiality of 
young heritage.4 Therefore, in the third part the 
importance of materiality in young heritage is exam-
ined in detail with reference to two projects that have 
been included in the Brussels Inventory of Architec-
tural Heritage. Highlighting the importance of exper-
tise with the materials used, we argue for a more inte-
grated approach to materiality aimed at recognizing 
the specificity of young heritage.

YOUNG HERITAGE
The question of how young architectural heritage can 
be is not easily answered.5 The (minimum) historical 
distance for a building to be recognized or listed as 
heritage differs from country to country, and even 
from region to region. Moreover, theory is not the 
same as practice: the minimum age applied in practice 
is often an unspoken rule of thumb rather than an  
official administrative rule. In Flanders, for example, 
thirty years is the (unofficial) benchmark, whereas  
in the Walloon provinces there is no age limit. There is 
no strict minimum age in Brussels either, but an anal-
ysis of post-1945 listed buildings yields an average age 
of fifty years.6 Recent years have seen the emergence  
of an international debate about ‘young heritage’  
in which various terms have been used, including 
‘recent heritage’, ‘modern heritage’ and ‘Post 65 her-
itage’; only the last entails a specific time span (1965-
1990).7 There is no consensus on the application of  
a minimum age. Some heritage experts argue for a 
minimum historical distance on the grounds that it  
is indispensable for positioning a building within  
the historical context and the architect’s body of 
work.8 Others, keenly aware of the vulnerability of 
young heritage, are opposed to a minimum age.9 There 
are legitimate arguments for both standpoints: rather 
than opposing views, they represent two conditions  
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her itage' both part of the Register of Safeguarded Her-
itage. Both statutes are permanently and legally bind-
ing, with a view to the preservation of the buildings 
concerned. This means that prior permission is 
required for any modifications, but what is then per-
mitted differs: the status of listed heritage is very 
restrictive, whereas ‘being included in the safeguard-
ing register’ allows for more flexibility.18 Whereas 
inventorying and listing are standard instruments for 
recognizing and conserving heritage, the statute of 
‘being included in the safeguarding register’ is unique 
to Brussels. It has been used since the late twentieth 
century for buildings where a strictly enforced protec-
tion might stand in the way of its continued use and 
preservation. For instance, in the case of office build-
ings that no longer meet contemporary energy and 
comfort requirements, certain conversions might be 
permitted provided they do not conflict with the her-
itage significance. 
 None of the three statutes entails a minimum age. 
Nevertheless, only four buildings dating from 1970 or 
later are safeguarded: the CBR office building by the 
architect Constantin Brodzki (Watermaal-Bosvoorde, 
1970), the Longchamp swimming pool by Charles de 
Meutter (Ukkel, 1971), the rectorat building of the Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel by Renaat Braem (Elsene, 1974-
1978) and student housing La Maison Médicale (La 
Mémé) by Lucien Kroll (Sint-Lambrechts-Woluwe, 
1970-1982).19 The Inventory of Architectural Heritage 
yields a better result for young heritage (c. 190 out of a 
total of 25,000 entries). Furthermore, the inventory 
also includes buildings realized in the 1980s and 
’90s.20 However, given that Brussels has a total of some 
195,000 buildings, 19,000 of which were built after 
1971, young heritage is seriously under-represented in 
the Inventory as well. This can be partially explained 
by the method used in setting up the inventory: until 
recently, the only buildings realized after 1970 consid-
ered for inclusion were those of an exceptional nature 
that were also designed by a famous architect.21 In 
2021 these requirements for young heritage were aban-
doned. This amendment was in tune with the ambi-
tion of the current Brussels regional government 
(2018-2024) to put greater emphasis on inventorying 
and protecting post-war heritage.22 Also worth men-
tioning in this context is the recent thematic inventory 
of architectural heritage from the period 1939-1999. 
This undertaking drew on a survey towards the gen-
eral public, but more especially on a comprehensive 
academic survey supported by systematic field 
research.23 The results of this exercise are currently 
being included in the official Inventory.

issues such as thermal bridges. Furthermore, regula-
tions increased: the exponential growth of standards 
went hand in hand with ever higher performance 
requirements and the transition to EU-wide standards. 
 Given the importance of the concept of materiality 
for the architecture of the last decades of the twentieth 
century, it merits a special place in the recognition and 
value assessment of young heritage. This should not 
be limited to the absolute value or material properties 
(structural, chemical, technical, et cetera) in their 
original and present-day condition. It is important to 
also look at their relative value and positioning vis-à-
vis the aesthetic, cultural, scientific, technical and 
socio-economic standards of the day (that is the then 
prevailing building culture or the materiality regime) 
in order to unveil its relationship with, for example, 
social, urban, and artistic developments and values. 
Therefore, several recent research projects in Belgium, 
the Netherlands and Switzerland have explicitly 
focused on the materiality of young heritage.16

 In practice, value assessment methods often reduce 
the use of materials to experimentation with new 
materials and innovative construction techniques. 
Yet, calling for an interpretation of materiality that 
looks beyond the material substance or structural 
innovations when assessing young heritage, is not so 
unorthodox. One of the general principles of value 
assessment is that it is necessary to look both at the 
intrinsic value of the object itself, and at its value in 
relation to the context. We therefore look at how a 
broad approach to materiality can be implemented in 
current value assessments– like that employed in the 
Brussels-Capital Region.

VALUE ASSESSMENT OF BRUSSELS HERITAGE
In Belgium heritage is a regional competence; the 
Brussels-Capital Region thus employs a different 
method from the Flemish and Walloon Regions. In 
neither of the three regions a specific method for eval-
uating young heritage is employed. This begs the ques-
tion of whether the ‘regular’ method and instruments 
are capable or appropriate to recognise the specificity 
of young heritage.
 In the Brussels-Capital Region, three heritage stat-
utes can be assigned: ‘inventoried heritage’ [“geïnven-
tariseerd erfgoed”], ‘heritage included in the safe-
guarding register’ [“erfgoed ingeschreven op de 
bewaarlijst”] and ‘listed heritage’ [“beschermd erf-
goed”].17 Inventoried heritage is included in the Inven-
tory of Architectural Heritage. Inclusion in the Inven-
tory carries no legal or financial implications: it is 
simply a means to identify buildings with heritage 
value and can be a first step towards preservation or 
protection. The two other categories, ‘heritage in-
cluded in the safeguarding register’ and ‘listed , are 
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value and integrity, which enables a more nuanced 
approach. In artistic value, for example, materials and 
technical mastery are taken into account when refer-
ring to the ‘execution’. As for the technical value, this 
can be related to the early use of a particular material 
or technique, buildings of structural or technological 
significance, a structural or technological tour de 
force, technological innovation, and witnesses of  
former building methods. Special and experimental 
materials, construction processes or components are 
recognized under scientific value.25 With regard to the 
heritage criteria, rarity entails a consideration in rela-
tion to the building-historical context, including the 
common building techniques and materials of the 
time. With regard to ensemble value, a homogeneous 
construction method and architectural coherence are 
put forward as important considerations. These 
non-limiting descriptions, in combination with the 
encouragement to link various values (for example 
technical and scientific value), provide opportunities 
to recognise the materiality of young heritage based 
on several, possibly mutually reinforcing criteria. 
Below we discuss in detail two case studies that under-
score the importance of materiality in heritage value. 
Both are included in the Brussels Inventory of Archi-
tectural Heritage.

THE ASLK APARTMENT BUILDING
The first case study is the AslK apartment building in 
Brussels (1985-1986). Upon completion, the architec-
tural press praised the strong architectural expression 
of its elevations. Our analysis shows that this expres-
sion owed much to the carefully considered detailing, 
including of elements that are not visible.
 The construction of the building is indirectly linked 
to the development of the first large computers in the 
1970s. In the banking sector the transition to comput-
erized operations was fairly rapid since no bank 
wanted to lag behind its competitors in terms of tech-
nology. For the Algemene Spaar- en Lijfrentekas bank 
(AslK) that technological switch led to an expansion of 
its offices: the main office on Wolvengracht in the cen-
tre of Brussels was too small to accommodate the inte-
gration of computer technology, so the bank decided 
to buy up several properties in a nearby block and to 
build a new office on the site.26 The block, bounded by 
Koolstraat, Broekstraat and Martelarenplein, was 
already densely built, presenting the designers with a 
complex jigsaw to fit the various functions together. 
The largest and most impressive building was erected 
on Broekstraat (fig. 1). The delivery and car park 
entrance was on Koolstraat. This was topped, probably 
at the request of the city council, by a five-storey apart-
ment building (fig. 2). The design of the project as a 
whole was entrusted to three Belgian design teams: 

NEW ASSESSMENT METHOD
The new method that has been in use since 2021 for 
drawing up the Inventory of Architectural Heritage is 
based on ten heritage values (archeological, artistic, 
aesthetic, historical, landscape, social, urban design, 
technical, folkloric, scientific) and six heritage criteria 
(authenticity, contextual value, ensemble value, integ-
rity, representativity, rarity).24 While theoretically it 
suffices to meet one of the heritage values and one of 
the criteria to be included in the Inventory, in practice 
it usually involves a combination of several mutually 
reinforcing values and criteria. In addition, the value 
assessment is not based solely on intrinsic grounds; a 
comparison with similar buildings on several levels, 
from local to international, also needs to be carried 
out. Although the formulated values and criteria are 
identical to those that were already used for listing 
heritage, the various statutes work with different 
‘weights’ for these criteria and values. 
 With respect to young heritage, additional ‘discrimi-
natory’ conditions were dropped. In fact, the new 
method explicitly states that there is ‘no time limit, so 
that even young architecture qualifies for inclusion in 
the inventory’. But does this offer sufficient possibili-
ties for recognizing the specificity of young heritage? 
There are a few values and criteria that do not appear 
to apply to young heritage, such as ‘archaeological 
value’ and ‘historical value’. Nor do ‘rarity’ and ‘authen-
ticity’ seem particularly relevant: not only are there 
large numbers of young buildings, but many have 
already been renovated without regard for possible 
heritage values. On the other hand, the description of 
values and criteria does provide opportunities, allow-
ing for a broad interpretation and nuanced application 
geared to the specific characteristics of the type of 
heritage under consideration. So the values mentioned 
above may after all play a role. For instance, historical 
value can be assigned, even to young heritage, if it 
‘bears witness to a special period in the history of the 
region or municipality’. The historical value of young 
heritage is however often limited, and rather second-
ary or supporting other attributed values (landscape, 
social or urban design). One example of this is the De 
Drevekens project described below: it is typical of 
1970s housing schemes in Brussels and illustrates the 
search for an innovative spatial design model.
 The new method also makes it possible to take 
account of the materiality of young heritage. Until 
2021 ‘use of materials’ was a separate criterion, yet its 
interpretation was explicitly restricted to the use of 
and experimentation with new materials. Today, the 
use of materials and building techniques is no longer 
considered as a separate criterion, yet is integrated in 
the assessment of artistic, technical and scientific val-
ues, and the criteria on rarity, authenticity, ensemble 



2. ASLK apartment building in Brussels,  
elevation on Koolstraat (photo J. Bauters, 1980s)



3. ASLK apartment building in  
Brussels, standard living area floor 
plan (Philippe Samyn and Partners)
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lighting of the apartments. In that respect it also 
appears that the alignment of the windows in the 
facade plane is not purely aesthetic but has also been 
designed to increase the incidence of daylight. On top 
of that, the windows are structurally advanced. 
Because they are flush with the outer plane of the 
facade, the window frames could not be mounted and 
directly fixed to the load-bearing structure in the way 
that was usual in the 1980s. Instead, they were extended 
five centimetres beyond the load-bearing elements by 
means of metal anchors (fig. 6). This solution was sub-
sequently employed more frequently, especially 
because of the continuing increase in the thickness of 
the thermal insulation. Equally remarkable is the 
attention to windproofing, a concept that only started 
to catch on in Belgium in the 1990s.28 The technical 
detailing in the (preliminary) design of 1982 shows 
that the window openings were rendered windtight by 
sealing the window frames on all four sides with syn-
thetic rubber flashing (Butyl). 
 When considering how materiality might be included 
in the value assessment of this building, the use of 
travertine and its distinctive structural detailing can 
be seen as contributing to the aesthetic and artistic 
value of the building. Although the use of Butyl is not 
visible, it too merits special attention in the value 
assessment: it can be regarded as the application of an 
innovative material (in accordance with the previous 
‘use of materials’ criterion), but also signals a com-
pletely new technological development, in particular 

the office of Walter Bresseleers, the ad hoc partnership 
of Albert De Doncker – Jacques Wybauw – Philippe 
Samyn, and the office of Henri Guchez. The apartment 
building on Koolstraat was designed by the architect 
and civil engineer Philippe Samyn.27

 The design of the apartment building was compli-
cated by the constraints of the programme (including 
a car park entrance at street level and residential func-
tion on the floors above) and the building’s north-
south orientation. The individual apartments extend 
over two floors: the lower floor contains the living 
areas, the upper floor the bedrooms (figs. 3 and 4). An 
internal spiral staircase links the two sections. Each 
living and bedroom floor takes up just half the build-
ing depth. Because they are horizontally alternated, 
each apartment enjoys a double orientation (fig. 5).
 Although the apartment building was not the main 
part of the building programme, a great deal of 
thought went into the design of its elevation. In terms 
of design and materials it resonates with the bank 
building on Broekstraat. The travertine facade clad-
ding was chosen to match the colour of the white stone 
elevations on Broekstraat. In addition, the two build-
ing volumes have a similar architectonic expression: 
sharp, elongated triangular projections on the bank 
elevation and a ‘folded’ elevation for the apartment 
building. The travertine facade panels, executed with 
mitred corners, are ideal for such forms. The windows 
and the pleats in the facade are aligned in such a way 
as to optimise the view from the inside and the day-



4. ASLK apartment building in Brussels, 
standard sleeping area floor plan 
(Philippe Samyn and Partners)

5. ASLK apartment building in Brussels, cross-section. Two apartments highlighted (red and blue) as well as shared corridor 
(green) by the author (State Archives of Belgium)



6. ASLK apartment building in Brussels, section through  
window in elevation (State Archives of Belgium)

materials here is not so much technically advanced, 
but rather representative for the time period and con-
tributing to the ensemble value. For the spatial config-
uration the designers drew inspiration from the large-
scale ‘megastructures’ of interconnected modular 
(residential) units (fig. 7).29 The result is a district con-
sisting of a single continuous ribbon of buildings – not 
one elongated volume, but a conglomeration of diverse 
volumes that together form a single whole. Access to 
the individual dwellings is via a network of car-free 
streets and paths on different levels. As such, the proj-
ect combines the advantages of the individual dwell-
ing, like private access and a sense of security, with the 
advantages of housing blocks (primarily shared ame-
nities). 
 The project is defined by the sloping roof planes that 
act as the unifying element between the volumes. 
From the 1960s, the sloping roof grew in popularity in 
Belgium, for both individual dwellings and apartment 
buildings, while the modernist flat roof fell out of 
favour (fig. 8). The roof plane was often maximized, 
becoming an explicit component of the architectural 
design. In some instances in the 1960s and ’70s the 
roof forms a kind of mantle around the building, with 
the slates or tiles being used as both facade cladding 
and roofing material (fig. 9). The return and ‘expan-
sion’ of the sloping roof brought with it a growing use 
of different roofing materials like fibre cement slates. 
These had been on the market since the beginning of 
the twentieth century, but now began to be used much 
more widely: about one in four 1970s housing projects 
included in the Brussels Inventory of Architectural 
Heritage has a roof and/or facade clad with fibre 
cement slates. They were available in a wide range of 
colours and shapes and were also cheaper than stone 
slates. As the name implies, fibre cement slates consist 
chiefly of cement and fibres – mainly asbestos fibres.30 
Despite the public debate about the health risks of 
asbestos in the 1970s, the first asbestos-free slates 
were not produced until the mid-1980s.31

 Research into the history, application and evolution 
of fibre cement slates in relation to the building cul-
ture of the time shows that the slates used in De 
Drevekens were neither unique nor innovative: slates 
with the same composition, size, colour and texture 
were used in countless other Brussels (housing) pro-
jects in the 1960s and ’70s. Even the attachment method 
using hooks and nails on timber battening is very com-
mon. Therefore, it is difficult to attribute a technical 
heritage value to the project. Yet, because it is so typi-
cal or common, this use of slates is representative of 
general trends in housing in Brussels of that time. In 
addition, the slates contribute greatly to the ensemble 
value. In this respect, and considering that striving for 
material authenticity in the case of restoration would 

in the area of windtightness. At the time, Butyl was 
used primarily for damp barriers in roofs, but had not 
yet been used to windproof windows. This positioning 
with regard to the prevailing building culture demon-
strates that not solely the use of the material in itself, 
but also its specific use for windproofing is important 
for correctly assessing the technical value.

DE DREVEKENS
The second case study is De Drevekens, a large-scale 
housing scheme comprising 360 dwellings in Sint- 
Pieters-Woluwe (1975-1977), designed by the multi- 
disciplinary design studio Architectes, Urbanistes, 
Sociologues, Ingénieurs, Associés (AUsIA). The use of 



7. De Drevekens housing estate in Sint-Pieters-Woluwe, Brussels (aerial photo Ministry of Public Works, 1970s)



8. Atelier d’architecture et d’urbanisme, side elevation of  
apartment building in Ukkel, Brussels, 1975 (Archives Louis 
De Waele, Machelen)

9. Advertisement for Eternit slates (A+: architectuur, stedebouw, 
design 16 [1975])
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be complicated by the presence of asbestos fibres, it is 
important to note that the exact composition of the 
material is less important than the overall materiality: 
the homogeneous construction method and the archi-
tectural coherence generated by the uniform applica-
tion of the slates in roofs and elevations, and the inter-
play with the facade brickwork, ensure a close 
connection between the materiality and typology, 
with the expansive and visually defining function of 
slates being crucial in the overall spatial effect (fig. 10).

CONCLUSION
Following the increasing interest in young heritage in 
heritage circles in recent years, the imperative for a 
scientifically based framework for the recognition and 
value assessment of this heritage becomes stronger. 
Several terms are used to delineate ‘young’ heritage, 
some defined more precisely in terms of chronology  
or age than others. Yet, for assessing the value of young 
heritage, defining an exact time limit is not necessary, 
as it is neither desirable nor productive to evaluate this 
as a separate category, using a value assessment 
method specifically geared to its age. It is, however, 
important that general value assessment methods 
allow for the specificity of young heritage to be recog-
nized. A major challenge lies in the fact that much of 
the necessary knowledge about young heritage still 
needs to be assembled, including in the area of materi-
ality, and that the method used to assess the value of 
young heritage allows for this knowledge to be imple-
mented.
 The heritage value assessment method used since 
2021 by the Brussels-Capital Region allows for the rec-
ognition of the specificity of young heritage. What is 
crucial in this respect is the openness to interpreta-
tion in relation to the various heritage values and crite-
ria; a strict or traditional understanding of criteria like 
‘rarity’ or ‘historical value’ is clearly inadequate and 
unhelpful in the case of young heritage. A second 
important aspect of the Brussels method is that values 
and criteria are not considered separately but can be 
linked to one another. In that integrated approach, 
different values can reinforce one another and the 
positioning of an object vis-à-vis the wider context is 
also taken into account. 
 Each of the two case studies illustrates in a different 
way the importance and the challenges of a correct 
value assessment of young heritage. Our analysis 
focused specifically on the aspect of materiality. The 
AslK apartment building demonstrates that rather 
than concentrating solely on the material itself, this 
should be evaluated within the wider construction 
culture of the time to grasp its innovative character. By 
contrast, the De Drevekens project shows that even 
unexceptional materials can contribute to the her-



10. De Drevekens housing estate in Sint-Pieters-Woluwe, Brussels (photo P. Braquenier, urban.brussels, 2022) B
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about the materiality regime of the last part of the 
twentieth century means that young heritage is in dan-
ger of not being assessed on its merits. Nor is material-
ity the only aspect requiring special attention: more 
knowledge is needed about other aspects, such as 
architectural culture, alternative forms of living, or 
urban design developments, in order to arrive at a cor-
rect and nuanced value assessment of young heritage. 

itage value. Despite the differences, both case studies 
underscore the importance of (research into) material-
ity and of an integrated approach to this in assessing 
young heritage: only with a sufficiently broad and deep 
insight into materiality is it possible to reach a correct 
and specific interpretation of the heritage values and 
criteria. This applies of course to every heritage object, 
irrespective of period, but our incomplete knowledge 
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heritage’ was introduced by the Rijks-
dienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed for 
heritage from the period 1965-1990 
(www.cultureelerfgoed.nl/onderwer-
pen/post-65-erfgoed); this expression  
is now used by local heritage admini-
strations and academic institutions. 

 8 Agentschap Onroerend Erfgoed  
Vlaanderen, ‘Het Gentse naoorlogse 
erfgoed in kaart gebracht’, 8 January 
2020, www.onroerenderfgoed.be/blog/
het-gentse-naoorlogse-erf-
goed-kaart-gebracht.

 9 Council of Europe, Committee of  
Ministers, ‘Recommendation No. R (91) 
13 of the committee of Ministers to 
member States on the protection of  
the twentieth-century architectural 
heritage’, 9 September 1991, www. 
coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/
texts-of-reference.

 10 The ‘at risk’ actions of dOCOMOMO 
draw attention to radical conversions 
or demolition of modern heritage.  
Recently, post-1970 buildings have 
started to appear on this list, such  
as the iconic Nakagin Capsule Tower 
(Kisho Kurokawa, 1972, Tokyo) and  
the Robot Bank building (Sumet  
Jumsai Architects, 1983-1986,  
Bangkok), docomomo.com/momo- 
at-risk/.

 11 S. Macdonald and G. Ostergren (eds.), 
Conserving Twentieth-Century Built 
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The recent surge in interest in ‘young’ heritage is cou-
pled with a growing need for a scientifically based 
framework for dealing with it. This article examines 
the specific characteristics of ‘young heritage’, how it is 
evaluated, and the knowledge required for that. The 
term ‘young heritage’ is not easy to define because the 
minimum historical distance required for assessing or 
protecting a building as heritage differs from country 
to country.

More important than an exact definition, however, is 
increased awareness and greater recognition of the 
special characteristics of this heritage. One of these 
characteristics is materiality. This refers not just to the 
building materials and techniques used but includes 
its positioning with respect to the wider building cul-
ture in which it is rooted. The final decades of the twen-
tieth century were characterized by a distinctive mate-
riality, and this too needs to be included in any value 
assessment. 

To work out how this might be done using existing 
value assessment methods, this article looks at the 
method used since 2021 by the Brussels-Capital Re-
gion in drawing up its Inventory of Architectural Heri-
tage. This method is based on ten heritage values and 
six heritage criteria. The individual values and criteria 
are not strictly defined but rather described, so as to 

VALUE ASSESSMENT OF YOUNG HERITAGE  
THE IMPORTANCE OF MATERIALITY IN AN INTEGRATED APPROACH  
MARYlIsE PAREIN, INE WOUTERs ANd sTEPHANIE vAN dE vOORdE

allow room for interpretation. And instead of dealing 
with the values individually, the goal is an integrated 
approach in which different values and criteria are able 
to support and reinforce one another. This provides op-
portunities for recognizing the specificity of young 
heritage and for emphasizing the importance therein 
of materiality.

The article then applies the Brussels method, with a 
particular focus on materiality, to two case studies: the 
AslK apartment building (engineer and architect 
Philippe Samyn, Brussels, 1985-1986) and the large-
scale housing project ‘De Drevekens’ (AUsIA design  
office, Sint-Pieters-Woluwe, 1975-1977). The first case 
study demonstrates that a proper assessment of the 
technical value requires that the materials used be as-
sessed within the context of the wider building culture. 
The second case study illustrates the fact that materi-
als without any special technical value can still play an 
important role in other heritage values. 

Both case studies attest to the benefits of an inte-
grated approach to heritage values and the importance 
of materiality in the recognition of young heritage.  
One major challenge is acquiring sufficient in-depth 
insight into the materiality to arrive at an accurate  
and specific interpretation of the heritage values and 
criteria.



1. The centre of Nieuwegein seen from  
the west; in the centre Cityplaza  
(photo Gemeente Nieuwegein)
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preservation phase, the question of the most appropri-
ate evaluation instruments arises.
 The current evaluation framework for built heritage, 
which was developed by the RCE, comprises a number 
of criteria that allow the heritage values of a building 
or a complex to be determined in a consistent man-
ner.2 Although this standard is theoretically applica-
ble to all immovable heritage regardless of period, the 
RCE asked us to assess the extent to which the evalua-

The history of architecture and art is one of perspec-
tives: the relationship between object and observer is 
constantly changing. The way we evaluate heritage is 
equally susceptible to change. The Verkenning Post 65 
survey conducted by the Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel 
Erfgoed (RCE, Dutch Cultural Heritage Agency) has 
significantly boosted interest in and appreciation for 
immovable heritage from the period 1965-1990.1 Now 
that these buildings are entering the protection and 
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THE DISTINCTIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF POST 65 
ARCHITECTURE
The period 1965-1990 was a time of major social, 
socio-economic and spatial developments which had a 
profound effect on the living environment. Chrono-
logically, this period falls between two big govern-
ment-led construction programmes: post-war recon-
struction and the Vinex urban expansion scheme. 
These twenty-five years were characterized by a rela-
tively high degree of municipal involvement whereby 
local politicians set their stamp on spatial policy. 
Experiments in concept, form and resident participa-
tion were aimed at improving the quality of the hous-
ing environment and the amenity value of the built 
environment. Democratization, emancipation move-
ments, new forms of cohabitation and increasing indi-
vidualism resulted in an architecture based on iden-
tity and human scale. In the 1970s the designs 
produced by architects and urban planners were 
driven by a particular social ideology. Their desire to 
create residential environments that would foster a 
sense of community gave rise to home zone neigh-
bourhoods, urban renewal projects and multifunc-
tional buildings. Sociological and behavioural 
research changed ideas about the quality of the living 
environment: in the city designers endeavoured to cre-
ate a lively streetscape and prioritized pedestrians and 
cyclists. Nature and cultural-historical landscapes 
were ‘discovered’ as a source of inspiration for urban 
design schemes. Greenery was scaled down, interwo-
ven with other urban elements and located closer to 
dwellings. These trends continued into the 1980s, 
sparking a renewed interest in architectural tradition 
and the cultural significance of the design.6 A quarter 
of today’s housing stock was built in the years 1965-
1990. That Post 65 heritage is facing an urgent sustain-
ability retrofit that will have a big impact on the archi-
tecture. While one of its main values is of a conceptual 
nature, that value finds expression in a specific formal 
idiom, use of colour and materialization, the value of 
which is not always recognized. 

HISTORY OF USE AND LIVED EXPERIENCE
Not everyone is convinced of the historical value of 
Post 65 heritage. The closer an object is to the present 
day, the more difficult it is to determine its historical 
significance. Government Architect Floris Alkemade 
concluded in 2018 that the value of modern heritage 
can only be recognized if it is explained to people: 
‘There is a vast domain of heritage buildings that are 
beyond all doubt. Experts and citizens alike recognize 
their value and the need to protect their qualities. [...] 
But there is another vast domain of buildings that are 
too recent for us to readily establish a recognizable 
heritage value. This is where those guided by intuition 

tion framework is applicable to Post 65 heritage. Does 
it require a different approach and different evaluation 
criteria? Perhaps even more important was the under-
lying issue of the division of roles when determining 
heritage values. This relates to the Council of Europe’s 
Faro Convention, which emphasizes the right of every 
person to engage with cultural heritage and to attach 
their own meanings to it.3 In a fact-finding survey con-
ducted in the autumn of 2020, two of us – Evelien van 
Es and Lara Voerman – held open discussions with 
professionals from the heritage field and related study 
areas, such as the design disciplines and the human-
ities (history, philosophy, cultural studies). This 
enabled us to view the nature of Post 65 heritage and 
the relation between citizen opinion and expert opin-
ion from a range of perspectives. One of our interview-
ees was Sarah Gresnigt, research intern with the City 
of Utrecht. Not long after the completion of our survey, 
she was appointed heritage policy adviser for the Jonge 
Monumenten (recent heritage) project launched by the 
municipality of Nieuwegein. Nieuwegein is one of the 
few municipalities that evaluates and selects heritage 
objects in consultation with its residents. After months 
of theorizing and analysing, we were curious to dis-
cover how this works out in practice.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE EVALUATION FRAMEWORK
The evaluation criteria standard has evolved over the 
course of the past 120 years. Its basis lay in the evalua-
tion of a building’s significance for national history 
and art. The first Monuments Act (1961) talked of 
beauty, scientific significance and folkloric value. In 
the 1988 Monuments Act folkloric value was replaced 
by cultural value. In 1991 a handbook on the method-
ology of inventorying and evaluation was formulated 
for the Monuments Inventory Project (MIP) and the 
Monuments Selection Project (MsP) 1850-1940.4 It was 
the first time that such guidelines had been formally 
laid down. The legal criteria were written out in detail 
and included attention to the historical-geographical 
and socio-economic context, which is particularly rel-
evant for the period when the Netherlands was indus-
trializing. In 2007, for the registration of buildings 
from the post-war reconstruction period (1940-1958), 
these criteria were expanded with two sub-criteria: 
construction history value and memory value. This 
was also the first time that a distinction was drawn 
between evaluating buildings based on established 
[specific] criteria and selecting buildings for listed sta-
tus. The result was a framework of scientific, objective 
criteria that could in principle be applied to all built 
heritage, from ancient to postmodern.5



2. Pietro Hammel, water dwellings in the Doorslag district of Nieuwegein (photo Daphne Luijters)
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the changing role of the heritage professional. Accord-
ing to Verkenning Post 65, growing interest in the 
social and community-building value of heritage has 
changed the task for the heritage discipline. In a sur-
vey held during the Monumentencongres in 2018, par-
ticipants indicated that citizens as well as experts 
should play a role in the selection of objects for heri-
tage listing.8 Some municipalities, such as Almere and 
Nieuwegein, are a step ahead in this respect and are 
already protecting places and buildings nominated by 
citizens. Our study had just wrapped up when Nieuwe-
gein seized on its fiftieth anniversary to launch a proj-
ect to inventory recent heritage and to investigate 
whether any of these objects qualified for listed status. 
Nieuwegein arose in 1971 out of the amalgamation of 
two villages – Jutphaas and Vreeswijk – to the south of 
Utrecht. Simultaneously designated an urban over-
spill ‘growth area’, it underwent rapid development in 
the ensuing decades. Nieuwegein’s Post 65 architec-
ture is quite diverse and includes outstanding home 
zone neighbourhoods like Verhoevenwijk in Doorslag, 
with its shared gardens and pedestrian-friendly atmo-
sphere. During the Jonge Monumenten inventory proj-
ect, the city council was open to input from its resi-
dents. They could vote online on the objects and 
structures the council had already selected, but they 
were also able to nominate objects that were not on the 
list. One such nomination, of the Cityplaza shopping 
centre, revealed that residents had a different perspec-

and the experts often differ, opening an interesting 
space for debate.’7

 Because it is relatively young, Post 65 heritage offers 
the possibility of recording lived experiences and 
translating these into cultural-historical values: first-
hand personal stories, often gathered from still living 
designers, first generation residents and pioneers. 
Their knowledge and expertise will lend added weight 
to the application of the criterion of cultural-historical 
value to the evaluation of this heritage. Yet this crite-
rion is often overlooked. The history of use is not 
always mentioned even though the use of building for 
a purpose other than the one for which it was designed 
may enhance its cultural-historical value. A case in 
point is the multi-storey Kempering car park in 
Amsterdam-Zuidoost that was subsequently used as a 
place of worship by the African Pentecostal Church. 
The nature of Post 65 heritage calls for a readjustment 
of the evaluation toolkit. Shifts in emphasis and/or a 
different appraisal method are required for a broader 
understanding of the cultural-historical value of this 
heritage and of the sources that can be drawn on for 
recognizing and naming those values.

HERITAGE PARTICIPATION IN NIEUWEGEIN
The issue of whether the evaluation framework should 
be adjusted to accommodate Post 65 heritage touches 
on bigger themes and trends, such as citizen participa-
tion, the democratization of heritage preservation and 



3. The young clientele of this pavement café in Cityplaza  
Nieuwegein will evaluate the shopping centre differently  
from heritage experts (photo Gemeente Nieuwegein)
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tial aspects that contribute to this, but to talk exclu-
sively about their architectural-historical and spatial 
design values is to deny expression to the lived experi-
ence of these neighbourhoods. The quest for criteria 
that would allow home zones and Cityplaza to be heri-
tage-protected is not about their built fabric, but about 
their values as experienced by the residents.

PARTICIPATE BY HELPING TO DECIDE
The process the city of Nieuwegein went through in 
this project shows how important it is in the case of 
relatively recent buildings to interpret the aim of eval-
uation more broadly than simply establishing the her-
itage value. The give and take between expert opinion 
and citizen opinion is crucial to increasing public sup-
port. With major transformation and sustainability 
programmes on the horizon it is important to have a 
widely accepted heritage evaluation system in place. 
In traditional practice, heritage professionals act inde-
pendently and make a value assessment based on their 
expertise. The process by which they arrive at that 
assessment is not explained and is consequently not 
always clear, with the result that such assessments are 
sometimes viewed as arbitrary. Evaluating and select-
ing in a broader context (project-based, thematic or 
with a designation programme) and including stake-
holders in the various steps will make the process 
more transparent. Allowing stakeholders to take an 
active part in the process will also make it more demo-
cratic. The process is important. ‘Such a value assess-
ment sheds light on the richness and diversity of the 
heritage, while also recognizing a wide range of stake-
holders,’ argues Veerle Meul, head of collections at the 
Middelheim Museum in Antwerp.9 It is also in the 
spirit of the Faro Convention, shortly to be ratified by 
the Netherlands. By adopting this approach, heritage 
could have more of a function for society than is cur-
rently the case. For it is not just the historical place, the 
object and the tradition that are important, but also 
their different meanings and uses.10

tive from experts regarding the value of recent heri-
tage. The experts had dismissed the 1980s complex by 
the architect Jan Hoogstad because of subsequent 
radical alterations, but for the residents the shopping 
centre symbolized the growth of the young city. In this 
‘interesting space for debate’ the roles appeared to be 
reversed; those who followed their intuition needed to 
explain the nature of Cityplaza’s value to the experts in 
order for the latter to be able to recognize it. The inven-
tory was followed by evaluation and selection, during 
which the council and residents once again worked 
together. It turned out that the traditional evaluation 
framework is of limited applicability to the Post 65 her-
itage in Nieuwegein. The feedback from residents 
resulted in different perceptions and raised questions. 
Discussions on the heritage values of two home zone 
neighbourhoods were not about the built fabric, but 
about places of significance and social values: the vil-
lage-like character, the sense of belonging and the 
conviviality of the home zone. There are of course spa-

(1850-1940), Zeist 1991.
 5 Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel  

Erfgoed, Eenheid en verscheidenheid. 
Een zoektocht naar een integrale  
cultuurhistorische waardestelling  
van het materiële erfgoed. Achter-
gronddocument, Amersfoort 2014.

 6 Dirk Baalman, Nederland aan het  
eind van een millennium. Bouwen en 
ordenen 1965-2000 (Heemschutserie), 
Amsterdam 2018.

 7 Floris Alkemade, ‘Vox Populi’  
[lecture delivered at the international 
conference Citizens Involved: Partici-
patory Governance of Built Heritage], 
Amersfoort 3-4 October 2018.

 8 The theme of the Nationaal  
Monumentencongres held on  
8 November 2018 in Amersfoort  
was the social significance of  
heritage. Rijksdienst voor het  
Cultureel Erfgoed 2019 (note 1), 30. 

 9 Conversation with Veerle Meul,  
head of collections at the Middelheim 
Museum in Antwerp, 2 October 2020.

 10 www.cultureelerfgoed.nl/onder-
werpen/erfgoedparticipatie-faro/ 
verdrag-van-faro (accessed 28 April 
2023).

  NOTEN
 1 Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel  

Erfgoed, Post 65. Nieuwe perspec-
tieven tussen welvaart en weerstand 
(Rapportage Verkenning Post 65), 
Amersfoort 2019.

 2 Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel 
 Erfgoed, Waarderingscriteria  
bouwkunst. Richtlijn 01-01-2019.

 3 www.cultureelerfgoed.nl/onder-
werpen/erfgoedparticipatie-faro/ 
verdrag-van-faro (accessed 28 April 
2023).

 4 Rijksdienst voor de Monumenten-
zorg, Handleiding selectie en regis-
tratie jongere stedebouw en bouwkunst 
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The standard of evaluation criteria for built heritage 
has evolved to such an extent over the past 120 years 
that it can theoretically be applied to every period. 
However, the survey of Post 65 architecture conducted 
by the Netherlands Cultural Heritage Agency (RCE) sug-
gests that the nature of built heritage from the years 
1965-1990 differs from that of previous periods and 
might require a different approach to these evaluation 
criteria. For example, the relatively young age and the 
social context of this heritage provides opportunities 
for recording people’s lived experience of the architec-
ture first hand and for involving citizens as well as ex-
perts in the selection and evaluation process.

Now, with the phase of protection and preservation 

PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION  
THE EXAMPLE OF NIEUWEGEIN  
EvElIEN vAN Es, sARAH GREsNIGT ANd lARA vOERMAN

of Post 65 heritage fast approaching, it is time to take 
another look at the evaluation framework. In light of 
the EU’s Faro Convention, which puts the main focus 
on society and people and their relationship with heri-
tage, this study explicitly incorporates the role of citi-
zens. 

The designated growth centre of Nieuwegein serves 
as example. During this municipality’s Modern Monu-
ments project residents submitted suggestions for pro-
tecting heritage and identified the values they attached 
to it. There were substantial differences of opinion be-
tween residents and heritage experts, which ultimately 
resulted in a richer and more diverse evaluation of 
modern heritage.  
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original plans were modified, thanks in part to the 
input of action groups and citizens’ committees – 
symptomatic of the changing times. 
 The Hoog Catharine case concludes Utrecht bouwt 
1945-1975, a highly readable publication by Arjan den 
Boer, Bettina van Santen and Ronald Willemsen. The 
book considers the post-war construction and expan-
sion of Utrecht. Like many other Dutch cities, Utrecht 
initially had to contend with a shortage of housing, but 
by the 1950s it had started to develop into a modern, 
‘optimistic’ city. The guiding principle of this develop-
ment was the ‘neighbourhood’ concept, whereby  
the redevelopment of both the city and society was 
tackled on three levels of scale: city, district and neigh-
bourhood. Each of these was provided with the ‘appro-
priate’ amenities and infrastructure. Neighbourhoods 

In 2023 Hoog Catharine – the ‘shopping heart of the 
Netherlands’ – celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. This 
American-style shopping mall was built in the middle 
of the Post 65 period. As the authors of Utrecht bouwt 
1945-1975 explain, the beginning of the 1970s saw the 
dawn of a new era. The 1965 Spatial Planning Act had 
made it obligatory to draw up a zoning scheme for 
every spatial planning intervention, including orga-
nizing public consultation sessions and administra-
tive appeals procedures. At that point the massive 
Hoog Catharine project was too far advanced to be 
rolled back; permission to fill in a section of Utrecht’s 
historic defensive canal had already been granted and 
demolition for the construction of the shopping centre 
and a new railway station had commenced. In the  
following years, however, many components of the 

ARjAN dEN BOER, BETTINA vAN sANTEN ANd  
RONAld WIllEMsEN

UTRECHT BOUWT 1945-1975

Utrecht (Uitgeverij Matrijs), 2019, 184 pp.,  
ills. in black & white and colour,  
IsBN 9789053455531, € 29.95

jUdITH vAN HOOGdAlEM ANd BOTINE KOOPMANs

POST 65 – EEN TURBULENTE TIJD
ARCHITECTUUR EN STEDENBOUW 
IN DEN HAAG 1965-1995

Zutphen (Walburg Pers), 2023, 247 pp., 
 ills. in black & white and colour, IsBN 9789464561357,  
€ 34.99
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were made up of housing and small-scale amenities 
like a kindergarten, a baker or a grocer. Several neigh-
bourhoods together formed a district, clustered 
around a district core containing a primary school, a 
church and a library. The districts then conglomerated 
at the level of the city where administrative buildings, 
offices, a university, businesses or a theatre were 
located. All these organizing principles and levels of 
scale, along with a great variety of typologies, residents/ 
users and clients, are dealt with in eleven chronologi-
cally ordered chapters. Each chapter focuses on a  
single district. The headings sum up the innovations 
in these districts, such as ‘Halve Maan. For the better- 
off worker’, ‘Tolsteeg-Hoograven. A cluster of recogniz-
able neighbourhoods’ and ‘De Uithof and Rijnsweerd. 
University campus with stockbroker belt’. Main texts 

on urban planning, landscaping, architecture and art 
are supplemented with box texts on specific buildings 
and architects. Alongside well-known names like  
Gerrit Rietveld and Piet Elling, one name in particular 
stands out, that of Helene Hulst-Alexander, at that 
time one of the few women architects and the designer 
of a block of flats for single – working – women (1958). 
The initiative for this building came from an action 
committee, the Nederlandse Bond voor Maatschap-
pelijk Werkers (Dutch Union of Social Workers), whose 
members included other modern-minded women, 
among them Truus Schröder-Schräder.
 New experiments that started to impact housing 
construction from the 1960s onwards are discussed in 
the chapter on Overvecht, a district more likely to 
evoke an image of monotonous, modernist open-row 
housing and high-rise. But in this instance the neigh-
bourhood concept merged seamlessly into sector 
plans, standard dwelling plans and organized consul-
tation. The result can be seen in experimental apart-
ment buildings with flexible floor plans and a large 
communal space on every floor, which even made it 
into the pages of the popular women’s magazines 
Libelle and Magriet in 1971. Utrecht bouwt 1945-1975 
shows that it was not so much architecture as the 
socio-political and societal context that was on the 
cusp of a period of great change. In Utrecht this was 
most evident in the historical city centre where mod-
ernization in the form of the Hoog Catharijne project 
had the unanticipated effect of boosting the preserva-
tion of and concern for the historical city.

Post 65 – een turbulente tijd. Architectuur en steden-
bouw in Den Haag 1965-1995 (Post 65 – a turbulent 
period. Architecture and urban planning in The Hague 
1965-1995) by Judith van Hoogdalem and Botine Koop-
mans also begins after the Second World War, with 
W.M. Dudok’s (unrealized) Structuurplan Groot ’s-Gra-
ven hage (structural plan for the Hague agglomeration) 
from 1946. In the following decades various new ver-
sions of the plan (renamed Ontwerp-Structuurplan) 
were published, as well as a plethora of policy, redevel-
opment, traffic and transport memoranda that would 
come to characterize this ‘turbulent’ period in the 
city’s history. Initially, the city was slow to abandon 
monofunctional development ideas. The regeneration 
and redevelopment of the city centre and the construc-
tion of new districts had after all provided a solution to 
the housing shortage and a much-needed overhaul of 
outdated and poorly maintained working-class dis-
tricts like Schilderswijk, Kortenbos or Spuikwartier. 
But in the face of mounting dissatisfaction among the 
population and active resistance from local residents, 
action groups, committees and working groups, the 
focus gradually shifted to living in the city centre, live-

MARCEl BARzIlAY, RUBEN FERWERdA ANd  
ANITA BlOM 

EXPERIMENTELE WONINGBOUW 
IN NEDERLAND 1968-1980
64 GEREALISEERDE WOONBELOFTEN

Rotterdam (nai010 publishers), 2019, 175 pp.,  
ills. in black & white and colour, IsBN 9789462085343, 
€ 37.95
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‘bevelled and brown’ and ‘taut, glass and plastic’ will 
strike a familiar chord. On the whole, however, a stylis-
tic history does not do full justice to the character of 
Post 65 architecture. The books on Utrecht and The 
Hague present a detailed picture of the second half of 
the twentieth century in these cities and can serve as 
useful reference works for further research, but they 
do not indicate a direction for such research to follow.

That absence is made good in Experimentele woning-
bouw in Nederland 1968-1980. 64 gerealiseerde woon-
beloften (Experimental housing in the Netherlands 
1968-1980. 64 realized housing promises) by Marcel 
Barzilay, Ruben Ferwerda and Anita Blom. This book 
describes the background, plans, construction, devel-
opment and evaluation of the Programma Experimen-
tele Woningbouw (experimental housing programme), 
as well as addressing questions concerning the current 
values, necessary interventions and future possibili-
ties and challenges of the projects. In his foreword, 
former Government Architect Floris Alkemade rightly 
describes the book as a superb overview and a source 
of inspiration for current designers. 
 Set up in 1968 by the Minister of Housing and Spatial 
Planning, W.F. Schut, the Programma Experimentele 
Woningbouw ran until 1980. A special financial 
ar range ment provided for the realization of 64 experi-
mental housing projects that offered good quality 
alternatives to the monotonous post-war reconstruc-
tion architecture. A map at the front of the book shows 
the distribution of these experiments across the  
Netherlands. They were concentrated in the west and 
middle of the country; the far north, south and Zee-
land were sparsely endowed. After a general chapter on 
the background, phasing, development, completion 
and evaluation of the programme, the 64 projects are 
considered in six comprehensive chapters covering 
the outer suburbs, the existing city, the dwelling, 
multi-level construction, specific target groups, and 
experiments with consultation and adaptability. This 
arrangement covers a wide range of aspects that 
cropped up in experimental housing and that subse-
quently became synonymous with the 1970s: home 
zone and cauliflower street plan, flexible floor plans 
and building systems, collective or conversely individ-
ual living arrangements, resident participation, 
child-friendliness, and alternative materials and con-
struction methods. Some felt that these experiments 
went too far, however. The architect Carel Weeber 
coined the term ‘New Frumpishness’ to anathematize 
this architecture. 
 Even though it is confined to projects officially desig-
nated ‘experimental’, some of which, like Piet Blom’s 
cube houses, were not widely imitated, the book is a 
real nostalgia fest. Similar ‘meeting squares’, decked 

ability, the human scale and the preservation of the 
qualities of the historical areas of the city.
 The authors give repeated and lengthy consideration 
to sundry variations and versions of policy plans and 
consultation procedures, which does not always make 
for easy reading. We do, however, get a clear idea of the 
important role played by district representatives, 
action committees and groups of (young) architects – 
such as Dooievaar – in the decision-making processes 
and projects, and of the city council’s increasing efforts 
to organize consultation effectively and to involve 
local residents in plans for their district. One resident 
and ex-activist was moved to complain about the inces-
sant ‘stupid consultation group meetings’; it didn’t 
leave him any time for demonstrating!
 The book’s organization is somewhat confusing. 
While the main focus is on housing, with develop-
ments between 1965 and 1995 discussed in relation to 
various districts, the main text is divided into seven 
chapters with disparate themes and titles. Some relate 
to particular districts, others to urban renewal, green 
and public space, or the ‘from brown to white’ interior. 
Interspersed between the chapters are interviews with 
leading architects from this turbulent period. Because 
the book lacks a general map of the city and its dis-
tricts, readers who are not familiar with The Hague 
will find it rather difficult to follow. 
 One chapter is devoted to the stylistic characteristics 
of the period 1965-1995. The authors identify an early 
Post 65 architecture, which still bears a strong resem-
blance to the modernist post-war reconstruction style, 
such as the Leyenburg Ziekenhuis by the architect  
K.L. Sijmons and the office building next to the Den 
Haag CS station by the architects K. van der Gaast and 
J. Bak. The 1970s style is encapsulated with the catch-
phrase ‘bevelled and brown’, as seen in various brick 
housing schemes with bevelled corners and white  
concrete bands and balconies. The 1980s usher in an 
architecture of ‘taut design, extensive glazing, glass 
blocks and plastic’, evident in the many buildings clad 
with plastic (Trespa) facade panels and also known as 
‘drawing-pin architecture’ on account of the numer-
ous visible rivets. Several government offices, includ-
ing Arie Hagoort’s Koninklijke Bibliotheek (National 
Library of the Netherlands) complex, clearly date from 
this period. When it comes to late Post 65 architecture 
the authors reference alderman Adri Duivesteijn’s 
1985 campaign, Stadsvernieuwing als Kulturele Aktivi-
teit (Urban renewal as cultural activity), which drew 
well-known Dutch and foreign architects of the likes of 
Jo Coenen, Aldo Rossi and Álvaro Siza to The Hague to 
supercharge the (in his view disappointing) quality of 
urban renewal. These stylistic indicators may well 
help readers to recognize Hague architecture realized 
between 1965 and 1995, and even outside The Hague 
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sionals from all over the place, directors of public 
works and architects ensure a constant flow of visi-
tors’. The neighbourhood is still in fine condition and 
according to the notes there are no signs of the initially 
feared degradation. The aesthetically photographed 
decks and dark passageways reveal nothing of the use 
or the liveability of neighbourhood. In this respect the 
text and images are out of sync. True, we see parked 
cars, wheelie bins and the odd bicycle, but there is 
scarcely a human being to be seen. This is a missed 
opportunity, because when people are in shot, we 
learn more about the way the architecture really func-
tioned. A 1974 black and white photo of the experimen-
tal apartment building in the Utrecht district of 
Overvecht shows in a single glance the flexible layout 
of the apartment and the use of the bar (complete with 
bar stools). The same photo appears in Utrecht bouwt 
1945-1975. Its caption in that book would be hard to 
beat for pithiness: ‘Sliding doors could connect the 
bedrooms to the living room, while the “bar-kitchen” 
was all the rage in 1974.’

MARIE-THéRèsE vAN THOOR

housing, pedestrianized streets, terrace dwellings, 
residential communities, patio dwellings and cre-
atively staggered housing blocks sprang up all over the 
Netherlands during this period. The wealth of visual 
material is certain to evoke memories for many Dutch 
readers because it presents an almost identical version 
of their own living environment. It also shows how 
attractive the dwellings and how leafy the neighbour-
hoods have become, although one can’t help noticing 
a certain lack of design quality in the glass-roofed 
stairwells, the idiosyncratic storage sheds, the dark 
doorways and steep staircases. 
 The authors discuss the specific characteristics that 
made the projects so experimental and innovative. 
The condensed accompanying texts contain a lot of 
information about the realization, architects, spatial 
layout, housing density, floor plans, access strategies, 
and changes up to the present day. These explanatory 
notes are, together with the photographs, indispen-
sable. Take the Sterrenbuurt in Berkel en Rodenrijs, 
which is described as one of the better examples of 
experimental housing and which attracted a lot of 
attention from the very outset. In 1972 one newspaper 
noted that ‘housewives flock to have a look, profes-
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runner being the United Kingdom. Every self-respect-
ing bookshop or museum shop in London boasts a 
shelf filled with more or less serious works on that 
country’s brutalist heritage. One of the most penetrat-
ing and entertaining of these is Raw Concrete. The 
Beauty of Brutalism (2016) by Barnabas Calder. It is 
hardly surprising that England is in the vanguard of 
such studies, given that brutalism is bracketed with 
the creation of the welfare state in the post-war decades 
and with the emergence of a completely new genera-
tion of architects. Alison and Peter Smithson are 
regarded as the founders of New Brutalism and their 
1953 Hunstanton School is seen as marking the begin-
ning of a new era. The authors of BRUUT rightly note 
that while brutalism in the Netherlands was never on 
the same scale as in the UK, it is certainly possible to 
find buildings deserving of the name.
 That of course brings us to the big question of what 
precisely the definition of brutalism is. According to 
the authors there is no unanimous definition, rather a 
diffuse idea of what it could be. The popular Facebook 
group, The Brutalism Appreciation Society, thinks it is 
unfinished materials, unconventional forms, heavy 
materials and an air of inscrutability in the architec-
ture. In the Atlas of Brutalist Architecture (2018), a com-
prehensive reference work featuring examples from 
108 countries, the use of exposed concrete is not man-
datory but notions like provocative, sculptural, bra-
zenly evident and self-satisfied are associated with 
brutalism; characteristics that describe what the 
buildings’ aura or the impression they make. The idea 

A book of significant weight and size is often jokingly 
referred to as a ‘doorstop’. Monographs of architects or 
buildings have a tendency to turn out heavy and bulky; 
they don’t sit comfortably in the hand and are a pain to 
take on one’s travels, should the contents inspire one 
to do so. They do, however, look rather impressive on 
bookshop counters and on clients’ desks. And it has to 
be said: on paper architecture is at its best in a large 
format and with razor-sharp pictures. The choice of 
the ‘doorstop’ format is highly appropriate for BRUUT. 
Atlas van het brutalisme in Nederland. Concrete is after 
all the main subject of this hefty tome, compiled by 
five devotees of this much-maligned material. ‘A book 
that feels like a robust handshake,’ according to archi-
tecture journalist Kirsten Hannema in her introduc-
tory essay, referencing the overpowering initial 
impression that brutalist buildings can have on peo-
ple. They are unignorably present, indomitable and 
implacable, but on further acquaintance they often 
reveal their charm, beauty and tactility. ‘A building 
you must dare to love,’ Tracy Metz once wrote of the 
American embassy in The Hague, a design by Marcel 
Breuer and one of the hundred buildings in the book.
 The editors hope that the selection of buildings fea-
tured in BRUUT will contribute to the revaluation of 
brutalism. They are tapping into the recent uptick in 
interest in brutalist architecture on social media, 
which they themselves have helped foster and where 
they discovered one another. But there are also a grow-
ing number of physical publications on brutalist archi-
tecture in neighbouring countries, the absolute front 

ARjAN dEN BOER, BART vAN HOEK, MARTIjN HAAN,  
MARTjAN KUIT ANd TEUN MEURs

BRUUT 
ATLAS VAN HET BRUTALISME  
IN NEDERLAND

Zwolle (WBooks), 2023, 320 pp.,  
ills. in black & white and colour,  
IsBN 9789462585379, €69.95
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Volkerak Locks. And there are surreptitiously many 
more than a hundred buildings because the thematic 
chapters about housing, office buildings, school build-
ings and so on are also illustrated with projects that 
did not make the cut or have since been demolished. 
The book also contains a glossary and five pen por-
traits of brutalist figureheads and prolific brutalist 
designers, with the relatively unknown Sier van Rhijn 
emerging as an unexpected star. The portraits provide 
insight into their oeuvres and point out that the ‘bru-
talist’ label was often applied retrospectively to their 
work. It is not a clear-cut building style, but overlaps 
with several trends in architecture, such as large-scale 
post-war modernism as well as small-scale structural-
ism. 
 In the introduction the editors describe BRUUT as an 
initial attempt to produce an inventory of brutalist 
architecture in the Netherlands. That is selling their 
work short, however. It is a huge achievement to have 
organized and synthesized so much information 
about one hundred buildings into lively texts. The real 
pleasure of the book lies in those hundred descrip-
tions. Although they vary in length, structure and 
depth, they are packed with nuggets of information 
that not only elucidate the brutalist aspects of the 
buildings, but also consider the spatial context, their 
backstories, the furore they caused and the witty nick-
names they attracted (radiator, concrete court – the 
Dutch betongerecht is a play on kantongerect or can-
tonal court). Together with the superb photographs 
they tell part of the story of one of the most consequen-
tial periods in the spatial and architectural develop-
ment of the Netherlands. That story deserves to be 
kept alive because in spite of the growing interest in 
brutalism as a relevant and substantial part of the Post 
65 period, its survival is still often uncertain. The old 
Royal Conservatoire building in The Hague has 
already fallen prey to the wrecking ball and more will 
surely follow. It is with good reason that the books’ 
authors are keen to contribute to the revaluation of 
brutalism. With BRUUT they have laid a strong founda-
tion for that endeavour.

WIjNANd GAlEMA

that brutalism is not about the materials as such, but 
about the expressiveness was established back in 1955 
by the architecture critic Reyner Banham. The editors 
of BRUUT reference his famous Architectural Review 
essay in which he was the first to refer to brutalism as 
a new movement in architecture. Banham character-
ized brutalist buildings as memorable objects that 
display their structure and in which materials are true 
to themselves, but he also cited other characteristics, 
such as brutal, uncompromising and unyielding. 
 According to the authors, the definition of brutalism 
is ‘not set in concrete’ but open to interpretation. This 
afforded them the freedom to posit their own concept 
of brutalism, which they encapsulated in five attri-
butes. These attributes, or rather criteria, constitute 
the yardstick by which they judged a longlist of over 
five hundred buildings, eventually ending up with the 
selected one hundred most brutal buildings in the 
Netherlands. The criteria were in turn transposed into 
the acronym BRUUT. On the face of it a bright idea, but 
one that can sometimes come across as a bit forced. 
The B stands for beton (‘concrete’ in Dutch) and 
although all manifestations are embraced, the motto 
is ‘the rawer, the better’. This is further emphasized by 
the R for ruw (‘raw’ or ‘rough’), referring to unfinished 
surfaces and honest materials. What materials these 
might be apart from concrete, is not mentioned. The 
first U stands for the uitgesproken (‘explicit’) way in 
which the structure is revealed and sometimes accen-
tuated. The latter recurs in the second U for ultra, 
which stands for big, heavy, massive and imposing 
with grotesque, sculptural forms. The T completes the 
acronym and refers to textuur (‘texture’): how surfaces 
feel and reveal visual patterns. The one hundred 
selected buildings tick at least two boxes while the 
highlighted top twenty most brutal structures score 
on all five criteria. The editors have not fixated on the 
number of ticks, however. They felt it was also impor-
tant that a building be redolent with the ‘spirit of Le 
Corbusier’, one of the founders of brutalism. It is a pity 
that they do not explain exactly what this entails, but it 
no doubt has to do with the provocative, bloody-
minded and uncompromising demeanour of his 
architecture. It is precisely that expressive punch that 
makes brutalist buildings so imposing.
 As befits an atlas, the selected projects are arranged 
according to region, revealing that the provinces of 
North and South Holland have the most to offer on the 
brutalist front. Nevertheless, the editors have man-
aged to include a few often unknown, but equally 
interesting projects in the furthest reaches of the 
country or outside the urban area, like the Hogelan-
den office building in Farmsum, Groningen, the Oda 
apartment building in rural Sint-Oedenrode, and the 
look-out post in the infrastructural landscape of the 
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