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Fig. 1 - A fonctionnaire
inspects a maquette
of the Berlaymont,
headquarters of the
European Commis-
sion, late-1960s.
Source: Ministére des
Travaux Publics de
Belgique.

Source: The author.

Europe / European Union

To address the theme of this special issue of Ardeth,
titled Europe: Architecture, Infrastructure and Territo-
ry, the first step has to be a clarification, pertaining to
both language and content. The discourse on this topic
has continuously been accompanied by an ambiguity,
which has generated a multitude of misunderstand-
ings, between two different terms: Europe and the
European Union (along with its previous incarna-
tions). This distinction refers to another set of terms
that have often been confused: Europeanization and
European integration.

In his essay, What is so European about the European
Union? Peter Burgess has gone to the core of this rift,
underlining the tension between “an understanding
of Europe as purveyor of a certain kind of cultural
identity and the more of less bureaucratic project

of European construction undertaken in its name”
(Burgess, 2002). Part of the confusion has to do with
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the fact that these terms are difficult to define. One
aspect that certainly sets them apart is their historical
breadth. European integration is a recent phenome-
non, with a specific start date: it formally began with
the signing of the Paris Treaty in 1951, which estab-
lished the European Coal and Steel Community. In the
joint statement issued on that occasion by the foreign
ministers of the six founding countries — Belgium,
France, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands and West
Germany - the new community was described as “the
first supranational institution” in Europe (Haas, 1958).
That being said, anyone willing to explore the vast lit-
erature on European integration will have a hard time
finding a clear definition of this phenomenon. The
one defining feature on which there is broad consen-
sus is that European integration is a process. Histori-
an Desmond Dinan has described it as a “voluntary
sharing of national sovereignty in a supranational
entity subject to the rule of law” (Dinan, 2006). So, it
comes down to a group of states gradually agreeing
to a common set of rules and institutions. Not to be
confused with the age-old, elusive idea — started as a
myth - of Europe.

Even though European integration has taken centre
stage in a multitude of disciplines, from political sci-
ence to law and economics, this is not the case when it
comes to architecture and urban studies. In the intro-
duction to his seminal book on the identity of Europe-
an architecture, for example, Vittorio Gregotti prefac-
es his analysis by saying that it “prescinds completely
from the dynamics of the European Union™ (Gregotti,
1999). The architectural discourse has often been
considered too Eurocentric and too politicized: yet we
have mostly ignored the political dynamic that, more
than any other, has been transforming the European
archipelago over the past seventy years.

Brussels’s hardware

Brussels is the most appropriate place to start exploring
how architecture contributed to shaping European inte-
gration, not only because it has been the epicentre of the
architectural projects for the European Union, but also
because, due its particular history and internal power
dynamics, it can be read as a microcosm of integration.
In the early 2000s, the European Commission orga-
nized a conference titled Brussels, Capital of Europe to
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Fig. 2-3 - Brussels:
aerial views of the

Quartier Leopold

in 1939 and 1999.
Source: Centre Virtuel
de la Connaissance
sur I'Europe.

“discuss the needs and functions of a European capital
and how Brussels could best express them” (Euro-
pean Commission, 2001). The core of the event was

a debate between Umberto Eco and Rem Koolhaas

on how to approach the question of a supranational
capital. Eco’s argument revolved around the idea of a
soft capital: “A European capital should deal with soft,
not hard, business. So, allow me to smile when I hear
that maybe we need to make a monument in order to
give Brussels its character as the capital of Europe: an
Empire State building, a Coliseum, or something like
that — that is hard stuff”.

The Dutch architect, on the other hand, was asked

by the Commission to present the other side of the
argument. For the conference, his team elaborated a
presentation titled Communicating Europe, exploring
ways to represent the European Union effectively.
This study constituted the basis for the development
of the exhibition The Image of Europe, which took
place in Brussels three years later. The debate re-
volved around issues of representation — the question
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of Europe’s image — conforming to a tendency to
address the European district in Brussels as an im-
material entity. In the same period as the conference,
Jean Baudrillard described it as “an abstract place”
(Baudrillard, 2002).

However, the transformation of Brussels centred on
the production of a massive amount of architectural
hardware. In the most comprehensive study of this
subject, Carola Hein underlined that Brussels was the
city with the most significant increase of office space
in continental Europe during the second half of the
20" Century (Hein, 2004). According to the Atelier de
Recherche et d’Action Urbaines, by the 2000s, the three
major institutions alone — European Commission,
Parliament and Council — occupied almost two million
square meters of office space in the Belgian capital,
spread among more than seventy buildings, inhabited
by roughly fifty thousand employees (Arau, 2010).

The opposition “soft capital versus hard capital”
framed by the Commission responds to the same logic
that informs the aforementioned dichotomy between
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the idea of Europe and the reality of the European
Union. Overriding any speculation on what a united
Europe ought to be or could have been, Brussels is the
physical materialization of what the European Union
actually is and has been so far. President Trump
famously called Brussels a “hellhole” (Buruma, 2016).
Steering clear of any value judgements, we shall ap-
proach it as a topia, as opposed to the utopias (and the
dystopias) that are often associated with the integra-
tion process.

The impotent architect

In addition to its magnitude and the fact that very lit-
tle attention has been paid to it, the transformation of
Brussels has two distinctive characteristics. First, the
majority of the aforementioned hardware was built
over a 34-year period during which the Belgian city
was indeed a seat of the European institutions, but
only with provisional status.

Immediately after the signing of the Rome Treaty in
1957, which transformed the European Coal and Steel
Community into the more ambitious European Eco-
nomic Community, Brussels emerged as the “execu-
tive capital” of the new system, joining Strasbourg and
Luxembourg, which had already been identified as
the centres of the legislative and judicial powers.

The first group of European officials, roughly three
hundred people, moved to Brussels at the beginning
of 1958. Notably, this was not the result of a clear
plan: on January 1%, when the new institutions of

the Community were scheduled to begin operations,
the representatives of the member states had not yet
found an agreement on a common location and, there-
fore, decided to start by rotating the meetings in their
national capitals.

The rotation was based on alphabetical order, so
Belgium was first. After the Commission settled in
Brussels, however, it would have been very incon-
venient to move, and everyone agreed to stay put. In
other words, we would not be talking about Brussels if
there was another member state that started with the
letter “A” (Van Parijs, 2014).

That being said, Brussels’s provisional status was due
to more than this initial contingency. In fact, until the
signing of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, the process
of European integration advanced under the assumption
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that one day all the institutions would be grouped in a
single site, a federal capital on the model of Washing-
ton DC. For almost forty years, this idea, first outlined
by Jean Monnet in the early 1950s, impeded any
settlement of the European institutions from being
regarded as permanent.

The second defining characteristic of Brussels’s expan-
sion is that, until 1992, due to the provisional status
of their presence, the European institutions were not
allowed to finance and own their buildings. There-
fore, they had very little agency over the development
of the Quartier Européen. At the same time, the host
country was barred from building any permanent
installation specifically designed for the European
institutions (Lenaerts, Vanvoorden, 2008).

A 1978 report of the European Court of Auditors
explains the situation in unequivocal terms: “The
budgetary authorities have so far refused to allow
the Community institutions to become owners of the
properties they inhabit. The argument put forward
by the budgetary authorities is political in nature

and concerns the lack of any final decision over the
official seat of the institutions” (European Court of
Auditors, 1978).

As aresult, the European institutions had to rent office
space in buildings owned and designed by others — an
exchange that, by the way, continued to take place
well beyond the 1992 turn, because at that point it had
become difficult to restructure a system that had been
solidifying for decades. As highlighted in the report

of the Court of Auditors, this situation proved to be
extremely costly for the institutions and beneficial for
local real-estate companies: a diagram developed by
the firm Healey & Baker shows a fivefold increase in
the cost of rent in the Quartier Européen between the
mid-1960s and 1990 (Healey & Baker, 1990).

On the one hand, this particular condition shines a
light on the structural impotence or powerlessness

of the European Community as it pertained to the
production of architecture throughout more than
half of its history. On the other hand, it raises the
question of how the massive conglomeration of archi-
tecture for the European institutions was produced
during that time. Who produced it? What logic did
they follow?
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Fig. 4 - Letter con-
cerning the “plan
de cloisonnement”
of the Berlaymont,
1969.

Source: European
Commission.
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The Berlaymont

The project that kickstarted and focalized the trans-
formation of the Leopold Quarter, the area immedi-
ately south-east of Brussels’s inner ring road, into a
European district was the Berlaymont, the headquar-
ters of the European Commission — an architectural
endeavour that spanned almost the entirety of the
aforementioned 34-year period of provisionality and
powerlessness.

The idea of creating a major office building on the site
of the Berlaymont monastery was put forward shortly
after the first group of functionaries moved to Brussels
in 1958 (Sterken, 2009). Three entities participated in
this endeavour: the Belgian government, represent-
ed by its Ministry of Public Works, which owned the
site and organized the transfer of the monastery to
another location; the Belgian Office of Overseas Social
Security, a social security fund designed to deal with
international matters (following the dissolution of
Belgium’s colonial empire), which was brought in by
the government to finance the construction of the new
Berlaymont; and finally the local real estate company
Francois et Fils, a powerful and very well politically
connected company, which promoted the project,
pitched the idea to the Commission and oversaw the
construction process.

Even though Francois et Fils had approached the
Commission as soon as the first officials arrived, the
Belgian government was initially very sceptical about
making a significant investment for an institution that
was in town on a provisional basis and might have
left after a short period of time. As noted in a report of
the Council of the Brussels Capital Region, the solution
was to develop the project on two levels: “Mais par
précaution, le programme prévoit que le batiment
puisse éventuellement abriter un ministére belge,

au cas ou les institutions européennes ne s’y installe-
raient pas” (Conseil de la Region de Bruxelles-Capitale,
2003).

When the maquette of the initial project — designed by
local architects Lucien de Vestel, Jean Gilson, André
and Jean Polak — was shown to the public in 1959,

the presentation stated that the building could house
either a national ministry or a European institution
“éventuellement prétend-il” (De Beule, 2017).
Although it had informally expressed its interest in
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occupying the Berlaymont from the get-go, the Euro-
pean Commission had no say over the design of the
building. Suffice it to say that the initial project did not
include appropriate facilities for translators, which
are obviously essential to the functioning of a supra-
national institution. The architects, who had been sin-
gle-handedly selected by the Belgian Ministry of Public
Works (without a competition), were asked to design
the interiors according to an open-plan layout, which
aligned with the way work was organized and carried
out in most Belgian government buildings. This layout,
however, conflicted with the way the Commission
operated. In 1968, when the building was completed,
and the parties started to negotiate the lease, this issue
came to the fore in a major way: the compromise came
in the form of a sizeable discount on the rent.

Before the first fonctionnaire could start working in
the Berlaymont, however, the entire interior had to
be restructured. The correspondence between the
Président de la Commission de Controle, the Direc-
teur Général du Personnel et de ’Administration and
the Chef de la Division Immeubles-Matériel-Service
Intérieur during that time speaks to the tension that
came with this process (European Commission, 1969).
One of the key issues had to do with the fact that mul-
tiple departments, especially those that dealt with eco-
nomic matters, needed to operate with a high degree
of “autonomie” and therefore could not be placed in
an open space where others could physically interfere
with their activities. The solution was to implement

a comprehensive “plan de cloisonnement,” which
turned the initial open layout into a maze of enclosed
spaces, characterized by long, dark corridors, leaving
many offices without windows.

From poison to symbol

After a long series of further modification, shortly be-
fore Brussels was recognized as a permanent seat of the
European institutions, the perspective changed again in
1990, when vast quantities of asbestos were detected in
the Berlaymont. Notably, a significant percentage of the
1400 tons of poisonous materials found in the building
was embedded in the partitions that had been added
over the years to create separate offices.

The building could not be demolished because its
foundations anchored the local road and metro net-
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work, so the parties decided to embark on a long and
expensive renovation process. The Belgian govern-
ment did not have the resources to pay for this proj-
ect, so it teamed up with a number of private inves-
tors, mostly banks and financial institutions (Citibank,
CGER, BACOB, among others), which set up a company
called Berlaymont 2000 in order to fund and manage
the renovation. In exchange for this investment, the
company obtained from the government a long lease
on the building, which was then sublet to the Europe-
an Commission at a higher price.

When the asbestos crisis came up, several European
officials proposed to take this opportunity to leave a
building that had been designed for something else
and never fit. However, the local authorities argued
that the Berlaymont had become a “symbol” of the
European presence in Brussels and therefore needed
to be preserved (Shore, 2000).

By the same token, when the Commission decided

to create a logo in the mid-2000s, the selected design
centred on the silhouette of the Berlaymont (Europe-
an Commission, 2017). In the end, a building that had
been shaped by national agendas and private specula-
tions, required constant modification and threatened
the health of its inhabitants, ended up representing
the “visual identity” of the supranational institution
par excellence.

Bruxellisation

As evidenced by the case of the Berlaymont, the pri-
vate sector played a crucial role in the transformation
of Brussels. As noted by Alex Papadopoulos, Brussels
is an atypical Western European capital because it
was never subject to a comprehensive urban regula-
tory regime and most of its changes were based on
private financing, following models of development
that are often found in the United States (Padadopou-
los, 1996).

Four years after the arrival of the European insti-
tutions, in 1962, Belgium made its first attempt at
introducing a national regulation and passed the Loi
Organique de ’Aménagement du Territoire et de I'Ur-
banisme. This regulatory regime characterized all the
period during which Brussels acted as a provisional
seat of the European institutions because it remained
in force until 1991 when it was replaced by the Ordon-
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Fig. 5 - Plan of the
Berlaymont after the

reorganization of
the interiors, 1969.
Source: European
Commission.
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nance Organique de la Planification et de 'Urbanisme.
The “organic law” is well-known among planners be-
cause, rather than trying to guide the transformations of
the city, it established a laissez-faire approach. The result
was a process known as Bruxellisation — a term com-
monly used to indicate the demolition of large sections
of the historic fabric of the city and the haphazard con-
struction of high-rise office buildings (Kapplinger, 1993).
Part of the problem was that Belgium, much like the
European Union, is a federal system and, over the
years, had to find ways to bring together a trilingual,
tricultural population: any strict regulation imposed
by the national government was unlikely to be easily
accepted by these diverse communities, especially in The result was a

the 1960s, a period of harsh confrontation between process known as
the Flemish and Walloon regions. Brux ellisa tion _ 3

Parliament in disguise term Commonly

Nowhere is the agency of private developers on the : :
. A pers on t used to indicate
production of architecture for the European institu-

tions clearer than in the case of the Spinelli building, the demolition of

the headquarters of the European Parliament in Brus- 1
sels. If the vicissitudes of the Berlaymont speak mostly larg e sections Of

to the tensions associated with the early phases of the historic fabric

the period under consideration, the Spinelli building Of the Clty and
relates to the other end of our timeline and shines a

light on the turning point of 1992. In fact, the develop- the haphazard
ment of the hemicycle began in the mid-1980s and the  construction of
complex was inaugurated in 1995. . . .

As previously noted, the informal organizational hlgh'rlse Offlce
structure of the EU indicated that the legislative buildin gs.

branch was to be located in Strasbourg: the parlia-

mentary assembly had been meeting in the French

city since the birth of the European Coal and Steel

Community. However, as more and more activities

progressively coalesced in Brussels over the years, in

the 1980s the European Parliament started to lobby

in order to have a seat near the executive branch.

The idea of moving to Brussels obviously clashed with

the standpoint of the French government, which put

its foot down to protect the Strasbourg headquarters.

A 1987 Le Monde article titled Bataille pour un Hémi-

cyle speaks to the level of tension that underlaid this

discussion (Fralon, 1987). So how did the Parliament

get around this obstacle?

A report of the Council of the Brussels Capital Re-

gion clearly states that, in 1988, “IEtat belge a voulu
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Fig. 6 - Plan of the
“Centre International

de Conférences,”
1988. Source: Michel
Boucquillon.

Fig. 7 - Report of the
developers of the

“Centre International
de Conférences,”
2001

Source: Société
Espace Léopold.
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construire le siege du Parlement sans le dire officiel-
lement; I’Etat belge trouve un groupement d’inves-
tisseurs, ou inversement d’ailleurs, et le groupement
construit pour le compte officieux du Parlement et de
I’Etat belge” (Conseil de la Region de Bruxelles-Capi-
tale, 1991). This and many other documents point to
the fact that Brussels’s seat of the European Parlia-
ment was built in disguise (Lamant, 2018).

There was an informal agreement with the European
institutions from the beginning but, as noted in anoth-
er report of the Council, “la construction d’un hémicy-
cle ont été formellement négociées avec les autorités
européennes” (Conseil de la Region de Bruxelles-Ca-
pitale, 2003). The solution was to use a false name: in-
stead of saying they were building a hemicycle for the
European Parliament, the developers called it “Centre
Internationale de Conférence”, often shortened to the
acronym “CIC”.

The whole operation was promoted by a group of
investors called Societé Espace Leopold, led by two Bel-
gian banks: Société Générale de Belgique and BACOB,
which was involved in the renovation of the Berlay-
mont too. These financial institutions owned the site
of the Leopold brewery, less than a mile away from
the Berlaymont. In June 1987, they signed an agree-
ment with the government of the Brussels Capital
Region and, in July 1987, obtained a building permit
to demolish the existing structure of the brewery and
build an “International Conference Centre” on the site
(Papadopoulos, 1996).

The way in which the design was selected and devel-
oped was in line with the overall ethos of this proj-
ect. The aforementioned consortium of banks and
investors teamed up with a consortium of Belgian
architects, which called themselves Association des
Architectes du Centre Internationale de Conférence.
The architectural firms that composed this associa-
tion, however, were not interested in elaborating a
design and, instead, organized an informal competi-
tion, aiming to find a proposal that was ready to be
executed. The design ended up being produced by
Michel Boucquillon, a 26-year-old, recently graduated,
local architect, who was selected as the winner of this
unusual contest.

From an institutional point of view, the informal
agreement between the developers and the European
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authorities was eventually legitimized by the 1992 de-
cision regarding the status of the headquarters, which
stated that Strasbourg would remain the primary

seat of the Parliament and hold its monthly plenary
sessions. However, all the additional sessions, as well
as the meetings of the parliamentary committees, could
take place in Brussels. Based on this arrangement, as
soon as the “Centre Internationale de Conférence” was
completed in 1995, the Parliament rented it and started
to use the new hemicycle, ironically renaming it after
Altiero Spinelli, whose idea of European integration
had very little to do with this construction method.

Whatever Happened to Supranational Architecture?
Given its complexity, multiple theories have been
developed over the years to interpret and explain how
the process of European integration works (Wiener
and Diez, 2004). Architectural case studies such as the
Berlaymont and the Spinelli building, however, pro-
vide the unique opportunity to anchor these reflec-
tions to tangible objects. For example, Lennaert Van
Heumen and Mechthild Roos’s theory of “informal
integration” or Jack Hayward’s theory of “integration
by stealth” can be juxtaposed to the unofficial, behind-
the-scenes, hidden practices that made these buildings
possible (Van Heumen and Roos, 2019; Hayward,
1996). It is hard to find a clearer example of informal,
stealthy architecture than the “Centre Internationale
de Conférence.”

Nonetheless, architecture has entered the discourse
on European integration only on a metaphorical level.
In one of the rare studies of this subject, Paul Chilton
has highlighted the role of the metaphor of the “com-
mon European house” in the integration process (Chil-
ton, 1993). However, there are many other examples:
the publications on the “institutional architecture”

of the European Union are too many to count. By the
same token, Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman and the
other founding fathers are constantly referred to as
the architects of European integration.

Once we step away from this metaphorical dimension
and start to look at the existing institutional architec-
ture of the European Union - the one made of
concrete, steel, glass (and occasionally asbestos) — we
gain a different perspective. As in the cases of the
buildings of the Commission and the Parliament, the
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two institutions that, more than any other, represent
the transition from a system of divided nation-states
to one of the integrated member states, the rhetoric of
a supranational institutional architecture clash with
the reality of a process of architectural production
that responds primarily to local, regional, national
and at most intergovernmental dynamics, with a
strong influence of the private sector.

On the one hand, architecture serves as a testing ground.

While most of the research on European integration
deals with immaterial objects, architecture provides
concrete case studies that can help us decipher how the
European Union works. Being careful not to generalize
and overreach, one may argue that exploring how these
buildings are produced illuminates how things take
form in this integrated system and how the European
Union operates as a builder in other areas as well.

On the other hand, the way the system is structured
seems to challenge the very possibility of architecture.
As underlined by Joschka Fischer in his influential
speech Thoughts on the Finality of European Integra-
tion, European integration operates as “a gradual
process with no blueprint” (Fischer, 2000). Since its
inception, this has been the modus operandi: as early
as 1950, the Schuman Declaration clearly stated that
“Europe will not be made all at once, or according to
a single, general plan; it will be built through concrete
achievements” (Krijtenburg, 2012).

We are used to thinking that the presence of a blue-
print, a plan or some kind of outline regarding how
things need to unfold is the conditio sine qua non for
the production of architecture. In our field, every
“concrete achievement” is preceded by plans, ele-
vations, sections. From this point of view, European
integration poses an existential question: once the
possibility of a blueprint is negated a priori, how does
a process produce architecture?
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