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Urbanisons! Summary
This PhD sheds light on a particular chapter in Belgian planning history which
was given little attention hitherto. A chapter that in the archival material under study
was systematically referred to as the “urbanisation of the large agglomerations” - a
project that unfolded in the first decades of the 20th century. More specifically, this
research reconstructs the work of the Study Committee for the urbanisation of the
Antwerp Agglomeration (SCAA) between 1907 and 1939. Studying the commission’s practices will provide points of departure for re-evaluating the historiography of
urban planning in Belgium. However, the intent of this PhD is not purely historical.
It departs from the hypothesis that the somewhat particular vocabulary of ‘urbanisation’ as reflective and programmatic practice is not just a coincidence, but the harbinger of a different kind of planning practice. An everyday praxis of amending urbanisation processes that holds the promise for a different epistemological grounding of
urbanism. A grounding of urbanism that will rely on urbanisation theory rather than
on the (often dismissed) theory of urbanism itself.
The SCAA did not deliver the integrated forms of metropolitan or regional
planning that were coming in vogue around the turn of the 20th century in Europe
– which may (partially) explain why this project remained absent from the historical
canon of urbanism in Belgium and beyond. The SCAA refused to start from a master
plan or pre-configured models or absolute ideals. Moreover, their urbanism can and
must not be understood in terms of spatial assignments, as they were traditionally
connected to the morphologies and spatial arrangements of the city. This PhD will
argue that an organ such as the SCAA primarily sought its raison d’être in claiming a
‘right to control the urbanisation process’. With the aim of deriving shared benefits
from capitalist accumulation processes and redistributing them in socially acceptable
ways by translating these redistribution strategies into a spatial project. The adjustment of the urbanisation process was not random, but was structured around a number of pertinent urban issues facing early twentieth century society. Six such interlocked urban questions altogether shaped the SCAA’s so-called ‘urbanisation program’
and will be patiently unfolded, question by question, throughout this doctorate
Chapter 1 reconstructs in which specific historical phase of territorial development so-called study committees, instructed to manage urbanisation in the agglomeration, were established. The chapter somewhat surprisingly reveals that these
committees, and the SCAA in particular, mainly operated from within the provincial
administrations. It will be argued that, in a weakly institutionalised context, the
SCAA was unable to install consolidated forms of metropolitan governance. Instead,
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the committee resorted to giving guidance to a provisional kind of ‘confederal municipalism’ that mainly relied on ‘amicable’ cooperation - made necessary by progressive
and cross-border urbanisation. In an institutional context that was never ‘absolutely
ideal’, the members of the commission relied on proactive forms of policy entrepreneurship that allowed them to work towards what they themselves called a ‘relative
ideal’.
Chapter 2 deals with the question of what Ildefons Cerdà termed ‘urban ways’
in his theory of urbanisation, referring to all the flows passing through the city. It will
be argued that the SCAA created a context for road- sanitary- and railway engineers
that – beyond merely solving problems with a technological fix – allowed them to engineer the territory in ways that anticipated the contours of an urban agglomeration
in the making. This chapter builds the argument that engineers were systematically
put in a position that stimulated them develop fully-fledged forms of ‘urban engineering’. The SCAA’s engineers were able to address pressing social questions with
rigorous and straightforward engineering projects that were nevertheless imbued with
a certain respect and sensitivity for the agglomeration’s natural and social ecology. An
approach that will be characterised as radically-careful or carefully-radical.
Chapter 3 argues why the SCAA’s project cannot be dismissed as a prototypical
example of suburbanisation pur sang. The SCAA did not practice a form of urbanisation that was stripped of public dimensions and that merely served private interests
while remaining largely dependent on the existing historical core in terms of public
amenities. Apart from housing, the SCAA also supported the development of a wide
range of urban fortunes such as public parks, squares, plazas, sports infrastructures,
amenities supporting everyday life and an expanded public transport system. The
chapter builds the argument that urbanising the agglomeration was a generative
project, providing myriad opportunities for continued accumulation – as opposed to
parasitic ways of urbanisation running dead in privatised suburbia. The agglomeration
was developed as a ‘public good’ that was made widely and easily accessible.
Chapter 4 tackles the housing question from a political economy perspective.
The chapter shows how, alongside the accumulation of industrial capital, a significant
secondary circuit of capital developed. An independent circuit of capital that, in the
slipstream and backed by the SCAA’s project, was able to urbanise throughout the
entire agglomeration. The chapter reveals a certain tension between the different social strata within the SCAA. Whereas some SCAA members belonged to Antwerp’s
landed aristocracy and haute finance that discovered urbanisation as a very profitable
investment market, other members started looking for all kinds of mechanisms and
tax regulations in order to redistribute excessive amounts of (class-monopoly) urban
rent over society as a whole. These members succeeded in developing public parks,

Summary

major roads and even public transport with private capital.
Chapter 5 reconstructs the SCAA’s approach towards the question of urban
aesthetics and urban form. The chapter reconstructs how the aspects of aesthetics and
form slowly diluted in the discourse of the rather technocratic commission – most
certainly after the 1910 international competition. Yet, this chapter also reveals the
longevity and persistence of the questions of aesthetics and form: they do not just disappear and are, in a way, an inevitable component of urbanisation. This chapter reveals
that the aesthetic question was mainly taken up by a generation of young architects
that referred to themselves as the young watchmen. They managed to provide the
agglomeration with a multi-layered image guide while venturing into new roles that
enabled them to build the agglomeration according to that image. New roles of which
these architects were not always aware could only be explored thanks to the SCAA’s
urbanisation project.
Chapter 6 discusses the fact that the SCAA cannot be understood as a merely
technocratic institution. Of course, its various members were invested in calibrating
urbanism and urban planning as expert-disciplines. But this chapter argues that they
were equally driven by the nemesis of expertise, namely amateurism - i.e. by a kind
of love for their city and its urbanising agglomeration. The chapter casts some of the
SCAA’s most engaged members as unadulterated hobbyists, that were engaged in
various cultural initiatives, which they mainly developed their free time. Remarkably,
these amateur initiatives mostly communicated the SCAA’s project to non-experts,
to laymen, to ordinary folk: the citizens of Antwerp and surroundings. Amateurs
who, together with the whole of Antwerp society, tried to give public meaning to the
emerging phenomenon of urbanisation beyond the city by means of lectures, exhibitions, media campaigns, the organisation of popular events and the development of
local tourism aimed at exploring the urbanising agglomeration’s unknown corners.
A final, concluding chapter, aims to recollect the contours of the specific ‘urbanism’ that the SCAA developed – by way of these six urban questions. An urbanism
that should not be understood as an integrated form of planning, but that found its
raison d’être in the permanent monitoring and adjustment of urbanisation processes,
from the inside out. I will conceptualise the SCAA’s approach as an ‘art of urbanisation’ - a terminology often used in the context of their work at the time. A kind of
practice that at the same time bears the roots of a different (complementary) conceptualisation of urbanism, rooted in urbanisation theories, leading to an expanded
understanding of urbanism that seems rather promising in today’s context of planetary urbanisation.
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Urbanisons! Samenvatting
Dit doctoraat onderzoekt een specifieke periode in de stedenbouwkundige
geschiedenis van België die tot nog toe slechts weinig aandacht kreeg. Een hoofdstuk
waarnaar in het archiefmateriaal zelf systematisch verwezen werd als de ‘verstedelijking van de grote agglomeraties’ en dat zich met name ontplooide in de eerste decennia van de 20ste eeuw. Meer specifiek zal dit onderzoek de werkzaamheden bestuderen
van de Studiecommissie ter Inrichting van de Antwerpse Agglomeratie (SCAA) tussen 1907 en 1939. Het bestuderen van dit project zal aanknopingspunten bieden om
de historiografie van de stedenbouw in België te herijken. Toch blijft de doelstelling
van dit werk niet louter historisch. Dit doctoraat start van de premisse dat de ietwat
eigenaardige opvatting van ‘verstedelijking’ als reflectieve praktijk de wortels in zich
draagt van een alternatieve epistemologische basis voor de stedenbouw die gevoed
wordt vanuit verstedelijkingstheorie eerder dan vanuit de stedenbouwtheorie zelf.
Het werk van de SCAA leverde niet het soort geïntegreerde grootstedelijke of
regionale planning op zoals die opkwam aan het begin van de 20ste eeuw in Europa
– wat (ten dele) verklaart waarom hun project lang onder de radar is gebleven. De
SCAA vertrok niet van een deterministisch plan en het soort stedenbouw dat ze
bezigde kan niet begrepen worden in termen van ruimtelijke opgaves, zoals die traditioneel inzetten op het bijsturen van de morfologie en de ruimtelijke ordening van
de stad. Dit doctoraat zal argumenteren dat een orgaan zoals de SCAA vooral zijn
bestaansreden zocht in het claimen van ‘het recht om het verstedelijkingsproces in
handen te nemen’. Met als doel om gedeeld voordeel te ontlenen aan kapitalistische
accumulatieprocessen en dat voordeel op sociaal aanvaardbare manieren te herverdelen door deze herverdelingsstrategieën te vertalen in een ruimtelijk project. Het
claimen van het verstedelijkingsproject gebeurde niet willekeurig, maar structureerde
zich rond een aantal pertinente stedelijke vraagstukken waar de samenleving op dat
moment mee geconfronteerd werd. Het zogenaamde ‘verstedelijkingsprogramma’ van
de SCAA werd gestructureerd aan de hand van zes zulke vraagstukken, die geduldig
en kwestie per kwestie uitgevouwen worden doorheen dit werk.
Hoofdstuk 1 behandelt het vraagstuk van Urban Governance. Het reconstrueert
de precieze historische en territoriale context in dewelke een studiecommissies zoals
de SCAA opgericht werd, met name om intensiverende vormen van grensoverschrijdende verstedelijking voorbij de stad in goede banen te leiden. Het hoofdstuk
stelt dat in een - wat grootstedelijk bestuur betreft - zwak geïnstitutionaliseerde
context als België, de commissie inzette op een provisoire vorm van ‘Confederaal
Municipalisme’. Aangezien besluitvorming een zaak van de gemeenten bleef, deed de
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SCAA dit op basis van vrijblijvende samenwerking om grensoverschrijdende verstedelijking het hoofd te bieden. In deze niet echt ideale institutionele context, beriepen
de protagonisten van de SCAA zich al snel op intensieve vormen van beleidsmatig
ondernemerschap (policy-entrepreneurship) die hen in staat stelde om te werken aan
wat ze zelf een ‘relatief ideaal’ noemden. Een positie die zowel pragmatisch als ideologisch bleek.
Hoofdstuk 2 handelt over de kwestie die Ildefons Cerdà bedacht met de naam
‘Urban Ways’ in zijn algemene verstedelijkingstheorie uit het midden van de 19e
eeuw. Deze term verwijst naar alle stromen die zich door de stad bewegen, gaande van voetgangers over goederentransport tot ondergrondse nutsvoorzieningen.
Het hoofdstuk reconstrueert de constante pogingen van de SCAA om een context
te scheppen waarin wegen- spoor- en sanitaire ingenieurs een stedelijke vorm van
ingenieurschap konden ontwikkelen. Een context die de ingenieurs van de commissie
in staat stelde om volwaardige vormen van stedelijk ingenieurschap te ontwikkelen voorbij het remediëren van specifieke en singuliere problemen aan de hand van zuiver
technologische oplossingen. Pertinente stedelijke vraagstukken werden beantwoord
met rigoureuze projecten die desalniettemin doordrongen waren van een zeker respect
voor de natuurlijke en sociale ecologie van de agglomeratie: een radicaal voorzichtige
(of voorzichtig radicale) aanpak.
Hoofdstuk 3 belicht de kwestie van stedelijke voorzieningen en argumenteert
waarom het project van de SCAA niet zomaar kan weggezet worden als een zuivere
vorm van suburbanisatie. De SCAA beoefende geen vorm van verstedelijking die
enkel leunde of parasiteerde op de historische stad, enkel private belangen diende
en gedepriveerd was van publieke betekenis. Naast private huisvesting probeerde de
SCAA actief om stedelijk surplus te realiseren in de vorm van publieke parken, pleinen, sportfaciliteiten, dagelijkse voorzieningen en een uitgebreid openbaar vervoersnetwerk die de agglomeratie als collectief goed beschikbaar maakte. In die zin was het
soort verstedelijking dat de SCAA praktiseerde eerder generatief dan parasitair, wat
tot uiting kwam in een stedelijk weefsel dat erg veel aanknopingspunten bood voor
verdere accumulatie en verschillende vormen van toe-eigening.
Hoofdstuk 4 onderzoekt het huisvestingsvraagstuk vanuit een politiek economisch standpunt. Het hoofdstuk toont hoe een significant secundair kapitaalscircuit
tot ontwikkeling kwam naast het primaire circuit van industrieel kapitaal in vroeg
20ste-eeuws Antwerpen. Kapitaal, met name gericht op de financiering van vastgoed,
dat onder de vleugels van het project van de SCAA kon verstedelijken doorheen
de hele agglomeratie. Sommige leden van de SCAA maakten zelf deel uit van de
Antwerpse Haute Finance en grondadel, die verstedelijking collectief ontdekten als
een lucratief investeringsproduct. Andere leden ageerden hier tegen door allerhande
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mechanismen en belastingregimes na te streven die overmatige grondrente evenrediger zouden verdelen over de samenleving als geheel. Op die manier werden publieke
parken, grote infrastructuren van algemeen belang, nutsystemen en zelfs openbaar
vervoerslijnen aangelegd met privaat kapitaal.
Hoofdstuk 5 reconstrueert de positie van de SCAA ten opzichte van het esthetische en vormvraagstuk. Initieel was dit vraagstuk verankerd in een internationale
ontwerpwedstrijd uit 1910, gewonnen door de Parijse urbanist Henri Prost. Na deze
wedstrijd vervaagde de aandacht voor het aspect van esthetiek in het werk van de
SCAA. Maar het hoofdstuk laat zien hoe deze kwestie toch werd opgenomen door
een jonge generatie van Antwerpse architecten die zichzelf de jonge wacht noemde.
Zij sloegen er in om nieuwe rollen voor zichzelf te bedenken en op te nemen die hen
toeliet om esthetische opvattingen te verknopen verschillende verstedelijkingsdynamieken in de agglomeratie.
Hoofdstuk 6 toont dat de SCAA niet begrepen kan worden als een louter
technocratisch instituut. Door het ontwikkelen van allerhande culturele activiteiten,
gaande van tentoonstellingen tot lezingen en evenementen, die de leden meestal
ontwikkelden in hun vrije tijd, wist de SCAA het brede publiek voor haar project
te winnen. Het hoofdstuk toont dat de aspirant professionals van de SCAA tevens
hartstochtelijke liefhebbers van hun stad waren, en van haar agglomeratie waar ze
vorm aan gaven. Een houding die hen stimuleerde om van verstedelijking voorbij
de stad een collectieve ervaring te maken die maatschappelijke betekenis gaf aan dit
relatief nieuwe fenomeen.
In de conclusie van dit werk zullen de krijtlijnen van het specifiek soort stedenbouw dat de SCAA beoefende beschreven worden, aan de hand van de zes
voornoemde kwesties. Een vorm van stedenbouw er op gericht was verstedelijkingsprocessen te amenderen – van binnenuit. Een praktijk die, steunend op het vocabularium van de periode zelf, geconceptualiseerd zal worden als L’art de l’urbanisation.
Een praktijk die niet enkel begrepen moet worden als een specifiek Belgisch project
– maar die tevens de wortels in zich draagt voor een andere conceptualisatie van de
stedenbouw in het algemeen. Eén die de stedenbouw verankert in een analytisch
begrip van verstedelijking – een beloftevolle benadering in het hedendaagse tijdperk
van planetaire verstedelijking.
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“Man’s sociability is the reason for the development of urbanisation. Man’s need for
shelter, which exists in any and all situations and circumstances, lies at the origin of
urbanisation. From there, we see that shelter is its first constituent element. Shelter
is not, however, urbanisation itself – far from it – just as a single drop of water is
not the sea. Urbanisation, thus, is much more than a single shelter, and much more
than many shelters, considered by themselves and in isolation. Urbanisation, to be
considered as such, must be characterised by a more or less well-organised, grouping of shelters to enable inhabitants to communicate with one another and provide
mutual services.”
ILDEFONS CERDÀ, GENERAL THEORY OF URBANISATION, 1867
(2018), P. 79

Parmi ces problèmes se trouve celui de l’aménagement des grands centres urbains,
que l’on a dénommé l’urbanisation, mot ignoré de Littré, mais que l’Académie ne
manquera sans doute pas d’ajouter au Dictionnaire, lorsque les immortels en viendront – tout arrive ! – à s’occuper de la lettre U. (…) Si les principes en pareille matière n’ont pas changé depuis trente ans, leurs modalités d’application ont varié du
tout au court. L’urbanisation est une science évolutive par nature, car elle doit tenir
compte beaucoup plus de l’avenir que du présent, subordonnée qu’elle est à l’évolution
même du progrès matériel et des conditions économiques régissant une collectivité.
(…) Là où vous trouviez des terrains vagues ou le silence des bois, brusquement
voici que retentissent les truelles des maçons et voici que l’homme installe l’appareil
extraordinairement complexe de sa vie en société. Que du moins, il s’efforce de créér
de l’harmonie dans son utilisation urbanistique de la terre.
JEAN GEYSELINCK, L’URBANISATION DE L’AGGLOMÉRATI O N
ANVERSOISE, 1929, N.P.
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Introduction

Grounding Urbanism in the process of
Urbanisation
Theory finds case contains theory:
Towards an alternative epistemology of
urbanism?

►

Rationale: the petite histoire of the making of a PhD

“Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not
make it under the circumstances of their own choosing, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.”1 This famous quote from Marx’s
Eighteenth Brumaire is particularly apt to capture the rationale of the activities of the
Commission d’études de l’aménagement de Agglomeration Anversoise (SCAA) which is
the subject of this PhD. This committee was part and parcel of an understudied (not
to say forgotten) chapter in the historiography of urbanism in Belgium: L’urbanisation
des grandes agglomérations urbaines. An episode, of which I will argue, that it may
be regarded as the (largely attenuated) Belgian contribution to the making of the
discipline of urbanism at the beginning of the 20th century. This research delves into
the SCAA’s practices in the context of the Antwerp agglomeration between 1907 and
1939 to reconstruct exactly what this project of urbanising the agglomerations entailed. Why has the SCAA’s project remained under the radar for so long – even if it
was the Belgian component of an important moment in planning history? Both in the
distant and recent past, their project was dismissed by urban planners and researchers
as poor and irrelevant.2 Why has their project never been taken seriously as a legiti1
2

Marx, Karl, Eden Paul, and Cedar Paul. The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. London: Allen and
Unwin, 1926.
For fierce contemporary critique of the SCAA’s project, see: Verwilghen, Raphael. “L’urbanisation
du Grand-Anvers.” La Cité 11, no. 1 (1932): pp. 15–17. For a more recent description of the SCAA’s
“failed” attempts, see: Lombaerde, Piet. “Stedenbouw en verkeer.” In Antwerpen in de 20-ste eeuw: van
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mate form of urbanism? In that sense, studying the SCAA’s project not only recollects
a forgotten historical project, but equally contributes to a different interpretation of
urbanism in general - an alternative way of conceptualising the discipline.
How did I end up researching this rather obscure episode, and eventually chose
to frame the SCAA’s project as an urbanism? More than anything else, the explanation is itself historically contingent. This story found its time and place, one could say,
and is the product of a history of its own making. It is an account of the context, or
better, of the multiple contexts from which it was conceived and written. I will start
the introduction by telling the petite histoire of the making of a dissertation through
three different ‘places’ - or topoi to say it more poetically3 - each of which introduce
a different frame of reference which eventually came together in this doctorate. The
superimposition of these ‘places’ allows me to evoke the lifeworld, imaginary and
rationale that animates this dissertation and through which it aims to make a contribution to the development of the epistemology of urbanism.(Fig. I.1)

Topos 1: Antwerp’s urban planning department
The first of three topoi is located at the planning department of the city of
Antwerp, where I worked before moving to the university of Ghent. There, in the
administration’s somewhat dreary landscape offices, this doctoral study started before
it even existed, somewhere in the spring of 2011 - ten years ago now.
Urbanism is a kind of travelling circus, constantly on the move and searching for
new territories to set up its tents. From the 21st century onwards, European urbanism collectively rediscovered the territory where the discipline had found a new élan
exactly a century earlier: the larger urban regions. The historical context of ‘greater’
London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, Vienna, Edinburgh, Geneva, Amsterdam, Cologne,
only to name a few provided an important territorial laboratory for the renewal of
the discipline at the turn of the twentieth century.4 As if that moment were to be

3

4

Belle Epoque tot Golden Sixties, edited by Genootschap voor Antwerpse Geschiedenis, pp. 210–234.
Brasschaat: Pandora, 2008.
I borrow this term from David Peleman, who explained the project for the modern road in Belgium
(1889-1962) on the basis of 6 different places or ‘topoi’ – sometimes real spaces where the road project
was made operational and sometimes (merely) symbolic references that were instrumental to explain
that road project.
Peleman, David. Les Hommes De La Route. Engineering the urban society of the modern road in Belgium,
1889-1962. Ghent: Ghent University, 2014.
Cogato Lanza, Elena. Maurice Braillard et ses urbanistes. Puissance visionnaire et stratégies de gestion
urbaine (Genève 1929–1936). Genève : Editions Slatkine, 2003; Mantziaras, Panos. La Ville-Paysage:
Rudolf Schwarz Et La Dissolution Des Villes. Genève: MétisPresses, 2008; Bernhardt, Christoph. “Urban
planning for governing the metropolis – The case of Greater Berlin 1900-1920”, Inventer le Grand
Paris. Relectures des travaux de la Commission d’extension de Paris. Rapport et concours 1911-1919. Actes du
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Figure I.1
Urbanisons! A PhD that oscillates between practice, theory and archive. The archival material
stimulates a reflection on urbanism that is grounded in an analytical understanding of urbanisation. Likewise, the urbanisation framework allows for a precise reading of the archival material.
Urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration as an emblematic case for documenting and theorising an
urbanism as the art of urbanisation?

commemorated festively, new design laboratories for ‘greater urbanisms’ reappeared
100 years later, not surprisingly in cities such as Paris and Moscow, but also in the
more unexpected setting of cities like Athens, Bordeaux, Skopje, Zürich, Nantes,
Brussels and … Antwerp.5

5

colloque des 5 et 6 décembre 2013, Cité de l’Architecture et du Patrimoine, Paris. Biére, 2016, pp. 120-136;
Dehaene, Michiel. “Urban Lessons for the Modern Planner: Patrick Abercrombie and the Study of
Urban Development.” Town Planning Review 75, no. 1 (2004): pp. 1–30; Shestakov Sergei and Bolshaya
Moskva. Greater Moscow. Moscow: Moscow, 1925. For a general overview of contemporary research initiatives on this topic, see, for instance Inventer Le Grand Paris: Histoire Croisée des Métropoles, www.
inventerlegrandparis.fr, last accessed on 27 May 2021.
Upmeyer, Bernd. “Greater Urbanism.” Monu#19 (2013): pp. 1-2.
Verhaert, Isabelle, Toon Vanobbergen, Michiel Dehaene, Valerie Van de Velde, Linda Boudry, and
Christoph Grafe. Lab XX: Opting for the Twentieth-Century Belt. Antwerp: Stad Antwerpen, 2015.
Secchi, Bernardo, La Ville Poreuse: Un Project Pour Le Grand Paris Et La Métroploe De L’après-Kyoto.
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From 2011 onwards, on the initiative of then city architect Kristiaan Borret, a
project developed for the Antwerp fringes which was called LABXX. An expected
population growth of 100,000 additional inhabitants by 2030 was to be accommodated mainly in Antwerp’s urban fringes. The project aimed to seize this wave of densification as an opportunity for the urban renewal of the so-called the 20th-century belt.6
Until then, efforts of urban renewal had mostly been focussing on the 19th century
belt, through urbanistic formulas that had little to offer in the 20th century belt. In
order to develop new and appropriate ‘urbanisms’ for the Antwerp fringe, a competition was launched in 2013. In the run-up to this competition, the design-research
team of which I was a member prepared an elaborate spatial analysis of Antwerp’s
larger urban region, in an attempt to get a better grip on the historical urbanisation
patterns.7 It was at that very moment that a number of questions began to dawn that
stuck with me since.
Although I was a practitioner at heart, I always carried books around during my
time at the city. A project involving a little creek was enough to plough through the
entire landscape urbanism library - something my colleagues were only too happy
to make fun of.8 Puzzled by the question of why it was so difficult to come up with
design strategies for the urban fringe, I started searching for books and articles on
the belt’s urban planning history in the hope to find some clues. But apart from a few
general books on the historical development of Antwerp,9 I could find little to nothing that addressed the development of the agglomeration as a whole. A then recent
article by Piet Lombaerde in an edited volume on 20th-century Antwerp provided
some clues.10 Around the turn of the century, the famous German planner Joseph

6
7
8

9

10

Genève: MétisPresses, 2011.
Desveaux, Delphine, and Véronique Siron. Avec Vue Sur La Métropole: 50000 Logements Autour Des Axes
De Transports Collectifs De L’agglomération Bordelaise. Paris: Bookstorming.com Editions, 2013;
Baës-Cantillon, Nathanaëlle, Joachim Declerck, Michiel Dehaene, and Sarah Levy. Changing Cultures of
Planning: Rotterdam, Zürich, Nantes, Randstad, Bordeaux. Brussels:
Architecture Workroom, 2012; Dejemeppe, Pierre, Région de Bruxelles-Capitale and Bozar architecture.
Bruxelles 2040 : trois visions pour une métropole. Brussels: Région de Bruxelles-Capitale, 2012.
For a good summary of the objectives, see: Verhaert, Isabelle. “What is LABXX?” In LABXX, opting for
the twentieth-century belt, p. 6-13.
Dehaene, Michiel and Toon Vanobbergen. “A spatial analysis of the city region”, in LABXX, opting for
the twentieth-century belt, p. 26-43.
Only later, when I was already working at the university, I comforted myself with the idea that I may
have qualified as what Schön termed a reflective practitioner. See:
Schön Donald, A. The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in action. New York: Basic Books,
1983.
De Brabander, Guido L. Na-Kaarten Over Antwerpen. Brugge: Van de Wiele, 1988.
Tijs, Rutger J. Antwerpen: Historisch Portret Van Een Stad. Tielt: Lannoo, 2001.
Tijs, Rutger J. Antwerpen: Atlas Van Een Stad In Ontwikkeling. Tielt: Lannoo, 2007.
Lombaerde, Piet. “Stedenbouw en verkeer [Urbanism and Traffic].” In Antwerpen in de 20-ste eeuw,
van Belle Epoque tot Golden Sixties, edited by Genootschap voor Antwerpse Geschiedenis, 210–234.
Brasschaat:
Pandora, 2008.
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Stübben had been appointed by King Leopold II to develop a plan for the Antwerp
region.11 And a certain committee had organised an urban design competition won by
the Parisian urbanist Henri Prost.12 A hopeful start, but according to the article, these
plans had largely remained paper dreams that were never realised. The whole episode
was therefore mainly staged as a ‘failure’ typical of the Belgian policy context that
had never been favourable to urbanism and urban development. What practice then,
which urbanisms had actually structured the development of the Antwerp region
throughout the 20th century? If the new ‘Greater Urbanism’ laboratories celebrated
the centennial rebirth of urbanism in Europe, what exactly was to be celebrated in
Belgium, and in Antwerp more specifically? Or had the edge simply grown spontaneously, without any reflection in terms of urbanism? Questions this PhD explicitly
addresses but which remained unanswered at the time.
A second consideration was of a more philosophical nature and arose from a very
simple observation. Apparently, our tried and tested urban planning recipes were not
adequate enough to address the challenges at hand in the city’s 20th-century belt.
Moving urbanism to the Antwerp fringes, was not so much about bringing conventional knowledge to the fringe but about reinventing urbanism itself in order to
address the new questions that were arising there. A whole social, political, economic
and ecological agenda suddenly converged on the urban fringes, to which the established urbanisms had only moderate or partial answers.13 That was so much the case
that scholars like Michiel Dehaene and Kristiaan Borret, both involved in the project
called for the “renewal of urban renewal”14 as the only way forward. Apparently, urbanism’s re-discovery of a forgotten territory also changed the very foundations of the
discipline itself.15
The geographer Brian J.L Berry made a similar observation, after a trip around
11
12
13

14
15

Karnau, Oliver. Hermann Joseph Stübben: Städtebau 1876-1930. Braunschweig: Vieweg, 1996.
Hautecoeur, Louis, Henry Lacoste, and Joseph Marrast. L’oeuvre De Henri Prost: Architecture Et
Urbanisme. Paris: Académie d’architecture, 1960.
As a result of densification, public facilities in the fringe would soon lag behind without public investment, while at the same time, public funds were scarce. A sincere commitment to a modal shift from
car to public transport was considered crucial in order not to let traffic congestion in the fringe and, by
extension, the entire region get out of hand. Redevelopment was preferred to expansion, so as not to
further damage the remaining green corridors. The very diverse influx of newly expected citizens turned
aspects of affordability and inclusion into prime focus points. Densification, is sum, became as much a
social than a spatial project.
Dehaene, Michiel and Kristiaan Borret. “Towards a Renewal of Urban Renewal.” In Lab XX: Opting
for the twentieth century belt: pp. 128-137.
In the introduction to his book Exploring the City, Ulf Hannerz made a very similar observation, stating
that the emergence of urban anthropology in the late ‘70s did not only allow the discipline of anthropology to produce knew knowledge on the city, but that this very move equally changed the discipline itself.
See:
Hannerz, Ulf Exploring the City: Inquiries Toward an Urban Anthropology. New York (N.Y.): Columbia
university press, 1980.
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the world in 1973 studying. “Many of the practical urbanists came to realise the need
for new intellectual frameworks specifically applicable to different socio-political
circumstances.”16 Urbanism, we can derive from Berry’s observation, is not a rock-solid science, on the contrary: urbanism depends.17 It depends on the circumstances in
which it operates and seeks to transform. Berry’s assertion was largely confirmed
in the Antwerp fringes - and by extension all the laboratories throughout Europe
around the 2010s. These observations yielded a second set of questions, such as: what
could such an new ‘intellectual framework’ for greater urbanism be? Or more ambitiously, on what theoretical foundations could urbanism as an evolutive and depending practice be built?
Hence, my research did not arise from a sophisticated theoretical-academic
questioning. Rather it emerged from a number of timely questions regarding practical
urbanism, that were nevertheless in search of profound scientific answers. It was at
that time that I made the switch to the University of Ghent, in the autumn of 2013,
just before the LabXX competition started. Not an easy decision. I was in the middle
of the action but was torn between the practical quest for a ‘Greater Urbanism’ and
the deeper search for a new grounding.

Topos 2: The university’s wooden attic
“I remember the first time I ever saw Colin Rowe,” Rem Kolhaas said in a late
1980’s interview about his time at Cornell University, where Rowe was at that time
engrossed in ancient Rome for his book Collage City. “It was in the large room, in
the basement, where he worked. A student was working at the table and Colin Rowe
was whispering ‘Palazzo Pitti’ and ‘Piazza Navona’ in his ear…”18 However unsettling
this scene, it is nevertheless akin to how I experienced my own start at the University
of Ghent - although it was not in a dark cellar, but in the department’s endearing
wooden attic.
In the run-up to a concrete research plan, my promotor Michiel Dehaene had
advised me to start reading some books, including La ville, phénomène économique
(1966) by the Belgian sociologist Jean Rémy, and Social Justice and the City (1973) by
David Harvey, a geographer whose name at least rang a bell. I remember thinking:
why am I reading these old books that have only indirectly to do with urbanism?
16
17
18

Berry, Brian J.L. Comparative Urbanisation, Divergent Paths in the Twentieth Century. London: The
Macmillan Press LTD, 1973, p. xii.
Urbanism depends, just like its little twin Architecture. See:
Till, Jeremy. Architecture Depends. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009.
Harvard GSD. “Sébastien Marot, Palimpsestuous Ithaca: A Relative Manifesto for Sub-Urbanism.”
1:36:47, August, 20, 2013.
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But then, in both books, I came across passages that made a mockery of the unstable
and quirky theoretical foundations on which urbanism was built.19 Allegations that
were still valid at the turn of the 21st century. In 2000, for instance, Ernest Sternberg
repeated that urbanism was still “sorely lacking cohesive theoretical formulations” as
“much writing was taking the form of guidebooks, analytical techniques and architectural ideas whose theoretical justifications remain unclear.”20 A firm reaction, one
might say, to a long tradition of rather normative theorising in the field of urbanism,
based on all the do’s and don’ts and recommendations from the handbooks of good city
form.21 “Such theorising,” Michiel repeatedly claimed in our initial discussions, “lacks
a deeper theoretical basis on which to build an entire discipline.”22 I must admit I felt
some disappointment. There I was at the university, eager to do scientific research
in urbanism … a field with no sound theoretical foundations. But that is where the
whispering in the department’s attic started: ‘urbanisation’, ‘urban questions’, …
About the time I started at the university, especially in urban geography,
scholars such as Neil Brenner, Christian Schmid, Andy Merrifield, and David
Wachsmuth started resurrecting Henri Lefebvre’s hypothesis of the Urban Revolution.
Lefebvre framed it as a new development phase in history, succeeding the Industrial
Revolutions and heralding an era of “la planéterisation de l’urbain” or planetary
urbanisation. A formulation that may still have been virtual in 1970 when Lefebvre
wrote it down, but the full scope of which, according to Brenner and his colleagues
was increasingly becoming reality from the 21st century onwards. In this perspective,
planetary does not stand for homogeneous and world-filling, but for the radically unbounded character of urbanisation: without an outside, no longer bound to a
specific territory, and producing ever more complex patterns of spatial differentiation
around the globe. Planetary urbanisation produced what Rem Koolhaas, in his typical
style, called a “huge tsunami of unknown urban substance”23 that can no longer be
captured in terms of the city. It even prompted Brenner and Schmid to advocate “a
new epistemology of the urban.”24 Building on this body of literature, a number of
questions emerged. What does, for instance, such a new theory of the urban entail
for urban-ism? What happens to urbanism when we start dissociating urbanisation
as a progressive historical process from the city as an object? What would such an
19
20
21
22
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Harvey, David W. Social Justice and the City. Baltimore (Md.): Johns Hopkins university press, 1973.
Remy, Jean. La ville: Phénomène économique. Brussels: Editions Vie Ouvrière, 1966.
Ernest Sternberg. “An Integrative Theory of Urban Design. American Planning Association. Journal of the
American Planning Association 66, no. 3 (2000): pp. 265-278.
Lynch, Kevin. A Theory of Good City Form. London: MIT press, 1981.
Dehaene, Michiel. “Stedenbouw als verstedelijkingskunde” In Stadsperspectieven: Europese Tradities In De
Stedenbouw, edited by Schram, Anne ed., Bernard Colenbrander ed., Kees Doevendans and Bruno De
Meulder, pp. 296–312. Nijmegen: Uitgeverij Vantilt, 2015.
Koolhaas, Rem. “In Search of Authenticity.” In The Endless City edited by Burdett, R. and Deyan S, pp.
320-323.. London: Phaidon, 2007.
Brenner, Neil, and Christian Schmid. Toward “Towards a new epistemology of the urban?” City 19, no.
2/3 (2015): pp. 151-182.
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urbanisation perspective bring to urbanism, which, as already mentioned, is still overly
concerned with the city as an object and its ‘good form’? What happens when urbanism is theorised from an urbanisation perspective? Could there possibly lie a more
profound theoretical basis for the discipline? It were such questions that occupied the
research group when I became part of it in the autumn of 2013. A discussion that led
Michiel Dehaene to the following position:
“By developing urbanism’s theoretical basis as urbanisation theory, urbanism is
not conceived as a field the knowledge production of which can be summarised in
some principles and design recommendations in order to distinguish ‘good’ from ‘bad’
urban design. Urbanism is reframed as part of an interpretive tradition that regards
urban development and urbanisation as a historical process, the meaning of which
must be established over and over again, in every place and at every specific juncture
in time. To this end, urbanism develops the necessary descriptions, concepts and
scenarios (cf. Viganò) that make the urbanisation process the object of a reflective
practice, aimed at the conscious design and transformation of the city as a socio-cultural project. When conceived from an urbanisation perspective, urbanism acquires a
different theoretical basis: one that does not demand normative theory, one that does
not rely on a canon of plans, but rather allows theory to begin with the question of
why there is a field like urbanism, namely the urban questions that society faces, over
and over again, in the process of urbanisation.”25
Urban questions should be understood here as a set of sub-questions stemming
from the singular ‘Question Urbaine’ as first posed by Manuel Castells in 1972, and
which he constructs around the notion of collective consumption. Progressive urbanisation, Castells argues, increasingly cuts individuals off from the ability to provide for
their own needs, to be self-sufficient. This simple observation is, for example, most apparent in the housing question, in the supply of drinking water and other utilities, the
need for waste-water disposal efficient transport and, by extension, the entire system
of public amenities that comes with the city. At given times and places, these urban
questions require socially negotiated collective arrangements in order to move beyond
the crisis. Historically, the city was the spatial unit where these urban questions manifested themselves most persistently, and where the organisation of living together and
the organisation of collective consumption naturally converged. In the age of extended and complete urbanisation, however, these questions increasingly pop up elsewhere,
far beyond the city, in multiple constellations and various guises. Urbanism, then, is a
practice that must constantly reinvent itself, always looking for a new set of principles
with which through which urbanisation can be arranged. The urbanist’s task is to look
for consistent sets of principles that organise urbanisation in such a way that different
25
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forms of collective consumption are territorially embedded in generative ways. With
the aim of producing added values (spatial, social, cultural, economic, …) that are
distributed in socially equitable ways. Multiple urbanisms, in sum, based on “different
modi operandi answering to different urban questions in territories marked by spatial
differentiation and according to different conceptions of time, a different division of
roles between government, market and civil society, a different collective imagination
and a different aesthetic.”26
This, in a nutshell, is the framework that was initially ‘whispered’ to me and
which I soon became invested in myself – delving into recent urbanisation-literature
and into the 60s and 70s literature that today’s academics were taking back from
their bookshelves. I was soon intrigued, because this urbanisation perspective partly
explained why Antwerp’s 20th-century belt had been in need of a ‘greater urbanism,’
able to address the specific urban questions that had been emerging there at that
specific moment in time. Intrigued also because this theorising was grounded in the
mess of everyday society and practice – something that particularly appealed to me as
a practitioner.
The department’s wooden attic became some sort of Outlook Tower to me from which I could observe the practical world from a little distance but without
being completely detached from it. That was all the more true because with Michiel
Dehaene and Kristiaan Borret, there were a number of people in the department who
stayed actively involved within LabXX, the project I had just left. Grounding practical
urbanism in urbanisation theory was a project that could bridge both these worlds. As
if by chance, there was a project waiting for me in the archives that lent itself perfectly
to this research ambition.

Topos 3: the archives’ dark corners
When I first walked into the city archives, I did not know exactly what I was
looking for. I suppose I was secretly hoping to find forgotten local heroes from
the early 20th century. An Antwerp version of Maurice Braillard,27 Cornelis Van
Eesteren, Fritz Schumacher, Rudolf Schwartz,28 Hermann Jansen or Peter Berlage?
However, apart from the well-known but largely unexecuted plans of Stübben and
Prost, I was not able to find any undiscovered treasures. Instead, my eye fell on the
‘committee’ that had organised the 1910 competition that Henri Prost had won - an
international event that had focused on the redesign of the sites located on the old
26
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bulwark around the city that was agreed to be demolished in 1906. (Fig. I.2) The 1911
memorandum of this international competition contained some information about
this organizing ‘Commission d’Etudes pour l’aménagement de l’agglomération Anversoise’
(SCAA), which had been established on December 27, 1907 by Royal Decree. At
first, the whole design competition, instigated by the SCAA came across as an endlessly repeated story: tearing down city walls with the purpose of expanding the city.
But this hackneyed reading turned out to be not quite right. In an archive folder
I read that the “demolition [was] due exclusively to the execution of port works and
[was] of no use whatsoever to the urbanisation [sic.] of the city” and that “in the
latter respect nothing had been obtained from the state.”29 On closer inspection, this
claim proved to be true. In Antwerp, a similar study committee, Commisson d’Etudes
pour l’Extension de la Rade et du Port d’Anvers, had been working on the expansion of
Antwerp’s harbour since the beginning of the 1890’s.30 The city’s fortification walls
inhibited the port’s growth, putting a strain on the international competitiveness of
Antwerp.31 The demolition of the bulwark was thus primarily motivated by intentions
of industrialisation and was considered “crucial for the prosperity of the entire nation.”32 The declassification of the old bulwark was not so much about expanding the
city, but about the expansion of industrial activity in the nation’s main port.
The SCAA seemed little more than an afterthought – a nice to have next to
what really mattered: economic expansion. But by then the whispering was beginning
to prove useful, and I already had the tools to move beyond a purely ‘productivist’
reading of urban development. I had a quote from Althusser in my head (a quote that
I found in Andy Merrifield’s discussion of the New Urban question, but which in fact
reiterates a fundamental insight of Marx: “Every child knows that a social formation
which did not reproduce the conditions of production at the same time as it produced
would not last a year.”33 Translated to the Antwerp context: massive investments
in industrial expansion had, of necessity, to be supported by reproducing the social
conditions in which such economic expansion could take place at all, let alone persist
over time.
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Figure I.2
In 1906 a law was voted that decided to tear down the Brialmont bulwark around the city. These
military ramparts had only just been built throughout the second half of the 19th century - against
the will of the people of Antwerp. With the decision to tear down the ramparts, the city could
finally grow beyond its walls. However, it would take until well after WWII before the ramparts
would be completely demolished. Here we see a number of men standing on the fortification
walls in Borgerhout, ca. 1930.

In the context of Antwerp, this ‘childish’ lesson was nevertheless learned the
hard way. From the early 1900s, it had been suggested, especially in provincial circles,
that, apart from industrial expansion, the coherent urban expansion in the agglomeration should become a matter of concern as well. In the beginning of 1907, a bill was
tabled to put the orderly development of the agglomeration on the political agenda.34
Proposals that were all systematically ignored. Until, in the late summer of 1907, one
of the heaviest strikes ever broke out in the Antwerp port - which was even literally
set on fire.35 The strike was mainly about poor working conditions and low workers’
pay. But it was equally about the poor accessibility of the Port, which caused inconvenient commutes for workers who usually lived too far away. This situation caused
arduous working conditions and was of little economic efficiency.36 After the Antwerp
34
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Figure I.3
The heavy port strikes of 1907 make it painfully clear that urbanisation as a process
of social reproduction is indispensable to
support the ambitious plans for the industrial expansion of the nation’s main port.
After fruitless previous attempts, the SCAA
is created in the immediate aftermath of the
1907 strikes, which turned out to be nothing
less than a struggle over the right to the
city. A triumvirate of count de Smet de
Naeyer (industrialisation in the north) and
SCAA-president baron Auguste Delbeke
(urbanisation in the south-west) guides the
spatial development of the port and its
larger agglomeration under the watchful
eye of king-urbanist Leopold II.
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port had been paralysed for months between September and November 1907 - causing enormous economic losses and damage to Belgium’s reputation in the international press - it took only a few weeks before the SCAA was suddenly established by
Royal Decree. “The maritime, commercial and industrial extension to the North of
the city postulated an extension to the South and the West for the construction of
new neighbourhoods to accommodate the growing labour force in Antwerp,”37 the
general conclusion was. After about 15 years, it had finally been understood (albeit
the hard way), that the expansion of the port to the north of the city had to be supported by urban expansion to the south. (Fig. I.3)
When it was founded in 1907, the SCAA was given a clear remit. Its main task
was to bring order to the development of infrastructures (roads, railways, sewers),
housing and garden districts (with a strong focus on workers’ housing), the provision
of public parks, sports facilities and all kinds of amenities, enhanced public transport.
An elaborate list, in sum of all the ‘urban questions’ for which Antwerp’s urbanising
society was in urgent need of new collective arrangements. Urban questions, to be
specific, that were surfacing throughout the entire Antwerp agglomeration, far beyond
the boundaries of what was then considered to be ‘the City.’ This program extended
over 14 different municipalities, most of which were still very rural at the time and
that altogether were supposed to grow into a full-blood urban “agglomeration for
1 million people.”38 Some of these early findings started to sound rather familiar:
urbanisation beyond industrialisation, structured around pertinent urban questions,
that were popping up beyond the city. Interesting parallels between the case and the
theoretical framework started to emerge. But the best was yet to come.
I soon discovered a peculiar booklet entitled L’urbanisation de l’agglomération
Anversoise. This little scrapbook consisted of a series of newspaper articles from the
Antwerp newspaper La Métropole from the fall of 1928 - all neatly cut out and pasted
together. This series of articles told a larger story that recollected the SCAA’s first
20 years of diligent activity. Apparently, the committee had a lot more to its credit
than a failed international design competition from 1910. But more importantly
and curiously, its activities were described in terms of urbanisation, in a way that was
not so far removed from how we were conceptualizing a notion of urbanisation at
the department – as nicely contained in the quote at the start of this introduction.
37
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Urbanisation was a word that only appeared in the Belgian context from the beginning of the 1920s, but which, according to the article, embodied the very nature of
the SCAA’s entire project since 1907. Moreover, the SCAA turned out to be part of
a more substantial discussion on L’administration et l’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations39 that had marked the first decades of the 20th century in Belgium – and
the 1920’s in particular. When I realised that the SCAA had not operated from
within the city administrations, but from the provincial office, a large and unexplored
archive came to light. In dark corners of the Provincial archives I found (often not yet
officially archived) material, ranging from hundreds of meeting reports between 1907
and 1939 to dozens of obscure half-hearted plans and sketches. Not of very illustrious
figures though. I may not have discovered a long forgotten member from the gallery
of great urban planners. But maybe, just maybe, I had stumbled upon something even
more exciting.
In a lecture on Palimpsestuous Ithaca, Sébastien Marot explains that he had been
looking for an evocative site for some time, in order to develop and explain his ideas
on what he called a relative manifesto for Sub-Urbanism.40 A project that should be
understood as a counter-project to Koolhaas’ Manhattanism,41 who had been able to
rely on the iconic site of New York City to feed his thoughts and story. Just as Rowe
had needed Rome to develop his Collage City42 or Ungers Berlin for his vision of a
Green Archipelago.43 Marot ended up in Ithaca, of all places. In a similar way, I had
the feeling that insipid municipalities in the Antwerp agglomeration and the SCAA’s
efforts to urbanise them, could be very instrumental in conceptualising urbanism from
an urbanisation perspective. Especially since the theoretical urbanisation framework
was explicitly contained in the case itself. From that moment onwards, a dialectical
way of working developed. Urbanisation, as it was conceptualised from the ‘60s onwards, became a s lens through which to understand, write and appreciate the history
of the Antwerp agglomeration in a specific way. At the same time, the historical case
allowed to see to what extent this urbanisation lens was already being wedged from
the turn of the 20th century onwards - albeit with a different, much more programmatic rather than descriptive focus.
The two sets of questions I had ran into at the Antwerp city administration came
39
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together as if by magic: the discovery of an unwritten history became at the same
time a means of building an understanding of urbanism as grounded in the process
of urbanisation - a perspective that was explicitly contained in the case itself. In this
sense, this work strongly differs from attempts to retro-actively build post-hoc rationalisation or theories inspired by (the making of ) iconic cities or sites - as was more
the case in the canonical work of people like, for example, Koolhaas, Venturi, Rowe,
Ungers or Marot. I had to make do with small hamlets such as Capellen, Merxem or
Wyneghem instead of New York, Rome or Berlin – but at least I knew I had found
myself a project. A project that had emerged in the overlap of three topoi, which I
had just stumbled across and that was there for the taking.

►

Literature review: urbanism, urbanisation and what is
in-between. Engaging in three parallel conversations
This PhD came about in the context of three ongoing conversations to which it
also wants to contribute. A first conversation is about urbanism in general. I will dwell
on a number of authors who contributed to the development of alternative intellectual frameworks for (contemporary) urbanism and which elements of it are compatible
with the ambition of grounding urbanism in a theory of urbanisation – the outlines
of which we touched upon above. A second conversation concerns the theory of
urbanisation, from many perspectives, such as political-economy, sociology, geography,
history, etc… What is urbanisation, and who else is looking for other forms of urban
agency conceived from a strong concept of urbanisation? A third and final conversation concerns the historiography of urbanism. How does this Belgian period of
L’urbanisation de l’agglomération relate to the historiography of urbanism, in Belgium
and beyond?

What is urbanism?
In 1973, David Harvey stated that a general theory of urbanism is probably
impossible to construct because it is far too complicated a phenomenon to be subsumed easily under some comprehensive theory.44 There simply are too many “contexts
in which urban phenomena may be encountered for a general theory of urbanism to
emerge easily.”45 In today’s context of the planetarisation of the urban,46 Harvey’s asser44
45
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tion seems more true than ever before. Since the beginning of the 21st century, “more
than 100” adjectival urbanisms have emerged, breaking down today’s growing complexity into ‘specialised’ urbanisms.47 After Waldheim’s landscape urbanism in the late
1990’s, other ‘adjectival urbanisms’ grew exponentially. Kim welcomed this proliferation of adjectival urbanisms for it “enables urbanism to constantly refine, question and
develop itself to understand and evolve in a dynamically evolving society,” constantly
“engendering theoretical innovations,” and testifying to “multiple forms of specific
and localised resistances to a variety of hegemonies in urbanism.”48 Other scholars are
less convinced. “Why so many urbanisms?”, Jonathan Barnett wonders in pleading for
a more integrative approach to urbanism - as also Ernest Sternberg did.49
Rooting urbanism in a more theoretical conception of urbanisation is a project
that, as I will argue, is more in line with an integrative than with a partial, adjectival approach. As city and territory inevitably belong to everyone’s daily experience,
we cannot think of the world “divided into an ensemble of cases, each relating to a
specific competence.”50 However, integrative must not be confused with integral. This
work follows the assertion that a conclusive, all-encompassing and prescriptive definition of urbanism is not possible. But, as Harvey also concluded himself “this lack
of general theory ought not to deter us from pursuing general inquiries into those
essential qualities of urbanism which lead cities to be the workshops of civilisation.”51
This PhD aims to be a (modest) contribution in the inquiry into the broader intellectual foundations underlying urbanism’s splintering field by conceptualising it from an
urbanisation perspective.
This does not mean this PhD has to start from a blank theoretical canvas. On
the contrary, the urbanisation perspective allows for a whole range of ‘small philosophies’ of urbanism to be gathered under the same banner. This work heavily draws
on a tradition of thinking, talking and writing about urbanism that is inspired by
scholars such as Bernardo Secchi (Première Leçon d’Urbanisme), Paola Viganò (Les
Territoires de l’Urbanisme), Sébastien Marot, (Sub-urbanisme), Ernest Sternberg (An
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Integrative Theory of Urban Design) , Manuel de Solà-Morales (Another modern tradition), Richard Sennett (Building and Dwelling). Without them explicitly
mentioning it themselves, these authors’ ideas and writings on urbanism offer a lot of
links to urbanisation as an analytical concept. An interconnection of urban development and urbanisation which, as already mentioned, is explicitly present in the work
of Michiel Dehaene (Urbanism as the art of urbanisation; Gardening in the urban
field).52 The following brief overview of these authors’ writings does not pretend to
give a full reconstruction of their thinking. Rather, it recollects a few lines of thought
that strongly informed the way in which ‘urbanism’ will be conceptualised from an
urbanisation perspective throughout this PhD.53
As an unadulterated culturalist, Bernardo Secchi rejected the banal idea that
practices are a pure application of discourses - in particular of their theoretical aspect.
For Secchi, the material traces of a practice and the discourses that have substantiated it, appear as two layers between which lie the movements of society at large: an
opaque mass of events and processes that combine traces and discourse, discourse and
traces in “a way that is neither always clear nor predictable. In other words, urbanism
is constantly oscillating between practice, particular interpretations and theory.” In
Secchi’s thinking, urbanism then is not so much a science, but un savoir, a kind of
know-how, which can only come to fruition through the experience of practice and
from a deep affinity with the specific socio-cultural aspects and evolutions of the
territory – that can as much be inferred from literature than from the site. The moving
force of Secchi’s thought is historical thought and interpretation and always comes
with the ‘Benjaminian’ task of telling and retelling the story – which is what ultimately “enables people to share and transmit experiences,”54 providing urbanism with
meaning.55 Thinking historically, finally, is thinking in concepts of change, adaptation
and retro-synthesis.
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In Les Territoires de l’Urbanisme, Paola Viganò claims that urban projects produce
a distinctive kind of knowledge in its own right. In that sense, Viganò moves beyond
the idea that academia is the sole producer of scientific knowledge in the field of
urbanism and of which practice is just a simple application. Viganò draws on Donald
Schön (who himself was invested in John Dewey’s theory of inquiry) to understand
urbanism as a reflective practice. A praxis that produces knowledge from within the
territory. Urbanism then, must rid itself from the legacy of technocratic modernism,
which was based on ‘expert knowledge’ and compromised by a blind insistence on
the autonomy of urbanism that refused to address questions emerging within society.
Urbanism then becomes a ‘conversation with the situation’ to say it in the terms of
Donald Schön, requiring (and producing) knowledge that is, “less formally structured,
less technical and more social, more contingent and practical”56 as Viganò quoted Gil.
For Viganò, urbanism then becomes the always particular reconstruction, contextualisation and reorganisation of reality – dealing with aspects of time, evolution and
uncertainty by means of conceptualisation, descriptions and scenarios.
In his essay L’art de la mémoire, le territoire et l’architecture, Sébastien Marot
presented sub-urbanism as a reversal of traditional urbanism; as a kind of ‘sous-urbanisation’ in French – a less affirmative form of urbanism that was not determined by
doctrinal thinking. Marot framed it as non-deterministic, open-ended and emerging
from (internal) site characteristics rather than from strong (external) urban programs
or ideologies. In summary, Marot’s relative manifesto for sub-urbanism was characterised by four reflexes: a) the memory or anamnesis of a site’s qualities; b) the interpretation of site and project as process rather than as product; c) a reading of open spaces
in thickness (e.g. the thick of time) and not only in plan; and d) relative thinking.57 For
Marot, these reflexes were not the inflexible rules of a new ethics, but essentially relative themselves. They were, paraphrasing Immanuel Kant, “marked by a provisional
morality, i.e. imperfect, but that could be used provisionally, but that can be followed
by provision as long we don’t know anything better yet.”
Manuel de Sola-Morales’ article Another Modern Tradition, from the rupture of
1930 to the Modern Urban Project, became a hallmark of the resurrection of the urban
project in the European context. In the article, Morales examines pre-1930’s urbanism in search of the foundations for ‘new urban practices’ in an attempt to overcome
the breakdown of European cities stemming from CIAM’s dominant functional
planning canon. Morales’ text became symbolic of a re-embrace of the socio-cultural
significance and historical contingency of the city - of an urbanism based on a culture
of ‘urban projects’ (projets urbains) rather than on functionalist overall planning. In de
56
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Solà-Morales’ world, urbanism became a kind of incremental tinkering again, based
on “pragmatic attitude” rather than “ideological ethics” imbued with a “mistrust of
grand principles” and a “confidence in the final result.”58
Ernest Sternberg explicitly goes in search for the specific contribution of urbanism in today’s growing pool of expert professions concerned with the built environment. Sternberg starts from the observation that processes of commodification,
based on the logics of private ownership and property boundaries, tend to undermine
the human realm’s integrity. Sternberg embarks on a theoretical exercise based on
Polanyi’s concept that the human economy cannot effectively extend to realms of
human experience that are noncommodifiable.59 Urbanism’s task then, becomes to
shape environmental features that resist commodification (i.e. undividable assets)
in order to reassert the cohesiveness of the urban experience beyond the individual
property. Sternberg explores such noncommodifiable layers as legibility (Lynch),
vitality ( Jacobs) and meaning (Geddes), but stresses that it would be a fundamental
misunderstanding to take these examples as blanket prescriptions. Urbanism remains
a question of reading, understanding and interpreting the specific context every time
again.60
In his recent work ‘Building and Dwelling’ Richard Sennett aims to bridge two
distinct notions of urbanism each backed by their distinct scientific fields. Urbanism
as a technique giving shape to the city as object61 (la ville) on the one hand. And
urbanism in its meaning closer to classical sociological traditions as exemplified by
Louis Wirth’s Urbanism as a Way of Life62 – in which the city is an expression of social
processes on the other hand. For Sennett, who claims that cité and ville increasingly
divorced throughout the 20th century, it is crucial to bring these two urbanisms back
together, merging their own scientific and intellectual traditions into one urbanism
in the search for sustainable cities on a human scale. Sennett proposes ‘multi-seed
planning’ as a form of urbanism that permanently oscillates between urbanism as a
technocratic practice and urbanism as a social way of life: “Were you a farmer, you
would understand instantly what this kind of planning is about (…) On the family
farm, your rural self would have noticed that the same seed sown in different circumstances of water, wind and soil produces different colonies of plants, some dense with
leaves but with few flowers or fruits, other colonies with relatively few plants, but each
58
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a vigorous grower (…) The seeds serve as type-forms whose manifestations change
character in different circumstances (…) Cities aren’t farmed today. Instead, they are
master-planned. The fully grown plant is treated as the plan.”63
Dehaene, finally, in a parallel argument with Berman’s modernity theory, argues that urbanisation creates urbanity through multiple urbanisms. Urbanisms then
stand for the way in which the urbanisation process is actively shaped. In this sense,
urbanisation is not only a condition, but also a verb, an activity, derived from the
infinitive ‘to urbanise’. Urbanism is what turns this activity into reflective practice.
Dehaene interprets urbanism in a way (loosely) inspired by critical Marxist studies
in the 1970’s,64 where it resonates both (as in Sennett’s analysis) with the discipline
of city making and the way of life: “urbanism is the (always contested) ensemble of
social arrangements, lifestyles, divisions of labour, cultural practices and social solidarities that materialise and shape the urban environment through processes of urbanisation. Stressing the link between urbanism and urbanisation is stressing the fact that
the urban context is more than just a physical space, but always the manifestation of
socionatural, sociocultural and socioeconomic processes and ideas that [urbanism]
‘serve[s]’.”65 Each of the multiple urbanisms must be understood as a set of principles by which urbanisation is organised, in an attempt to curb the initial burden of
urbanisation faced by urbanising societies into the valorisation of the possible shared
and mutual benefits that same urbanisation process entails. Dwelling on the work of
Belgian sociologist Jean Rémy, Dehaene describes these mutual benefits as ‘positive
externalities’. Externalities must be understood as external effects that emerge beyond
the intentions or rationality of individual enterprises. Whereas planning typically focuses on avoiding negative externalities (e.g. zoning) urbanism actively explores ways
in which positive externalities can be produced and distributed evenly over society at
large. This exploration is structured by urban questions and the (spatial, institutional,
social, economic, cultural) context of which they are part are subjected to constant
change and are largely contingent upon time and place.
Most of these authors frame urbanism as a ‘post-normal’ ‘reflective practice’
rather than as a ‘normal’ or ‘applied’ science. Universal truth claims and expertise thus
makes way for a notion of savoir faire. A savoir faire that is faced with increasingly
complex socio-natural, socio-economic and socio-cultural environments for which
no ready-made models can be devised. Urbanism therefore depends on the art of
judgement in dealing with this complexity and uncertainty and relies on forms of
philosophical pragmatism (Dewey) and a precept of provisional morality (Kant).
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Attitudes that inevitably presuppose a willingness to engage with the thick of time,
thinking in terms of evolution rather than in terms of radical caesura, etc. Urbanism
thus becomes a matter of creating the right conditions in which urban questions, contingent upon place and time, can be translated into collective arrangements that yield
positive externalities and collective benefits for society at large. It are such notions and
conceptions of urbanism that hover over this study. It are all conceptions of urbanism
that resonate remarkably well with urbanisation as a process of socio-spatial transformation. Notions, in short, that seem perfectly apt to frame the SCAA’s activities
of ‘urbanising the agglomeration’ as a specific (but at the same time fairly universal)
urbanism. An urbanism, in sum, that I will conceptualise as ‘the art of urbanisation’ in
the conclusion of this work.

Looking for agency in urbanisation?
Unlike urbanism, urbanisation has been the subject of much more diverse theorising and academic history. The term itself was first coined by Ildefons Cerdà around
1867, when he understood that the implications of industrialisation would turn the
nature of the city completely upside down.66 Urbanización, for Cerdà, represented a
new science, requiring the building of a general theory that deals with the relationship
between the housing of urban life and the question of public welfare related to it.
Andrea Cavaletti argues that urbanisation should therefore be understood as a general
settlement theory in support of a biopolitical project aimed at the collective welfare
of the population. Considered as such, urbanisation was not just an innocent process
underlying the development of the city, but the surrender of the polis as a political
project to a managerial paradigm.67
A managerial paradigm, deprived of political content, that was increasingly
criticised throughout the 20th century onwards – which according to David Harvey
turned out to be “the century of urbanisation.”68 A critique peaked in the 1960s
when Jane Jacobs, for instance, rebelled against the disruptive nature of technocratic
urbanisation, with its pernicious effects on the city’s social ecology.69 Manuel Castells
framed urbanisation as a compromised political project aimed solely at the reproduction of social labour in support of the continued growth of capitalist production and
private accumulation - the external costs of which were borne by society at large.70
Neo-Marxist scholars such as Mark Gottdiener, Harvey Molotch and David Harvey
frame urbanisation as a process primarily driven by the desire to reproduce capital
66
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itself – capitalising on public expenses and thus freed from the obligation to participate in the production process in order to reproduce capital.71 A similar, but more
mild reading can be found in Lefebvre’s writings, who understood urbanisation as
the expression of capitalism turning to, and conquering space itself. Urbanisation as
the expression of a capital switch from the primary to the secondary circuit of capital:
from industrial production to real estate markets.72 According to Lefebvre, this transition gradually unfolded on a planetary scale - and thus must be understood as a kind
of world commodification – in which housing increasingly became an investment
product and earth itself turned into real estate’s raw material.
Within this larger framing, urbanisation under capitalism has been coupled
with several notions of loss or destruction. David Harvey, Andy Merrifield, Erik
Swyngedouw and Edward Soja reconstructed how the urban process under capitalism propagates social injustice.73 Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja and Murray
Bookchin lamented the loss of the true meaning of citizenship and citizen agency
under capitalist urbanisation.74 Neil Brenner, Peter Marcuse, Margit Mayer, Nicholas
Phelps, Louis Masotti and Jeffrey Hadden all stressed urbanisation’s preoccupation
with exchange value rather than use value: cities for profit, not for people.75 Scholars
as diverse as Kenneth Boulding, Ian McHarg, Nik Heynen, Erik Swyngedouw, Maria
Kaika, Hillary Angelo and David Wachsmuth frame urbanisation as an extractive
process disrupting the socio-natural balance of ‘spaceship earth.’76 Lefebvre identified
71
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urbanisation as a process of creative destruction, repressing the city and the urban as
a collective and situated oeuvre. A reading that resonates in the work of researchers
ranging from Jean Gottmann to Thomas Sieverts who denounced the lack of shared
aesthetic imaginary of extended urbanisation.77 The list is long and has fostered a
pertinent and growing Critique of Urbanisation that Neil Brenner recently summarised in an edited volume with a kaleidoscope of selected essays.78 Moreover, Brenner
and Christian Schmid argue that from the 21st century onwards, urbanisation was no
longer bound to a specific territory - that it had become a boundless phenomenon,
without an outside – a planetary condition. “Perhaps,” David Harvey concludes, “the
chief sin of the 20th century was that urbanisation happened and nobody much either
cared or noticed in relation to other issues of the day judged more important.”79
What then do these urbanisation theories have to offer for the field of urbanism?
Theories in which urbanisation is primarily framed as a “dystopian nightmare”80 and
urbanism as the always ideologically compromised practice that supports that process.
Because, authors such as Harvey, Brenner and Schmid themselves argue, what all this
fundamental critique shares is the relentless insistence that ‘things could be otherwise’
– that another urbanisations, alter-urbanisations or alternative urbanisms are possible.81 Possible, but only on the condition of returning to the level of social processes
as being fundamental to the construction of the things that contain them. Returning,
that is, from the city as object to urbanisation as a social process. Shifting the focus
from city to urbanisation is returning to “the understanding that the production of
space becomes a fundamental moment within social processes as a relational attribute
of it, rather than as something constituted with absolute qualities a priory.”82
Such a shift is not free of implications for a field such as urbanism - or at least
how it was traditionally conceived as a field that “in spite of the emphasis on social
relations and processes” still considered the city “as a thing that could be engineered
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successfully in such a way as to control, contain, modify or enhance social processes.”83
Looking from an urbanisation perspective exposes different forms of spatial agency
that conceive the city as a product of social processes rather than as the formal preamble to such processes. This urbanisation perspective opens the doors for interpretative
rather than prescriptive practice. An interpretative practice that aims to reveal contingent possibilities that lie dormant in a history yet to come – possibilities that are
always both universal and particular in nature, responding to universal laws but always
determined by the specific socio-historical context of space-time.
Françoise Choay recognised the possibility of such an alternative rooting of
urbanism in her classic work L’urbanisme, Utopie et Réalités from 1965. Apart from
the two famous models she identified (the culturalist or nostalgic and the progressive or positivist model) Choay mentioned a ‘third way’ to conceptualise urbanism.84
That is somewhat ironic, as Choay never fanatically engaged in this third way herself.
And as it has been claimed that Choay’s two other models became so dominant that
they obscured other interpretations of urbanism – including her third way.85 Choay
claimed that the third option of conceptualising urbanism lay with the work of Marx
and Engels who “formulated their critique without appealing to a notion of ‘disorder’
that was caused by industrialisation nor without proposing a properly ordered model
city as an alternative for that disorder.”86 Rather, Choay argues, their approach was
historical which implicates that “the certainties and precisions of a model are rejected
in favour of an indeterminate future, the contours of which will only gradually emerge
as collective action develops.”87 An attitude towards the urban problematic that is
marked by a certain “pragmatism.”88 “In The Housing Question,” Choay exemplifies,
“Engels does not provide any panacea or theoretical solution (…) He seeks to provide
the proletarians with a sort of existential minimum, by whatever means, hence his
concern for housing, to which he momentarily reduces the ‘urban question’ [sic].”89
Marx’s and Engels’ historical approach thus reveals a different approach to
urbanism, one that is not rooted in the authorship of plans of wilful rationality but
83
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in the collective agency on urban questions. Questions that are in a way universal,
but the responses to which are always deeply embedded within the socio-economic,
political and cultural context in which they occur. The way in which these questions
need to be addressed requires specific articulations, interpretations and intellectual labour time and again, and is largely dependent on the reasoning of the actors involved
rather than on the rationality of universal models. Such an interpretation moves away
from ways of studying urbanisation as a headstrong process that gloss over the (historical) agency of the many players involved in its dialectical and relational making. It
opens up the possibility of understanding urbanism as a kind of spatial agency both
emerging from and giving shape to the social process (and quasi-object) that is the
City.
Not surprisingly, tentative openings towards such a perspective emerged within
neo-Marxist circles, with figures such as Lefebvre, Soja, David Harvey and Jean Rémy
in the Belgian context.90 And later among scholars such as Brenner and Schmid.91
Lately, however, this critical perspective increasingly made its way back into the fields
of urbanism and architecture, mainly in academic research with a strong emphasis
on the relational nature of both architecture and urbanism as part of social processes,
embedded within and conditioned by systems of political economy. In particular in
the work of scholars as diverse as Alexander Cuthbert,92 Anne Kockelkorn,
Nina Zschocke and Susanne Schindler,93 Łukasz Stanek,94 Nishat Awan, Tatjana
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Schneider and Jeremy Till,95 Alvaro Sevilla-Buitrago,96 Kenny Cupers, Helena
Mattsson and Catharina Gabrielsson,97 and Dehaene, who, as explained earlier,
explicitly questioned the implications of this urbanisation perspective on the field
of urbanism.98 It is this perspective, and these authors’ work that provided me with
theoretical foundations to interpret the SCAA’s practices as a particular urbanism that
found its raison d’être in amending the urbanisation process.
Exploring this third way, this urbanisation perspective, in no way implies that the
more common (model-based) views of urbanism should be considered superfluous or
irrelevant. The main purpose of this PhD is to make clear that the work and methods
of the SCAA are most compatible with and best understood from this third way. In
this sense, this work aims to broaden the conception of what urbanism is or can be: It
refutes the idea that the urban practices developed by the SCAA are not a pertinent
or proper form of urbanism.

L’urbanisation des agglomérations: a neglected episode
in-between urbanism and urbanisation
As already mentioned, the SCAA developed its activities to urbanise the
Antwerp agglomeration between 1907 and 1939. Framing this story in terms of
urbanisation literature that developed mainly from the 1960s onwards can in that
sense come across as a temporal disparity. However, scholars such as Bogart have, with
regard to the phenomenon of American sprawl, convincingly argued how societies
“are living in the past such that today’s apparently postmodern landscapes were in fact
implied as early as the 1920’s but forced themselves upon our consciousness only by
the 1960s.”99 In a similar way, it could be argued that the emergence of urbanisation
literature from the 1960s onwards reacted to the fact that the transition from city to
urbanisation had been going on for some decades. It is most unlikely that scholars
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suddenly ‘discovered’ the phenomenon of urbanisation that had happened over night.
Indeed, various studies have demonstrated that the shift from city to urbanisation has
profound historical roots that go back to at least the end of the 19th century.100
Moreover, many historical sources used in this PhD refer to the term ‘urbanisation’ as a phenomenon that increasingly divorced from the historical city
from the early 20th century onwards.101 The chapter of L’urbanisation des Grandes
Agglomérations, and L’Urbanisation de l’Agglomération Anversoise in particular, are
very clear manifestations of the shift from city to urbanisation in early 20th century
Belgium. Urbanisation in these discussions is more than a descriptive term indicating
the emergence of roads and houses in what used to be the countryside. The term has
a programmatic charge, reminiscent of what Ildelfons Cerdà had in mind when he
launched his General Theory of Urbanisation in the mid-1860s – a programmatic
charge, which seems to resonate more within the Roman languages than in English.
A programmatic charge that, as I will argue in this work, turned urbanisation into
a societal project. Despite the fact that the SCAA’s project came about in a crucial
period for the making of modern urbanism in Europe, it remained relatively unnoticed, both in the Belgian context and beyond. A brief literature review explains why
it slipped through the cracks.
In the Belgian context, the field of urban planning research emerged throughout
the 1970’s and 1980’s – a period that was marked by a re-appraisal of the historic city
100 Montigny, Gilles, and Marcel Roncayolo. De La Ville à L’urbanisation: Essai Sur La Genèse Des Études
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and a subsequent retour à la ville. Scholars like Marcel Smets, Pieter Uyttenhove and
Maurice Culot, among others, engaged in historical research, looking for the historiography (and pre-modernist roots) of urbanism in Belgium.102 Initially, this research
was mainly conducted in the context of Belgium’s mercantile cities, inherited from the
Middle Ages – the Belgian territory’s urban glory period par excellence.103 Apart from
a focus on these particular cities, the public housing question and post-WWI reconstruction were explored as founding moments for the discipline of urban planning in
Belgium.104 These early research projects eventually yielded publications and doctorates on the practices of a number of dominant figures in the history of urbanism in
Belgium, such as Louis Van Der Swaelmen, Raphaël Verwilghen or Charles Büls.105
Research projects in which the focus remained mainly on (the reconstruction of )
Belgium’s historic cities, where these figures had been most active.
From the 1990’s onwards, a growing international group of academics started
to challenge the rather exclusive pre-occupation of professional urbanism with the
historical city. The main argument was that a growing number of people were living
in places that were not typically urban, but that could no longer be catalogued as
rural either. Sieverts, Indovina, Secchi and Viganò, Corboz and Marot, Neutelings,
Ingersoll, among others collectively advocated new conceptual frameworks for
urbanism, aimed at the requalification of what they called the Banlieue Radieuse,
Zwischenstadt, Città Diffusa, Hyperville, Tapestry Metropolis, Sprawltown, Isotropic
field, Middle Landscape - only to name a few.106
According to Belgian scholar Bénédicte Grosjean the emergence of the Città
Diffusa perspective offered a welcome way out of the historic city, of which there was
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p.45-47.
104 Smets, Marcel. De Ontwikkeling Van De Tuinwijkgedachte In België: Een Overzicht Van De Belgische
Volkswoningbouw In De Periode Van 1830 Tot 1930. Brussels: Mardaga, 1977; Smets, Marcel. Resurgam:
La Reconstruction En Belgique Après 1914. Brussels: Crédit communal de Belgique, 1985.
105 Stynen, Herman, and Louis Van der Swaelmen. Urbanisme Et Société: Louis Van Der Swaelmen (18831929), Animateur Du Mouvement Moderne En Belgique. Brussels: Mardaga, 1979 ; Smets, Marcel, and
G. A Bekaert. Charles Buls: Les Principes De L’art Urbain. Liège: Mardaga, 1995 ; Zampa, Federica and
Marcel Smets. La continuïté d’une illusion. L’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen entre valeurs ethiques et
pratiques professionnelles [unpublished master dissertation]. Leuven: KULeuven, 1999.
106 Smets, Marcel “La Belgique ou la banlieue radieuse.” In Paysage d’architectures, catalogue d’exposition
edited by Maurice Culot and Caroline Mierop, pp. 33-35. Brussels: Fondation de l’Architecture, 1986.
Sieverts Thomas. Zwischenstadt: zwischen Ort und Welt, Raum und Zeit, Stadt und Land. Braunschweig:
Vieweg, 1997. Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme: Une histoire de la «ville diffuse». Wavre:
Mardaga, 2010.
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a feeling that by the 1990’s every aspect had already extensively been explored.107
A move that initiated research into different aspects and drivers of dispersed urbanisation such as a) ‘generalised mobility’ (Uyttenhove, De Block, Peleman, Van
Acker),108 b) ‘private home-ownership’ (De Decker, De Caigny, De Meulder),109 c)
splintered territorial governance models institutionally centred around the municipality (Grosjean),110 and d) the spread of industry across the nation’s territory
(Vandermotten, Ryckewaert).111 These factors – or of an interplay between one
or more of these elements (De Meulder, Grosjean) 112 – were framed as the most
pertinent causes of Belgium’s dispersed urbanisation patterns. Unsurprisingly, many
scholars ended up framing the nebular city as the material evidence of a pertinent
and longstanding history of sectoral and anti-urban policies in Belgium.113 Grosjean
concluded that the Belgian territory was the product of a long history of urbanisation
sans urbanisme. Or, as Dehaene and Bruggeman put it more recently, as a history of
an urbanisation of avoidance explicitly and perpetually postponing structural public
investment in collective arrangements that comes with the development of more
107 See the public defence of the great Géry Leloutre on youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eW4rfyiUReg (accessed on 8 Februari 2021).
108 De Block, Greet, and Janet Polasky. “Light Railways and the Rural–Urban Continuum: Technology,
Space and Society in Late Nineteenth-Century Belgium.” Journal of Historical Geography 37, no. 3
(2011): pp.312–328; Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een gedecentraliseerde nederzettingsstructuur: Het netwerk
van de buurtspoorwegen in de tweede helft van de negentiende eeuw.” In Stadland België: Hoofdstukken
uit de geschiedenis van de stedenbouw, 45–59. Ghent: A&S/books, 2011; Peleman, David, and Pieter
Uyttenhove. Les Hommes De La Route. De Constructie Van Een Stedelijk Wereldbeeld Voor De Moderne Weg
In België, 1889-1962. Gent: Universiteit Gent, 2014; Van Acker, Maarten From Flux to Frame: Designing
Infrastructure and Shaping Urbanisation In Belgium. Leuven: Leuven UP, 2014.
109 De Decker, Pascal. “Understanding Housing Sprawl: The Case of Flanders, Belgium.” Environment and
Planning, A 43, no. 7 (2011): 1634–1654; De Caigny, Sofie. Bouwen aan een nieuwe thuis: Wooncultuur
in Vlaanderen Tijdens het Intertbellum. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010; De Meulder, Bruno, “La
loi relative aux habitations ouvrières du 9 août et la distribution géographique de la main d’œuvre en
Belgique : les habitations ouvrières et la banlieue radieuse (1889-1914).” In La politica della casa al inizio
del XXe secolo, edited by Calabi, Donatella, pp. 49-64. Venezia : Instituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed
Arti, 1995.
110 Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation Sans Urbanisme: Une Histoire De La Ville Diffuse. Wavre: Mardaga,
2010.
111 Vandermotten, Christian. “La Production de l’éspace industriel belge: 1864–1984.” Cahiers Marxistes no.
130 (1985): pp. 13–28; Ryckewaert, Michael Building the Economic Backbone of the Belgian Welfare State:
Infrastructure, Planning and Architecture 1945-1973. Rotterdam: 010, 2011.
112 De Meulder, Bruno, Jan Schreurs, Annabel Cock, and Bruno Notteboom. 2000. “Patching up the
Belgian Urban Landscape.” Oase (delft) (52): 78–113; Seebohm Rowntree, Benjamin. Land and Labour:
Lessons from Belgium. London: Macmillan, 1910; Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation Sans Urbanisme:
Une Histoire De La Ville Diffuse. Wavre: Mardaga, 2010.
113 Kesteloot, Christian, and Filip De Maesschalck. “Anti-Urbanism in Flanders: The Political and Social
Consequences of a Spatial Class Struggle Strategy.” BELGEO 1 no. 1–2 (2001): pp. 41–62; Mandel,
Ernest. “The Dialectic of Class and Religion in Belgium.” New Left Review no. 20 (1963): 5–31; De
Decker, Pascal, Christian Kesteloot, and Filip De Maesschalck. “Revitalizing the City in an Anti-Urban
Context: Extreme Right and the Rise of Urban Policies in Flanders, Belgium.” Internationanl Journal of
Urban and Regional Research 29, no. 1 (2005): pp. 152–171; Oosterlynck, Stijn. “Regulating Regional
Uneven Development and the Politics of Reconfiguring Belgian State Space.” Antipode 42, no. 5
(2010): pp. 1151–1179; Dehaene, Michiel Tuinieren In Het Stedelijk Veld - Gardening In the Urban Field.
Gent: A & S Books, 2013.
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consolidated urban environments, such as, for instance larger urban agglomerations.114
The urbanisation of the agglomerations has been forgotten on two levels in the
Belgian context. First of all, it was a subspace that literally disappeared between the
focus on the city and the country’s entirely urbanised territory. So far, the agglomerations have been treated either as part of the expansion of the urban core or as part
of the legacy of dispersed urbanisation, yet they have not sufficiently been studied in
their own right.115 The 20th-century urban fringes literally fell in-between the historiographies of urbanism and urbanisation. Secondly, the focus on post-WWI reconstruction as the cradle of urbanism obscured the relevance of Belgium’s urbanising
agglomerations as a genuine cradle for urbanism in Belgium - both in terms of historical practice and contemporary academic research. A figure like Raphaël Verwilghen
hoped that the 1919 Provisional Act for the Reconstruction of Destroyed Towns after
WWI would become a springboard for the development of a Belgian urbanism and
focused specifically on the reconstruction of the country’s devastated areas rather than
on shaping its larger agglomerations.116 Consequently, contemporary research in urban
planning history focused much more on recollecting the contours of the urbanism
of post-war reconstruction than on the urban practices that undergirded the development of the country’s large agglomerations.117 Thus, the agglomerations remained
out of the picture - despite the fact that Emile Vinck clearly stated in the 1930s that
there were two large sites for the reconstruction of urban planning in Belgium: the
1919 law on the reconstruction of the country and the development of Belgium’s
larger agglomerations.118
114 Bruggeman, Dieter, and Michiel Dehaene. 2017. “Urban Questions in the Countryside? Urbanisation
and the Collective Consumption of Electricity in Early Twentieth-Century Belgium.” PLANNING
PERSPECTIVES 32 (3): 309–32.
115 This can probably also be explained by the administrative reforms between 1977 and 1983 in Belgium,
when 2359 separate municipalities merged into 581. When Marcel Smets, for example, incorporated
the city of Antwerp in his 1982 study on the urban historiography of Belgium, most of what is now considered the Antwerp 20th century belt did not belong to the city’s territory yet. Later, when studying the
Belgian nebular city came in vogue, these fringe municipalities merged into urban districts that became
part of the city. The 20th century fringes, in short, simply slipped through the net.
116 Zampa, Federica. La continuïté d’une illusion: l’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen entre valeurs éthiques et
pratiques professionnelles [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Leuven : KULeuven, 1999.
117 Zampa, Federica. La Continuïté d’une illusion.
Smets, Marcel. Resurgam: La reconstruction en Belgique après 1914. Brussels: Crédit communal de
Belgique, 1985.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een nieuwe stedenbouw voor een modern België: Internationale relaties tijdens de
Eerste Wereldoorlog,” in Stadland België: Hoofdstukken uit de geschiedenis van de stedenbouw. Ghent: A&S,
2011: pp. 73-145.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een modernistische oefening van Raphaël Verwilghen Architectuur, stedenbouw
en planologie tijdens de Duitse bezetting,” in Stadland België: Hoofdstukken uit de geschiedenis van de
stedenbouw, pp. xx-XX. Ghent A&S, 2011.
118 Vinck, Emile. “Belgique, Union des Villes et Communes Belges.” In III-ème Congrès International Des
Villes, edited by Union internationale des villes, pp. 62-71. Brussels: UIV, 1925, p. 64.
Vinck, Emile. “Proposition de loi concernant l’urbanisation des villes et des communes.” In Urbanisation
Habitation, edited by UVCB, pp. 6–63. Brussels: UVCB, 1931, pp. 6-8.
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Figure I.4
Despite the fact that Belgium is often portrayed as
the ultimate case of urban sprawl and spatial dispersion, it must be noted that between the birth of the
country in 1830 and 1930, the population share in
the country’s large urban agglomerations increased
from 10% to 24%. Belgium’s large agglomerations
urbanised de facto – a process that clearly caused
a certain spatial differentiation in Belgium’s urban
territories. The urban practices that undergirded
these processes of urban agglomeration remain
underexplored to this day. Particularly with regard
to the first decades of the twentieth century - a
quintessential period for the re-calibrating of urbanism and urban planning. This PhD brings attention
to this forgotten chapter in Belgian (and European)
planning history.

Intriguing infographics from Belgium’s census tracts in the 1930’s seem to support Vinck’s claim. Despite Belgium’s notorious anti-urban policies, the number of
inhabitants in the large urban agglomerations of Antwerp, Brussels, Charleroi, Ghent
and Liege rose from 10% to 24% between 1830 and 1930. (Fig. I.4)
The agglomerations developed de facto - but what kind of practice supported
their development and expansion? In the context of Brussels, Bénédikte Zitouni’s
Agglomérer provides a good picture of the development of the Brussels agglomeration
mainly throughout the 19th century.119 Géry Leloutre, in turn studied the modern
transformation of Brussels after WWII.120 Both works touch upon aspects of urbanisation and pragmatism, but fall outside the time frame studied in this work.
119 Zitouni, Benedikte, Eric Corijn, and Bruno Latour. Agglomérer: Une Anatomie De L’extension Bruxelloise
(1828-1915). 1 Brussels: VUBPress, 2010.
120 Leloutre, Géry. La Transformation de Bruxelles. Processus d’agencement de l’espace urbain bruxellois entre
1949 et 1979 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Brussels: Université Libre de Bruxelles.
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Geoffrey Grulois, however, wrote an inspiring article regarding the Brussels’
context that is in line with both the time frame and focus of this study. In the
Epistemological construction of urbanism in Belgium, Grulois retraces “the intellectual path of the founders of the Society of Belgian Town Planners” in search of the
“epistemological specificities of urbanism in Belgium.”121 Grulois pointed in particular
to forgotten figures such as Jean de Ligne,122 who “starting from [Henri] Bergson’s
work, envisaged the city as a continuously evolving totality, irreducible to mechanistic
decomposition or a normative model.”123 “This is why,” Grulois continued “unlike the
engineer Verwilghen, De Ligne could not commit himself to a scientific approach in
determining the normative tools of urban planning. For him, only empirical existence, historical study and creative intuition could guide the process of transforming
the city.”124 Grulois opposed this ‘vitalist’ approach of the Belgian town planners
to the cultural and progressive models denounced by Choay. He concluded that by
inscribing the emergence of urban planning in a detailed exploration of the “process
of fabricating the urban,” urbanists like de Ligne were able to identify the concept of
the “agglomeration as an open and non-deterministic concept specific of the Belgian
territory.”125 Thus Grulois is writing about a ‘third’ and ‘vitalist’ way to conceptualise
urbanism in the context of the Belgian agglomerations in a manner that seems promising for exploring an urbanisation perspective as a ‘third way’.(Fig. I.5)
In the Antwerp context, a general reconstruction of the agglomeration’s urban
development in the first decades of the 20th century did not exist. However, a number of studies nevertheless offered valuable points of departure. Maarten Van Acker,
for instance, focused on the role of infrastructural design as a driver of the urbanisation process in Belgium, with a part of Antwerp’s road infrastructure as a case. 126
Bart Tritsmans, in turn, researched how the question of greenery and public parks
appeared on the urban agenda in Antwerp between 1859 and 1973.127 Ryckewaert,
on the other hand, provided interesting insights in the industrial question in the
Antwerp context, particularly into the development of the Port.128 To grasp the
121 Grulois, Geoffrey. “La construction épistémologique de l’urbanisme en Belgique.” Belgeo, no. 1-2 (2011) :
pp. 5-16.
122 In the tradition of figures such as Marcel Poëte, Jean De Ligne was an intellectual who constructed an
approach to the urban that the philosopher Georges Ganguilhem describes as “vitalist” in opposition to
the mechanistic model of modern science.
See : de Ligne, Jean, Le Mécanisme Urbain: Le Problème Des Grandes Villes. Brussels: s.n., 1939.
123 Grulois, Geoffrey. “La construction épistémologique de l’urbanisme en Belgique.” Belgeo, no. 1-2 (2011) :
pp. 5-16.
124 Ibid. p. 5.
125 Ibid. p. 16.
126 Van Acker, Maarten From Flux to Frame: Designing Infrastructure and Shaping Urbanisation In Belgium.
Leuven: Leuven UP, 2014.
127 Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen Zijn Waardevolle Bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk Groen In Antwerpen, 1859-1973.
Leuven: Universitaire pers, 2016.
128 Ryckewaert, Michael. Building the Economic Backbone of the Belgian Welfare State: Infrastructure, Planning
and Architecture 1945-1973. Rotterdam: 010, 2011.
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Figure I.5
Does the forgotten chapter of Urbanising the Belgian Agglomerations conceal an alternative
epistemology of urbanism? Against the two customary models with which Françoise Choay conceptualised urbanism (the progressive and culturalist model), Geoffrey Grulois proposed a third,
vitalist model by inscribing the emergence of urbanism in Belgium at the turn of the 20th century
in a detailed exploration of the process of ‘fabricating the urban.’ This PhD builds on this effort, by
exploring what Choay defined as a third ‘historical’ way in which the certainties and precisions of
a model are rejected in favour of an indeterminate future, the contours of which will only emerge
as collective action on ‘urban questions’ develops. Urbanism as social practice, shaping the historical process of urbanisation based on a program of pertinent urban questions?

urbanisation process in all its dimensions however, these urban questions cannot be
treated in isolation. Studying the SCAA’s activities will reveal how all these different
questions were part of one and the same urbanisation program.
Some studies provided partial information on a limited number of the agglomeration’s municipalities. Charlier gave an historical overview of some of the SCAA’s activities, but only considered the territory of the city of Antwerp – neglecting the other
21 municipalities that became part of the agglomeration.129 The booklets Modern
Building 1920-1940: Brasschaet, Deurne, Mortsel provided some (very partial) clues.130
Laura May, finally, recently discussed the development between 1860 and 1940 of a
few municipalities (Hoboken, Wilryck and Mortsel) that were part of the Antwerp agglomeration. May’s work made some observations on the work of the SCAA, but did
not aim to reconstruct the committee’s entire story. Interestingly in the context of this
work, May argues that in the early 20th century Antwerp agglomeration, a number of
preconditions were present within which urbanisation was able to unfold as a process
129 Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers aux XIXe & XXe siècles. Brussels: Université libre
de Bruxelles, 1945.
130 Bekaert, Geert, Nel Lernout, Nest Lernout, and Georges Goffin. Modern Bouwen 1920-1940: Brasschaat
- Deurne - Mortsel. Antwerp: Bright Image, 1993.
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of capital accumulation. May points, for instance, to the emergence of real estate
capital as a separate branch of capital, and the increasing commodification of land131 –
aspects that will be developed further in detail throughout this PhD.
The Belgian episode on urbanising the agglomerations, finally, was somewhat at
odds with the spirit of the times in terms of international urbanism. A timeframe that
was very much dominated by the desire to become a positivist science and the urge
for professionalisation and demarcation (and in that sense the self-disciplining) of the
planning profession. Arguably, ‘vitalist’ fiddling was not in tune with the ambitions
for a scientific approach to urban planning. As Iwan Strauven argued, the pragmatism
of the Belgian context did not find much connection with the international debate
in the first decades of the twentieth century.132 At the same time, figures such as
Verwilghen and Van der Swaelmen’s did not really succeed in institutionalising the
planning models that emerged throughout Europe in the Belgian context.133 In this
sense, the committee’s work may never have been noticed because, as we shall see, it
was not very much in tune with the prevailing conceptions of what urban planning
should be at that time in history. Alongside a number of iconic plans of the time (Van
Eesteren, Braillard, Abercrombie, Schumacher etc.), the SCAA’s project simply paled
– at least from the angle of urban planning as a practice undergirding the making of
the ‘city as object’.
After the International Planning Congress in Amsterdam in 1924, finally, the
development of larger metropolitan areas was, in the European context, dominantly
framed in terms of regional planning. But here too, the projects to urbanise Belgium’s
larger agglomerations were somewhat out of place. In her 1968 essay on urban
development in Belgium (in an edited volume ironically entitled Urbanisation and
its Problems) historical geographer Eleanor Vollans concluded that “the concept of
the city-region as a unit of economic planning is not altogether in keeping with the
Belgian scene.”134 The somewhat peculiar spatial configuration of Belgium could not
easily be grasped on the basis of the concepts that were being calibrated at the time.
This PhD seeks to place the development of Antwerp extra muros within a different
lineage, outside of the quest for comprehensive and regional planning. Starting from
an urbanisation perspective, giving shape to the open-ended an non-deterministic
concept of the agglomeration (a typical feature of the Belgian territory), this PhD
131 May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: Political Economic Coalitions and ‘Place Distinctiveness’ (Antwerp,
c.1860 - c.1940) [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Antwerp: University of Antwerp, 2020, p. 55.
132 Strauven, Iwan Victor Bourgeois (1897-1962): Radicaliteit En Pragmatisme. Moderniteit En Traditie.
Mechelen: A&D vzw, 2015.
133 Zampa, Federica. La continuité d’une illusion.
134 Vollans, Eleonore. “Urban Development in Belgium Since 1830.” In Urbanisation and its Problems, Essays
Presented to E.W. Gilbert, edited by Robert Beckinsale and James Houston, pp. 171–198. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1968.
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attempts to define the contours of a different kind of practice. A praxis that in the
conclusion of this work will be described as a specific kind of urbanism – rooted in
the process and in a theoretical conception of urbanisation.

►

From Rationality to Reason: Questions, Methodology,
Synopsis
Research Questions
The research starts from the hypothesis that the episode of l’urbanisation des
grandes agglomérations should be understood as part of the (largely understudied)
Belgian contribution to the international search for the contours and recipes of
modern urbanism and planning at the beginning of the 20th century, in Europe and
beyond. A contribution, however, that was never really noticed, because it was not
really in line with the ambition to turn urban planning and urbanism into a ‘normal’
model-based science.
A first question that arises is of a historical nature: what did the practice of
urbanising the agglomerations look like exactly? Where did this project come from,
why was it launched, to what social needs and questions did it respond? Who ran that
project, who were the protagonists and with whom were they conversing, in Belgium
and abroad? Who inspired this project and why - in Belgium in general and in the
Antwerp context in particular? Who were the SCAA’s most active members, what
were their motives and what urban questions were they concerned with? How and
from where did it operate precisely? Answering these questions is not just an end in
itself, but an indispensable step towards answering a second set of questions.
This second set of questions is of a more theoretical nature: how should we understand the SCAA’s practices and can we model them as a particular form of urbanism? Did the framing of urban development in terms of urbanisation have particular
significance: was the somewhat peculiar use of the word urbanisation coincidental,
another synonym for urbanism or urban planning - or the harbinger of a different
kind of practice? Which picture emerges when the history of interwar urban expansion in Belgium is written from an explicit urbanisation perspective centred around
the pertinent urban questions of that era? And how does the pragmatic concept of
urbanisation that was explicitly included in ‘urbanising the agglomerations’ relate to
the more theoretical conceptions of urbanisation that were developed in many fields
from the 1960s onwards?
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And finally, can these urbanisation theories support a different (and complementary) conception of urbanism in general? Can framing the SCAA’s urbanisation
activities as a genuine kind of urbanism give rise to a general conception of an urbanism that is rooted urbanisation theory? A form of urbanism that seems to hold great
promise in today’s era of generalised urbanisation.

Methodology
The history of urbanism has largely been written on the basis of more or less
important oeuvres of plans and their urbanists. If this research would be based on “the
examination of historical plans and the recollection of applied models”135 this PhD
would be a very thin book. As already mentioned, the SCAA’s mission did not start
from such plans or models. It may explain why the committee’s work has been generally looked upon as of little consequence: it did not lead to an integrated and strong
form of metropolitan governance or consolidated urbanism. As will be explained in
detail, the SCAA’s role was purely advisory and developed in reaction to a multitude
of dossiers, files and questions that passed through their hands. A closer look at the
work of the SCAA yields an image not of urbanism but rather of a sustained and engaged attempt to structure processes of urbanisation. Urbanising the agglomerations
was a collective, incremental and open-ended quest involving a multitude of actors all
of which left their signs on the agglomeration’s palimpsest between 1907 and 1939.
Shifting the focus from recollecting urbanism to reconfiguring urbanisation is
not without methodological pitfalls. In his Première Leçon d’Urbanisme, Bernardo
Secchi recalled a story on historian Gustave Lanson that illustrates the slippery
nature of such an attempt well. “The study of practices and les savoirs poses particular
problems,” Secchi wrote. “A great historian of the early 20th century, Gustave Lanson,
after publishing a history of French literature, wanted to write a ‘literary history of
France’. By this he meant the history of the culture and activity of the anonymous
crowd that read and wrote. This project was never finished.”136 How, then, to begin
writing a story about urbanisation as the produce of large (and somewhat more
anonymous) crowds that discussed, fantasised, ultimately built and inhabited the
agglomeration?
Methodologically, studying the SCAA was productive in this sense, because the
committee proved to be the hub of a finely branched network of actors (national,
135 In Urbanisation sans Urbanisme, Bénédicte Grosjean describes these kind of sources as part of the
archives of urbanism.
Grosjean, Bénédicte Urbanisation Sans Urbanisme: Une Histoire De La Ville Diffuse. Wavre: Mardaga,
2010, p. 46.
136 Secchi, Bernardo. Première Leçon d’Urbanisme, p. 37.
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provincial and local) all of which gathered in the committee meetings. Between
1907 and 1939, more than 250 different people were, at some point, on the SCAA’s
membership list. As such, the SCAA became a lens through which the large crowds
that altogether urbanised the agglomeration could be pictured. A few SCAA members were particularly active and left traces in the form of meeting reports, plans and
written sources. It were these sources that allowed to recollect how the worldviews
and the purposeful agency of these singular, previously unknown actors in order to
resituate their contribution to history.137 It were some of the SCAA’s protagonists that
left a public account of the SCAA’s work, which otherwise somewhat disappeared
into the clutter of everyday administrative practice.
Secondly, the SCAA also proved to be a hub of various urban questions that converged there. From the moment the committee was founded, its mission was explicitly
structured by a number of pertinent questions that the agglomeration was faced with
at the time - and which would also strongly determine the internal functioning of the
SCAA itself. It are the very same questions that structured the SCAA’s mission from
1907 onwards structure this PhD. Rather than reconstructing the SCAA’s work in
historical order, this work tries to capture the nature of its project through six chapters
organised around six urban questions that the SCAA’s first president and minister of
Public Works Auguste Delbeke identified in 1907.
The questions of 1) metropolitan governance; 2) urban ways; 3) urban amenity;
4) housing; 5) aesthetics; and 6) cultural practice have determined the six chapters
of this PhD. Each of these issues brings a different group of actors into focus. The
detailed examination of these questions revealed the SCAA’s ties with professional
organisations such as the Union Des Villes et des Communes Belges (UVCB) and the
Union Internationale des Villes (UIV); with a broad scene of politicians from multiple
levels; with several associations of road- sanitary- and railway engineers; with local
hobbyists, sports clubs and philanthropic dreamers; with local associations such as the
Royal Society for Nature and Urban Beauty (KVNS), the Royal Associations for Antwerp
Architects (KMBA) or the Circle for Building Arts (KVB); with an emerging scene of
real estate developers, contractors, Antwerp’s landed aristocracy and emerging banking milieu; and even with the Antwerp population at large.
Thus, this work can be understood as some sort of prosopography of the SCAA,
its members and their networks. This PhD breathes the ambition to be a “novel of
society, a description of many interconnected figures, engrossed in the politics and

137 Similar methodological objectives are, for instance, at work in the writings of:
Ginzburg, Carlo. The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth Century Miller. London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1980 (1976).
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passions of their time.”138 The SCAA’s members were a group of people fully embedded in the culture of the late nineteenth and early 20th century, trying to bring their
passion, urbanising the agglomeration, to the vanguard of an urban society in the
making. This work recollects a history, not only to reconstruct the past, but to tell
these men’s story, from a perspective urbanisation - a lens that is both a contemporary
theoretical framework and a provisional reasoning that was present in the SCAA’s
work and rhetoric itself.
The committee gradually became the moderator of collective action that unfolded in the agglomeration. In doing so, it was not guided by the rationality of
plans or models that were believed to meet the future needs of an agglomeration in
the making. In this sense, the committee’s intensive, long-term daily operation was
driven more by reason (de Montaigne) than by rationality (Descartes).139 One of the
advocates of the concept of reason, Michel de Montaigne, stressed the importance
of everyday experience over book learning in the building of knowledge, stating
that too much preformatted “knowledge could become a burden to peoples’ natural
judgement.”140 Reason, in this sense, is driven by the factual world, which is constantly
changing and being rearranged, while rationality is relying on belief-systems that undergird the shaping of rational models in order to anticipate possible futures. Reason
then, is unable “to decide a priori” and therefore “judgment must come into play and
alternate its views to find the best option.”141 Reconstructing the context within which
the SCAA made reasoned choices and interpretations thus became an important
methodological strategy for recollecting the contours of the committee’s urbanism.
Such a method is historical in the sense that it attempts to reconstruct the
actual context within which the Committee’s art of judgement can be interpreted,
understood and evaluated. In that sense, ‘urbanism’ will be examined and assessed as
the contingent art of the possible. A possibilism that was determined by an interplay between a growing number of (universal) scientific narratives on urbanism and
technological options on the one hand, and the interpretation of evolutive needs and
possibilities of a situated society on the other hand. In that sense, the SCAA’s project
was not simply the product of an internationally emerging and ‘scientific discourse’
on urbanism – it was at the same time mediated by a situated savoir-faire that was
138 Peleman, David. Les Hommes de La Route: p. 49.
Peleman himself was inspired by Antoine Picon’s book Les Saint-Simoniens.
Picon, Antoine. Les Saint-Simoniens: Raison, Imaginaire Et Utopie. Paris: Belin, 2002.
139 For a reconstruction of this argument, see:
Sandercock, Leonie, and Peter Lysiottis. Towards Cosmopolis: Planning for Multicultural Cities.
Chichester: Wiley, 1998.
140 Foglia, Marc and Emiliano Ferrari, “Michel de Montaigne”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Winter 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/
entries/montaigne/>.
141 Ibid.
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informed by concrete experience. This dissertation, as a novel of society, rids urbanisation from its abstract and universal nature and partly ‘provincializes’ it, as the product
of its concrete, material and cultural context.142
Reconstructing the social context and exposing all the networks that reconstructed the large crowds with which the SCAA was in conversation was an arduous job.
Taking this method seriously made me decide on a mono-case design, namely the
case of the Antwerp agglomeration. There were various reasons for this, some more
pragmatic than others. My prior knowledge of the spatial context and the fact that I
live in the midst of the Antwerp archives was a natural reason why I started with the
Antwerp case. In addition, there were soon substantive arguments to focus primarily
on Antwerp. Founded in 1907 already, the SCAA turned out to be an early pioneer of
similar commissions, which would later be launched in other cities based on the model of their Antwerp predecessor. Similar commissions, with the task of channelling
urbanisation beyond historic cities, were launched in 1920 in Ghent, 1923 in Bruges,
1931 in Brussels and in 1950 in Liège.143 A meticulous study of the historical and administrative context in which the SCAA emerged clarified that all these commissions
were embedded within one and the same national discourse and political agenda. (See
Chapter 1) In that sense, the Antwerp case can be considered representative of the
entire chapter of urbanising Belgium’s large agglomerations.
The thread that weaves through this doctorate is the nearly 700 meeting minutes
of the SCAA that were found scattered in various (state, provincial and city) archives.
(Fig. I.6) These reports, 680 in total to be precise, covering meetings that the SCAA
organised between 1907 and 1939, give a broad (not necessarily complete, but certainly indicative) historical overview of the committee’s activities (See Appendix 1).144 Not
only do these reports mention dates and subject of the respective meetings, they also
give a detailed overview of who was invited, present and absent. In these documents
we mainly hear the protagonists of the SCAA itself speaking. Thus, the reconstruction of the committee’s project of urbanisation is certainly not a post-hoc rationalisation of an implicit project. The meeting minutes give an accurate account of the
142 A very similar methodological objective is at work in David Peleman’s work on the modern road in
Belgium: See: Peleman, David. Les Hommes de La Route, p.49.
Peleman himself refers to the work of Dipesh Chakrabarty to make his argument:
See: Charkrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: postcolonial thought and historical difference. Princeton:
Princeton university Press, 2008, pp. ix-xxi (introduction to the 2007 edition).
143 Velle, Karel. Het ministerie van openbare werken (1837-1990). I. Organisatie. Brussels: Algemeen
Rijksarchief, 1993, pp. 498, 499, 507, 527.
144 Annex 1 to this work, gives an overview of all these meetings (to which subcommittee belonged and
what the agenda was) from which archives these reports were retrieved. It is not clear whether these
cover SCAA’s entire project. However, they can be considered as representative. The majority of the
reports was found in the Provincial Archives at the Desguinlei in Antwerp. In other archives (State and
Provincial Archives Antwerp, Antwerp City Archive, Private Archives Extensa, …) hardly any copy
could be found that was not found in the Provincial Archives in Antwerp.
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explicit intentions of the committee members. Everything they did and decided was
constructed according to certain arguments, had its reasons. To make this point of
purposefulness as explicit as possible, this PhD was largely constructed on the basis
of quotes coming from SCAA members themselves and that were found in the many
meeting minutes. Apart from a detailed reconstruction of the SCAA’s work, these
documents also revealed the ‘social ecology’ of urbanisation in the Antwerp agglomeration. They revealed the names of all the interlocutors with whom the SCAA came
into contact between 1907 and 1939. These meeting reports provided a very consistent basis for getting a feel for the longue durée of the SCAA’s work. In this sense,
they became an exceptional and very valuable source for documenting urban planning
rooted in longstanding urbanisation processes. The many publications by the protagonists of the SCAA during the same period (Fig. 1.17) were a valuable addition
to further explain the consistency of their thinking and added to reconstructing the
committee’s intentionality. Most of these publications were found in the Hendrik
Conscience Heritage Library (EHC) in Antwerp.
This cobbled together, but ultimately consistent, set of meeting minutes provided
a background that was capable of holding together otherwise very heterogeneous archival research. It is important to stress, the SCAA left no consolidated or centralised
archive - which is consistent with the fact that their urbanism was not very consolidated either. A large amount of material, such as planning requests, building application files, plan archives, photo archives, specific municipal files etc., was unearthed
in many different sections of the City, Provincial, and State Archives in Antwerp
and Beveren. Additional and more specific material was obtained from a whole
series of local history circles in and around Antwerp (Kapellen, Brasschaat, Merxem,
Antwerpse Noorderpolders, Edegem, Mortsel, Hoboken, Deurne, Boechout, Wilijk,
etc.). In addition, private archives were visited, especially the archive of the company
Extensa, founded in 1910 and one of the largest tract development companies that
helped shape the agglomeration’s urbanisation. These archive visits yielded a multitude
of documents that all contained scattered pieces that enabled me to reconstruct the
contours of the SCAA’s practice. Documents that allowed me to reconstruct what
the points of reference were in making decisions with the purpose of curbing the
urbanisation process in order to ‘serve’ the many stakeholders involved and Antwerp’s
urbanising society at large in the best possible ways.
The early 20th century Antwerp context was reconstructed on the basis of historical studies covering an eclectic number of themes that corresponded to the urban
questions the SCAA was involved in (Antwerp railway history, history of sports in
and around Antwerp, the rise of Antwerp’s banking scene, Antwerp’s landed aristocracy, etc..). Since much of this material was limited to the city of Antwerp and did not
always include the wider agglomeration, additional information was recovered from
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Figure I.6
The SCAA left no centralised archive. The contours of their activities,
as described in this PhD, were reconstructed from fragments
scattered in different archives (State Archives, Provincial Archives
of Antwerp, and the Antwerp City Archives). In these various
archives, 680 meeting minutes were found, amounting to thousands
of pages, which provide a consistent overview of the SCAA’s journey
between 1907 and 1939. These meeting minutes formed a consistent
background that made it possible to weave together an otherwise
very heterogeneous set of records into a single narrative. We see
a number of typical meetings from 1909 (about the construction
of public parks), from 1924 (about the extension of the urban tram
network and about the request for the opening of new streets somewhere afield) and from 1937 (about the construction of a piece of
intercommunal ring road in Merxem). Next to the meeting’s agenda,
topics and full record, the minutes also list which subcommittee
chaired the meeting, who was invited, excused, and present. Based
on this information, it could be reconstructed which subcommittees
were especially active where and when, which urban questions were
high on the SCAA’s agenda, who were the driving forces of the SCAA
and with whom they were in conversation. (See Chapter 1)
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the local history circles mentioned earlier. In addition, historical magazines of local
associations, such as the KMBA, the KVB and the KVNS were called upon. Finally, a
few Antwerp newspapers and vernacular pamphlets, targeting different social classes, were consulted. An inspiring article on popular Antwerp novels in the early 20th
century, as well as a long list of evocative historical pictures became part of an eclectic
frame of reference with the aim of bringing the early twentieth century context to
life.145 All these documents together painted a picture of the Antwerp society that the
SCAA helped ‘urbanising’ – of the specific society it was serving, of the myriad social
needs and aspirations it was responding to.
These documents show to which extent the members of the SCAA were
‘grounded’ in the local socio-political and physical landscape of the agglomeration. Yet
their practice was not purely ‘provincial’. A final major category of sources concerns
publications of a multitude of professional associations that emerged in the SCAA’s
active period. Proceedings from the planning conferences organised by such associations as the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) and later the International
Federation for Town & Country Planning and Garden Cities (IFTCP) in London
(1910), Ghent (1913) and Amsterdam (1924) on the one hand. And those of conferences organised by the Union Internationale de Villes in Ghent (1913), Amsterdam
(1924), Paris (1925) and Lyon (1934) on the other hand. Proceedings of the Belgian
conferences on the urbanisation of the agglomerations in Belgium in Schaerbeek
(1924) and Liege (1925) organised by the Union de Villes et des Communes Belges
(UVCB). Besides these general planning conferences, magazines and publication
channels of several (engineering) associations were consulted. It concerns in particular
the magazine La Technique Sanitaire, which from 1907 onwards became the journal
of the Association Générale des Ingénieurs Architectes et Hygiénistes municipals
(AGIAH). As well as some reports of a number of international and national road
conferences that arose in this period - notably the International Road Congress in
Paris in 1910 and the Third Belgian Road Congress organised in Antwerp in 1933.
Thanks to several of its members, the SCAA was very familiar with many of
the general insights and ‘universal’ knowledge developed during that period. In this
sense, the heterogeneous source apparatus perfectly allows me to show how much
the SCAA oscillated between local contingency and universal knowledge - and how
this knowledge was always ‘interpreted’, ‘applied’ and ‘adapted’ in the context of the
urbanising agglomeration in Antwerp. ‘Urbanising the agglomeration’ revolved around
the use of accumulated knowledge to address problems that arose in a specific way in
145 Van De Maele, Jens. “’Ik heb sinds jaren geen buiten meer gezien’: De beleving en verbeelding van stadsen plattelandsnatuur in de vroege romans van Lode Baekelmans.” in Tussen beleving en verbeelding: De
stad in de negentiende-eeuwse literatuur, edited by Inge Bertels et al., pp. 181-203. Leuven: Universitaire
Pers Leuven, 2013.
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the time-space of the agglomeration - rather than around the conception or application of urban models that emerged in that period. This PhD therefore does not appeal
to the academic library of (normative) scientific and theoretical frameworks of formal
urbanism. Rather, it draws from an eclectic number of books and articles that theorise
the phenomenon of urbanisation in ways that were latent in the work and rhetoric of
the SCAA itself. Urbanisation theories, in short, that provided me with productive
concepts, trains of reasoning, thoughts and a kind of vocabulary that enabled me to
understand the SCAA’s urbanisation efforts in a critical way. These theoretical reflections gave me the critical tools to elucidate that the merits of the SCAA were not so
much in mastering the formal assignments as they are typically associated with the
‘making of the city’ - but in countering the shortcomings, flaws and the several aspects
of destruction that come with unregulated (capitalist) development. It were these theories that enabled me to pinpoint that SCAA’s merit was in mounting an economic
disposition that sustained the building and implementing of operational urbanisation
programs supporting governmental attempts towards sustainable spatial policies of
socially just redistribution.
This PhD, in short, aims to access and conceptualise the SCAA’s (concrete)
urbanisation practices from different frameworks borrowed from (abstract) urbanisation theory. The methodology thus becomes an inherent part of the argument this
PhD unfolds. The framework of theoretical and cultural references is eclectic. In each
chapter, a number of interpretive texts are borrowed from the imaginary library of ‘urbanisation comme urbanisme’ in order to develop a specific argument about the urban
questions that the committee addressed. Little by little, texts will sneak into this work
that allow for a critical reconstruction and interpretation of the SCAA’s ‘reasoning’ in
addressing a number of situated urban questions. It was in the overlap between these
mixed and heterogeneous sources, that I found ways to bring urbanisation theory in
dialogue with a close historical-geographical understanding of urbanisation in the
Antwerp agglomeration at the turn of the twentieth century. Thus, I hope this work
will be understood by its readers as a parallel entanglement of profound historical
literature on the one hand, and a contemporary theoretical commentary on the other.

Synopsis
As already explained, the methodology adopted in this work does not yield a
linear-historical reconstruction of the SCAA’s work, but follows a logic built around
six different urban questions. Pertinent questions that society was faced with at the
turn of the 20th century, and that the SCAA was asked to address as soon as 1907 and
that continued to structure their work until 1939. This thematic subdivision makes it
possible to highlight different aspects of the Committee’s work and to link up with
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different conceptions of urbanisation. These chapters can be read separately. Yet the
most extraordinary aspect of the SCAA’s project lies in the fact that the committee dealt with all these questions at the same time. Whoever reads this work from
beginning to end will therefore get a keen understanding of how all these questions
were interlinked and part and parcel of one large urbanisation programme. This is also
reflected in the many cross-references throughout the different chapters. In a way, the
SCAA was trying to keep several urbanisation dynamics together as the constituent
components of one single project – dynamics that would nevertheless increasingly
disintegrate throughout the 20th century.
Chapter 1 reconstructs in which specific historical phase of territorial development so-called study committees, instructed to manage urbanisation in the agglomeration, were established. The chapter somewhat surprisingly reveals that these
committees, and the SCAA in particular, mainly operated from within the provincial
administrations. It will be argued that, in a weakly institutionalised context, the
SCAA was unable to install consolidated forms of metropolitan governance. Instead,
the committee resorted to giving guidance to a provisional kind of ‘confederal municipalism’ that mainly relied on ‘amicable’ cooperation - made necessary by progressive
and cross-border urbanisation. In an institutional context that was never ‘absolutely
ideal’, the members of the commission heavily relied on proactive forms of policy
entrepreneurship that allowed them to work towards what they themselves called a
‘relative ideal’.
Chapter 2 deals with the question of what Ildefons Cerdà termed ‘urban ways’
in his theory of urbanisation, referring to all the flows passing through the city - from
pedestrians over the transportation of goods to underground flows in utilities systems.
It will be argued that the SCAA created a context for road- sanitary- and railway
engineers that – beyond merely solving problems with a technological fix – allowed
them to engineer the territory in ways that anticipated the contours of an urban
agglomeration in the making. This chapter builds the argument that engineers were
systematically put in a position that stimulated them develop fully-fledged forms
of ‘urban engineering’. The SCAA’s engineers were able to address pressing social
questions with rigorous and straightforward engineering projects that were nevertheless imbued with a certain respect and sensitivity for the agglomeration’s natural
and social ecology. An approach that will be characterised as radically-careful or
carefully-radical.
Chapter 3 argues why the SCAA’s project cannot be dismissed as a prototypical
example of suburbanisation pur sang. The SCAA did not practice a form of urbanisation that was stripped of public dimensions and that merely served private interests
while remaining largely dependent on the existing historical core in terms of public
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amenities. Apart from housing, the SCAA also supported the development of a wide
range of urban fortunes such as public parks, squares, plazas, sports infrastructures,
amenities supporting everyday life and an expanded public transport system. The
chapter builds the argument that urbanising the agglomeration was a generative
project, providing myriad opportunities for continued accumulation – as opposed to
parasitic ways of urbanisation running dead in privatised suburbia. The agglomeration
was developed as a ‘public good’ that was made widely and easily accessible.
Chapter 4 tackles the housing question from a political economy perspective.
The chapter shows how, alongside the accumulation of industrial capital, a significant
secondary circuit of capital developed. An independent circuit of capital that, in the
slipstream and backed by the SCAA’s project, was able to urbanise throughout the
entire agglomeration. The chapter reveals a certain tension between the different social strata within the SCAA. Whereas some SCAA members belonged to Antwerp’s
landed aristocracy and haute finance that discovered urbanisation as a very profitable
investment market, other members started looking for all kinds of mechanisms and
tax regulations in order to redistribute excessive amounts of (class-monopoly) urban
rent over society as a whole. These members succeeded in developing public parks,
major roads and even public transport with private capital.
Chapter 5 reconstructs the SCAA’s approach towards the question of urban aesthetics, urban imaginaries and urban form. The chapter reconstructs how the aspects
of aesthetics and form slowly diluted in the discourse of the rather technocratic commission – most certainly after the 1910 international competition. Yet, this chapter
also reveals the longevity and persistence of the questions of aesthetics and form: they
do not just disappear and are, in a way, an inevitable component of urbanisation. This
chapter reveals that the aesthetic question was mainly taken up by a generation of
young architects that referred to themselves as the young watchmen. They explored
architectural practices beyond the act of designing and building, stirring a renewed
civic interest in the aesthetics of urbanisation. They managed to provide the agglomeration with a multi-layered image guide while venturing into new roles that enabled
them to build the agglomeration according to that image. New roles of which these
architects were not always aware could only be explored thanks to the SCAA’s urbanisation project.
Chapter 6 discusses the fact that the SCAA cannot be understood as a merely
technocratic institution. Of course, its various members were invested in calibrating
urbanism and urban planning as expert-disciplines. But this chapter argues that they
were equally driven by the nemesis of expertise, namely amateurism - i.e. by a kind
of love for their city and its urbanising agglomeration. The chapter casts some of the
SCAA’s most engaged members as unadulterated hobbyists, that were engaged in
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various cultural initiatives, which they mainly developed their free time. Remarkably,
these amateur initiatives mostly communicated the SCAA’s project of urbanising the
agglomeration to non-experts, to laymen, to ordinary folk: the citizens of Antwerp
and its wide surroundings. The chapter simultaneously casts these aspiring professionals as passionate lovers (amateurs) of the agglomeration. Amateurs who, together
with the whole of Antwerp society, tried to give public meaning to the emerging
phenomenon of urbanisation beyond the city by means of lectures, exhibitions, media
campaigns, the organisation of popular events and the development of local tourism
aimed at exploring the urbanising agglomeration’s unknown corners.
A final, concluding chapter, aims to recollect the contours of the specific ‘urbanism’ that the SCAA developed – by way of these six urban questions. An urbanism
that should not be understood as an integrated form of planning, but that found its
raison d’être in the permanent monitoring and adjustment of urbanisation processes, from the inside out. Next to the urbanisation sans urbanisme that, according to
Grosjean, characterised the Belgian nebulous city, I will argue for an urbanisation
comme urbanisme that shaped the interspace between Belgium’s historical cities
and its outer territories. A kind of practice that, at the same time bears the roots of a
different and complementary conceptualisation of urbanism, rooted in urbanisation
theories – an approach that seems rather promising in today’s context of planetary
urbanisation.
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Interlude 1
In the fall of 1929, the Antwerp based newspaper La Métropole published a
series of articles recollecting the SCAA’s achievements since it had been founded
in 1907. The journalists reported on various excursions they had undertaken
together with some members of the SCAA throughout the entire agglomeration.
This interlude shows some excerpts from that article series.
Source of the reproduced material: Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’Agglomération
Anversoise. La Métropole: 1929.
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“Het eerste onjuiste gedacht is: De Staat neemt alles op zich. Die betaalt,
beveelt, en de Staat zou alleen meester zijn. Moest dit waar zijn, dan was deze
commissie voor onderlinge samenwerking niet nodig. En bovendien zoudt
gij dat zeker, Vlaamsche gemeenten, niet dulden: uwe zelfstandigheid ligt u
te nauw aan het harte. (…) Neen! De staat kan noch mag de zaak op zich
nemen. Hij kan u helpen, u bijstaan, u inlichten en aanmoedigen. Het eerste
bewijs ervan is de oprichting van deze commissie.”
AUGUSTE DELBEKE, PLECHTIGE AANSTELLINGSZITTING
DER COMMISSIE TOT INRICHTING DER ANTWERPSCHE
AGGLOMERATIE, 1908, P. 36.

“Pour éviter la mort lente de la commission, le bureau de celle-ci a créé un
grand nombre de sous-commissions. Les problèmes qui intéressent plusieurs
communes ont été parfois très difficiles à résoudre. Des études longues, des
réunions fréquentes, des démarches répétées, ont finalement abouti à des résultats assez encourageants comme vous le verrez d’ailleurs.”
PAUL DE HEEM, CONFÉRENCE DONNÉE PAR M. DE HEEM,
L’EMULATION 52, NO.11, 1932, PP. 328-329.

“Ces agglomérations deviennent promptement le siège de fonctions d’échange
et d’assimilation et, la fonction créant l’organe, par un processus de spécialisation fonctionnelle, se créent progressivement des organes différenciés, spécialement adaptés à leur fonction particulière. L’ensemble de ces organes constitue
la Cité, théâtre et instrument de la vie sociale, organisme vivant collectif en
état de perpétuel devenir et qui tend, spontanément, par approximations successives, à une adaptation toujours plus adéquate de ces organes à leur fonction
(…) Mais comme tout processus naturel et spontané d’adaptation progressive,
l’urbanisation ne va pas sans de nombreux avortements, des chocs en retour
des régressions, des ruptures d’équilibre, des tâtonnements (…) L’on conçoit
immédiatement que si du plan des contradictions, où ils vivent inconscients de
l’action synthétique lente exercée par l’obscur instinct qui les mène, les citoyens, un moment donné, s’élèvent, volontairement et par persuasion mutuelle,
au plan de l’organisation consciente, une meilleure adaptation des organes à
leur fonction sera plus rapidement réalisée : le rendement fonctionnel de l’outil-ville sera maximum et son fonctionnement s’exercera dans des conditions
optimum.”
LOUIS VAN DER SWAELMEN, PROGRAMME ORGANIQUE D’URBANISATION INTERCOMMUNALE, 1925, P. 41.
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Chapter 1

The Question of Metropolitan
Governance
Confederal Municipalism and Provincial policy
entrepreneurship
in support of programmatic urbanisation

►

Urbanisation in-between municipality and state

The 1906 decision to tear down the old ramparts, would finally relieve the city
of Antwerp of its military corset that had long impeded the city’s natural development.1 A large territory stretching across 14 municipalities, most of which were still
rural in nature, suddenly came within reach of the city. However, it was not so clear
how this vast territory was to be managed. “At present, matters still have to be settled
concerning these territories and their administration,” Louis Franck wrote in 1907,
“If this were not done, the measure taken [to demolish the fortification walls] would
be of very little use to the Antwerp population and the city’s expansion.”2 This chapter
examines which form of metropolitan governance was eventually put into practice in
the Antwerp agglomeration and how it related to discussions that were held on this
topic in the Belgian context at that time.

The impossibility of pure and plain annexation
Louis Franck was a member of a liberal group advocating the expansion of the

1
2

Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers aux XIXe & XXe siècles. Brussels: Université libre
de Bruxelles, 1945.
Louis Franck as quoted in Belgian Chamber of Representatives. Acts. 3 August 1907: p. 1.
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city’s administrative boundaries.3 “As the current territory of the city has become too
narrow for its inhabitants, it will be the inhabitants of Antwerp themselves who will
build on the land that is freed by the dismantling of the bulwark. (…) It will be the
inhabitants of Antwerp who will settle there. If they were forced to leave the city’s administrative territory, military isolation would be replaced by administrative isolation
(...) The city dwellers, thus forced to leave the city they love for more than just one
reason, would be deprived of any real participation in its administration.”4
Clear language, yet these annexationists were very cautious not to offend the
surrounding municipalities either: “Theoretically, one could assume that all the land
circumscribed by the new ramparts should be subject to one single administration. In
fact, however - one has to admit it - this request would be exaggerated.”5 They argued
that most of these municipalities were still very much “determined by problems of rural nature, which were preferably dealt with by the independent municipal councils.”6
Thus, they anticipated the many objections such a large administrative expansion
would entail, most certainly in a country like Belgium, which was openly called “a
country of municipal autonomy.”7 In order not to upset the existing municipalities, it
was proposed to leave all municipal centres untouched by the redrawing of Antwerp’s
municipal boundaries. The result of so much caution was rather clumsy and not very
workable and the annexationists’ proposal mainly consisted of two tentacles of fallow
lands between the nuclei of Berchem, Deurne and Wilrijk. Unsurprisingly, such a
territorial-administrative expansion never took place, and the annexationists’ bill of
1907 was never voted.
This does not mean that the Antwerp territory didn’t expand at all in the period
1907-1939. Occasionally the municipal boundaries between Antwerp and one of
its suburbs changed for some specific reason. But all in all, such interventions were
limited to some tinkering in the margins. The largest annexation for the purpose
of urbanisation happened in 1923 when the uninhabited polder of Borgherweert
was incorporated within Antwerp’s territorial boundaries. In line with what Franck
proposed, these territorial changes never affected existing municipal cores. This was
completely different with the northern expansion of the city’s administrative territory
in 1926. For the benefit of the harbour expansions, the municipalities of Oorderen,
Wilmarsdonck and Austruweel all disappeared from the map. They were incorporated
within the city’s territory and made way for the industrialisation of Belgium’s national
harbour. Apparently, municipal autonomy was less resistant to industrialisation than
3
4
5
6
7

May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: Political Economic Coalitions and ‘Place Distinctiveness’ (Antwerp,
c.1860 - c.1940) [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Antwerp: University of Antwerp, 2020.
Louis Franck as quoted in Belgian Chamber of Representatives. Acts. 3 August 1907: p. 1.
Ibid.
Ibid. p. 2.
Ibid.
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it was to urbanisation. (Fig. 1.1) Unlike the port area, the urban parts of the Antwerp
agglomeration would long remain an amalgam of independent municipalities, at least
until 1983.8

Towards a ‘Real-Politik’ of inter-municipal cooperation
under provincial supervision
In other words, urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration mainly concerned a
rural landscape consisting of small autonomous municipalities beyond the historical
city. (Fig 1.2) There was, however, a broad consensus that municipal autonomy alone
would not suffice to accommodate the collective arrangements needed to urbanise
the agglomeration - a project that implicated many fringe municipalities in a context
of mutual interdependence. Municipal autonomy would inevitably be challenged by
a certain heteronomy of the agglomeration as a whole which prompted the question
how to keep these opposing forces in balance, as well as who was best placed to do
so. In 1905 already, the governor of the Province of Antwerp, Fredegand Cogels,
had called for the establishment of an inter-municipal committee to manage the
conflicting claims of urbanisation in the larger agglomeration.9 Franck later incorporated Cogels’ suggestion in his 1907 legal proposal and gave an initial indication of
what such a committee might look like. He suggested it would be composed of one
representative of the federal government, the director of municipal works of the city
of Antwerp, an engineer of the Antwerp Province and one representative of every
municipality involved.10
Franck’s bill never passed, but it turned out to be a springboard for the royal decree of 20 December 1907 that officially instated the inter-municipal Study
Committee for the urbanisation of the Antwerp Agglomeration (SCAA). The
composition of the actual committee was much more extensive than what Franck had
initially proposed. It was a multi-level organism with representatives from the state,
the province and all municipalities involved. The state was represented by dignitaries and engineers of several ministries (agriculture, public works, railways, etc.).
8

9

10

In 1983, the former municipalities of Berchem, Borgerhout, Deurne, Hoboken, Ekeren, Merksem and
Wilrijk merged with the city of Antwerp, becoming city districts. The former City of Antwerp was
divided in two districts: Antwerpen and Berendrecht-Zandvliet-Lillo. Through its history, and most
drastically in a wave of mergers between 1977 and 1983, Belgium’s original number of 2739 municipalities was reduced to 581 (in 2021).
Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning.” In Studie-commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche
agglomeratie: Wedstrijd voor het benuttigen der beschikbare gronden ten gevolge de slechting der versterkte
omheining van Antwerpen, by Ministerie van Landbouw en Openbare Werken, pp. 12-13. Antwerp:
Studiecommissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie [SCAA], 1911.
These municipalities were Antwerp, Berchem, Borgerhout, Borsbeek, Deurne, Hoboken, Merxem,
Mortsel and Wilryck.
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Figure 1.1
Territorial expansion of cities was explicitly avoided in the Belgian context, especially for
urbanisation purposes. Nevertheless, in view of the major port expansion in 1929, three villages
(Austruweel, Oorderen and Wilmarsdonck) were incorporated into the urban territory to the north
of the city. In 1923, a desolate piece of polder land (called the left bank) was incorporated into
Antwerp's territory for the purpose of urban expansion - but its size paled against the scale on
which the Antwerp agglomeration was planned at the turn of the 20th century.

Chapter 1

Figure 1.2
Characteristic views of the territory of as yet underdeveloped villages and hamlets that was to
form a large urban agglomeration. All images are dated around 1910 and show various elements
characteristic of the ‘agglomeration’ in 12 different municipalities: small village centres, estates
and stray industry.
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Most municipalities were, in turn, were represented by the mayor, their secretary or a
number of aldermen. However, it is the presence of a few provincial officials and their
coordinating role that stands out the most. Minister of Public Works August Delbeke
– a provincial career politician – acted as the SCAA’s president. The Provincial
Governor Count de Brouchoven de Bergeyck acted as the first vice-president, before
Antwerp mayor Hertogs and district president Diercks. The day-to-day operation of
the committee also came under the auspices of provincial officials: Provincial Clerk
Joseph Schobbens became the SCAA’s general secretary and engineer Paul De Heem
its secretary.
Composed of members from all tiers of government, the SCAA was what we
would today call a multi-level policy body.11 However, throughout this chapter, it will
become clear that the committee had a marked centre of gravity within the provincial
administrations. I will explain in detail why urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration
between 1907-1939 would mainly be driven by the province, and not by the city. That
doesn’t mean the province was given a strongly centralised mandate. After all, the
royal decree safeguarded the principle of municipal autonomy at all costs: “Needless
to say, the committee is not empowered to make any decision. By sending their
representatives to this committee, the municipalities, the province and the State do
not give up any of their freedom nor of their powers. The committee’s only remit is to
study, to provide information and to mediate, in order to enable the urbanisation of
the large territories which (…) will be freed up for Antwerp’s urban expansion.”12
The SCAA’s creation was not accompanied by any new effective legislation on
metropolitan governance. It had to operate within existing and ‘municipalist-inclined’
legislative frameworks. That seemed to be the only ‘real’ option in a country where
municipal autonomy took on almost “mythical proportions.”13

‘Confederal Municipalism’ and ‘Organised Anarchy’ as a
model for metropolitan governance in early 20th century
Belgium?
The question of metropolitan governance in the Antwerp agglomeration, and
in Belgium in general was something of a paradox. It was bound by the principle of
municipal autonomy which it had to transcend at the same time. Of course, metropolitan governance beyond local boundaries is a classical theme in the field of urban
planning, with a profound research tradition that has produced its own extensive body
11
12
13

Bache, Ian, and Matthew Flinders. Multi-Level Governance. Oxford: Oxford university press, 2004.
Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning”: p. 13.
Holvoet, Georges Les grandes agglomérations urbaines. Brussels: Ghiesbreght, 1937: p. 109.
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of literature over time.14 However, in such literature, local autonomy is mostly framed
as a problem to be solved. From this literature’s perspective, it is tempting to qualify
the SCAA’s activities as a failure – as a prime example of the lack of straightforward
‘Metropolitan Governance’ that is typical of the Belgian context.15 Indeed, several
authors have regarded Belgian municipalism as symptomatic of the country’s decentralised politics and as one of the prime causes of Belgium’s dispersed urban realm
and lack of genuine urban socialisation.16
However, the legacy of municipalism in Belgium is far from unequivocal and
symbolises a complex relationship between processes of centralisation and decentralisation - between state and municipality. This chapter aims to take on a more nuanced
reading of Belgian municipalism and of the various ways this principle was dealt with
– of how this principle simultaneously produced patterns of urban sprawl and urban
agglomeration. On the one hand, the far-reaching regime of local autonomy was seen
as an obstacle to the consolidated development of the territory, as local municipalities
were free to set their own agendas. It is in this sense that it must be understood that
King Leopold I compared the regime of local autonomy and Belgian municipalism
to “pure anarchy” from the very start.17 On the other hand, researchers like Benedikte
Zitouni or Eléonor Vollans, convincingly argued how state power was exercised
through the mobilisation of local elites, enabling and facilitating state-induced development.18 Likewise, I will argue that the SCAA’s work was characterised by a similar
tension between ‘municipal anarchy’ and ‘state dirigisme.’
I will show how the case of the Antwerp agglomeration became part of a
much broader debate that investigated in which ways the principle of municipalism
could be deployed and curbed in order to urbanise the country’s larger agglomerations in a more orderly manner. One of the SCAA-protagonists, Joseph Schobbens,
14

15

16

17
18

See, for example, Heinelt, Hubert, and Daniel Kübler, eds. Metropolitan Governance in the 21st Century:
Capacity, Democracy and the Dynamics of Place. Abingdon: Routledge, 2009.
Nelles, Jen. Comparative Metropolitan Policy: Governing Beyond Local Boundaries in the Imagined
Metropolis. Abingdon: Routledge, 2015.
Holvoet, Georges. Les grandes agglomérations.
De Rynck, Filip. “Met de moed der wanhoop.” Lokaal – VVSG, no. 9 (2015): pp. 30-39.
Temmerman, Caroline, Filip De Rynck, Joris Voets and Ellen Wayenberg. “De problematiek van de
stadsregio’s in Vlaanderen: De nood aan een Vlaamse agenda.” Vlaams tijdschrift voor overheidsmanagement 17, no. 4 (2012): pp. 54–67.
Kesteloot, Christian, and Filip De Maesschalck. “Anti-Urbanism in Flanders: The Political and Social
Consequences of a Spatial Class Struggle Strategy.” BELGEO 1, no. 1–2 (2001): pp. 41–62.
De Decker, Pascal, Christian Kesteloot, and Filip De Maesschalck. “Revitalising the City in an AntiUrban Context: Extreme Right and the Rise of Urban Policies in Flanders, Belgium.” Internationan
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 29, no. 1 (2005): pp. 152–171.
Raxhon, Philippe. “Mémoire de la Révolution française de 1789 et Congres national belge (1830-31).”
Belgisch tijdschrift voor nieuwste geschiedenis 26, no. 1-2 (1996): p. 38.
Zitouni, Benedikte. Agglomérer: Une anatomie de l’extension bruxelloise (1828-1915). Brussels: VUBpress,
2010.
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for instance, stated that the “current anarchy [of Belgian municipalism] could not
persist”19 if the agglomerations were to be urbanised in a rational and efficient way.
As abolishing local autonomy was not really an option, bringing some order to this
municipal anarchy seemed the only valid solution. Throughout this chapter I will
demonstrate how the need for inter-municipal collaboration and cooperation grew
as urbanisation progressed and intensified – and how the establishment of provincial
committees responded to that growing need.
In that sense, the Belgian approach towards metropolitan governance at the turn
of the century is reminiscent of Rudolph Schwartz’s notion of Eingemeindung, which
consisted of a de facto recognition of municipal boundaries and customs, a strong
preference for (local) self-government and a predilection for an agglomeration federated into large and small municipalities.20 Just as in Schwarz’s ville-paysage, a regime
of federating municipalities became a leitbild for urbanising the Belgian agglomerations at the turn of the century – and the Antwerp agglomeration in particular. (Fig.
1.3) Or as Schwarz’s Belgian colleague paysagiste-urbanist Van der Swaelmen put it
in 1925: “It is impossible - and this is where all the evil lies - to solve the problem
of urbanisation rationally within the strict limits of a single administrative territorial
district: the municipality. Because the boundaries of this territorial district never coincide, one can say, with the organic delimitation of the territories marked by the same
functional regimes. The functional basins and networks extend beyond the administrative boundaries of the municipality in many ways. On the other hand, it is impossible to solve the problem of urbanisation without simultaneously bearing in mind (…)
all kinds of layers of exchange and an assimilation of functions, the ‘organs’ of which
are approved and hierarchised within and the ‘vessels’ of which are ‘anatomised’ within
the ‘tissues’ of the city’s social fabric [la cité].”21
In other words, the principle of municipal autonomy was never abandoned in
order to urbanise the agglomerations. Instead, inter-municipal cooperation was stimulated by the establishment of provincial committees that were supposed to install
what I will call a regime of ‘confederal municipalism’ – a term borrowed from anarcho-communist thinking.22 In other words, urbanising the Belgian agglomerations
took place ‘in spite of ’ the strong attachment to local autonomy. This way of working was not only valid for the early twentieth century. In the Brussels context, for
19
20
21

22

Schobbens, Joseph. Un labyrinthe souterrain gigantesque ou le réseau général d’égouts de l’agglomération
anversoise: Éléments juridiques et administratifs sur la question. Antwerp: Veritas, 1924 : p. 12.
Mantziaras, Panos. La ville-paysage: Rudolf Schwarz et la dissolution des villes. Geneva: MétisPresses,
2008: pp. 98-118.
Van Der Swaelmen, Louis. “Programme organique d’urbanisation intercommunale, méthodes.” In
L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations, edited by Union des Villes et Communes Belges (UVCB), pp.
41-48. Brussels: UVCB, 1925: pp. 41-42.
Bookchin, Murray. Urbanisation without Cities: The Rise and Decline of Citizenship. Montreal: Black Rose
Books, 1992.
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Figure 1.3
The principle of Eingemeindung: incorporating
different existing municipalities within a new
agglomeration. The Antwerp agglomeration was
characterised by multipolar dynamics of urbanisation beyond a singular radio-concentric logic. Poles
were formed by existing municipalities, but also by
new growth districts lying in-between, such as, for
example, the emerging districts of Sint-Mariaburg,
Deuzeld, Hoogboom, and Donck.
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example, Zitouni’s work Agglomérer described how the Brussels agglomeration came
in to existence throughout the 19th century.23 In 1948, Victor Bure’s text L’Urbanisme
et les communes stated that in Belgium “we urbanise with the municipalities and not
against them.”24 Bure’s assertion was further explored by Géry Leloutre in his reading of ‘municipal urbanism’ undergirding post-war metropolitan development in
Brussels.25 In the Belgian context, the idea of metropolitan governance was never
really a basis for strong political-administrative reform, redefining legal boundaries
and executive powers. Rather, a model of metropolitan governance manifested itself in
experimental and ‘confederal’ approaches towards municipalism, curbing the supposed
‘anarchy’ of fragmented municipal autonomy while keeping the (legitimate) principle
of local autonomy in place.
As a current within political philosophy with a sincere appreciation for local
autonomy, it is not so surprising that the concept of confederal municipalism surfaced in ideological anarchism and anarcho-communist thinking. In fact, it is from
anarcho-communist Murray Bookchin that I borrow the term confederal municipalism.26 To be sure, the political leanings of the SCAA’s founding fathers were not
anarchistic, let alone anarcho-communist – on the contrary. Rather, the reference
adds to the conviction that municipal autonomy should not necessarily be seen as the
problem standing in the way of an integrated form of metropolitan governance, but
might be an appropriate level from which a metropolitan form governance can derive
its legitimacy. In 1902, Peter Kropotkin, for instance, urged for the understanding of
urban agglomerations as a “federation of village communities.”27 “The progress of our
race”, he continued, “appears as a gradual extension of the mutual-aid principles from
the tribe to always larger and larger agglomerations, so as to finally embrace one day
the whole of mankind.”28 Arguably, Kropotkin anticipated the fact that urbanisation
would increasingly detach itself from territorial boundaries throughout the 20th century. Thus he pleaded for mutual cooperation between different ‘village communities’
which he described as legitimate “forms of union, territorial in their principle” that
23
24

25
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28

Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme: Une histoire de la «ville diffuse». Wavre: Mardaga, 2010.
Zitouni, Benedikte. Agglomérer.
Bure, Victor. “L’urbanisme et les communes.” La maison 4, no. 2 (1948): p. 28.
see also: Brunfaut, Fernand. La condition municipale. Verviers: Editions le travail, 1951.
Leloutre, Géry. La transformation moderne de Bruxelles: Processus d’agencement de l’espace urbain bruxellois
entre 1949 et 1979 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Brussels: Université libre de Bruxelles, 2020:
p221.
Leloutre, Géry. La transformation moderne.
Bookchin saw in confederal municipalism a radical tool to make the transition from what he called
‘urbanization to cities’.
See Bookchin, Murray. Urbanization without Cities.
Kropotkin, Peter. Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution. London: Heinemann, 1902.
Ibid. p. 184.
In this quote, Kropotkin seems – already in 1902 – to anticipate on the contemporary debates on planetary urbanisation.
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were “called into existence by the social genius of man.”29
Much later, Murray Bookchin returned to Kropotkin’s ideas in order to elaborate
the concept municipal confederalism from an explicit perspective of urbanisation. To
Bookchin, confederalism was “a way of perpetuating the interdependence that should
exist among communities and regions – indeed (…) a way of democratising that interdependence without surrendering the principle of local control. While a reasonable
measure of self-sufficiency is desirable for every locality and region, confederalism is
a means for avoiding local parochialism on the one hand and an extravagant national
and global division of labour on the other.”30 On the one hand, confederal municipalism protected the larger whole from parochial autonomy. And on the other hand, it
kept urbanisation from becoming the abstracted, alienating and sprawling outcome
of a centralised form of representative state-craft or state-urbanism devoid of genuine
engagement and meaningful citizenship.31 In other words, the anarchy was not total,
but subdued, better: organised. In that respect, it is noteworthy that even for anarcho-communists like Bookchin, the idea of ‘neutral leadership’ was not irreconcilable
with anarchism.32
For Bookchin, the shift from unrestrained municipalism to confederal municipalism could bring about a shift from “urbanisation to cities.”33 A shift from urbanisation
moving beyond and obliterating the city to a form of urbanisation that precedes the city
in the making, and in this sense is at the basis of it. It is not for nothing that Bookchin
later changed the title of his original book Urbanisation Without Cities to From
Urbanisation to Cities. This notion and definition of confederalism and its transformative potential for the urbanisation process is workable outside the context of radical
anarchism – as I will argue, for instance, in the context of early 20th century Belgium.
Throughout this chapter, I will reconstruct how the establishment of a provincial governance body such as the SCAA must be understood as part and parcel
of a new phase in Belgium’s history of urbanisation. I will argue that the provinces
were increasingly put in a position of neutral leaders managing a kind of confederal municipalism as a consequence of the fact that pertinent urban questions began
affecting a growing number of municipalities - especially in the context of Belgium’s
29
30
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Ibid. p. 126.
Bookchin, Murray. Urbanization without Cities: pp. 277-298.
See also Lefebvre’s discussion of the idea of ‘autogestion’ elaborated in, for example:
Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville, 3rd edition. Paris: Anthropos, 2009.
Lefebvre, Henri. The Urban Revolution [La Révolution Urbaine]. London: University of Minnesota Press,
2003 [1970].
Biehl, Janet and Murray Bookchin. The politics of social ecology: libertarian municipalism. Montreal: Black
Rose Books, 2017.
It is noteworthy that for later editions of this book Bookchin changed the title to From urbanisation to
cities as he found it more appropriate for the content of the book.
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larger agglomerations. I will see how this governance shift accompanied a transition
from what I will term a) managerial municipalism undergirding processes of cheap
urbanisation beyond the city, to b) confederal municipalism giving shape to programmatic urbanisation in support of processes of urban agglomeration coordinated by
the provinces. This chapter reconstructs how this new role for the provinces, despite
repeated attempts by an organisation such as the Union Des Villes et des Communes
Belges (UVCB) never became institutionalised. Arguably, because this new role was
not entirely in tune with the a-political role the provinces were supposed to fulfil
in the Belgian context. Yet I will show that these ideas nevertheless penetrated the
provincial administrations and prompted them to take provisional action. The SCAA’s
activities, then, must be regarded as nothing less than an early and blatant expression
of this provincial provisionalism.
Finally, the metaphor of ‘organised anarchy’ - as bringing some order in a context
where everyone acts as he or she pleases - will allow me to link up with the work of
political scientist John. W. Kingdon. His governance theories will be used to cast
the SCAA’s most pro-active members as provincial ‘policy entrepreneurs’ – the most
enthusiastic of which I will introduce more substantially to the reader. In the absence
of a strong institutional context, these members had to make do by patiently awaiting
unforeseen opportunities to create the context within which the agglomeration could
be urbanised in a meaningful way. Their position enable some of the SCAA’s members to systematically put the administrative problems concerning the urbanisation of
the agglomerations on the political agenda. Nevertheless, I will argue that, given its
weakly institutionalised position, the SCAA saw more in working toward what they
themselves called a ‘relative ideal’ incrementally developed, rather than an ‘absolute
ideal’ determined by strong planning ideologies.

►

Three forms of municipalism for three different
regimes of urbanisation
When the SCAA was founded, the principle of mutual aid and cooperation, according to Kropotkin, took the form of all kinds of professional societies, leagues and
associations.34 It wasn’t any different in the field of urbanism. The early 20th century
was the period in which “towns and cities experienced the full impact and complexity
of the economic, social and political developments which had begun to change the
face of the world during the industrial revolution.”35 According to writers such as
34
35

Kropotkin, Peter. “Mutual Aid amongst Ourselves.”
Hietala, Marjatta. Services and Urbanisation at the Turn of the Century: The Diffusion of Innovations.
Helsinki: Suomen Historiallinen Seura, 1987: p. 396.
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Saunier, Payre, Gaspari, Hietala, the universal nature of similar ‘urban questions’ that
were emerging in cities around the world formed the perfect breeding ground for the
rise of a wide range of national and international associations and leagues dealing
with the urban question in general. Both in terms of the production of the city as a
physical object (urbanism) and its management as a social milieu (urban governance).
Pierre-Yves Saunier and Oscar Gaspari refer to organisations such as the International
Garden Cities and Town Planning Federation (IGCTPF, 1910) and the Union
Internationale des Villes (UIV, 1913) as the main instigators of what they have labelled
the ‘Urban Internationale’ and the ‘International Municipal Movement’ respectively.36
The early 20th century, in other words, was the moment when an “international sphere
(of urbanism and urban administration) began to be organised, in the context of the
challenges and promises of an ‘urbanising society’”37
The UIV had been founded by the Belgian socialist Emile Vinck in 1913 and
together with IGCTPF co-hosted the international planning conference that was
organised on the occasion of the World Expo in Ghent in 1913. In general, the UIV’s
publications were characterised by a pronounced yet nuanced preference for local
autonomy: “It is not at all our intention to destroy the necessary hierarchy of local,
regional and central power, nor to set up states within the State (…) but boundaries
must always be set up in the best interests of municipal autonomy, that is, of decentralisation; the greater its freedom of action, the more constructive that action will
be.”38 This strong preference for local autonomy did not encourage parochial reflexes.
Quite the contrary: “The general progress of civilisation, the advances made by the
most backward nations, means that the same questions are being faced today by
the governing authorities of towns all over the world.”39 The UIV’s instigators were
convinced that “only collaboration among municipalities, both nationally and internationally, could produce optimal solutions to the great problems of urban life.”40 The
36
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UIV adhered to the utopian vision of the urban as the ideal locus for human cooperation and for the dissemination of progressivist propaganda advocating international
collaboration.41 Notions of confederal municipalism were, in other words, very present
in the UIV’s discourse.
It is no coincidence that the same rhetoric can also be found in various publications of the Union des Villes et des Communes Belges (UVCB) - the Belgian arm within
the UIV which had also been founded by Emile Vinck in 1913.42 Together with Paul
Otlet and Adolphe Quetelet, among others, Vinck was part of a Belgian intellectual
elite that was “seeking solutions to the great problems of the modern urban and industrial society that was developing not only in Belgium, but worldwide.”43 As a true
protagonist in the municipal movement, Vinck was very well aware of the problems
of municipal and metropolitan governance at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Belgium’s prominent position in the International Municipal Movement should not
come as a surprise. By now it will be clear to the reader that the principle of municipal autonomy was firmly anchored in Belgium’s political culture. It was deeply rooted
in the country’s 1830 constitution,44 and was later re-affirmed by the municipal law of
1836. In general, it was stated that Belgian municipalism was “less doctrinal and more
effective than in any of its neighbouring countries.”45 Moreover, it was argued that
“early twentieth-century Belgium served as a ready-made laboratory for researchers
seeking solutions to the problems of urban society.”46 At the turn of the twentieth
century, the Belgian nation-state was described as a “laboratoire social”47 and a “champ
d’expérience de l’Europe.”48 Belgium, in short, was an internationally referred model
41
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to describe changing correlations between shifting regimes of municipal governance
and intensifying urbanisation processes at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Belgian urbanists such as Verwilghen and Van der Swaelmen, on the other hand, were
very close to IGCTPF protagonists such as Patrick Geddes and Raymond Unwin and
became outspoken representatives of the modern planning and garden city movement
in Belgium - especially after WWI.49 Belgium was, in sum, well represented in the
Urban Internationale.
The discourse of these Belgian protagonists at the beginning of the twentieth
century shows a marked interest in municipal autonomy, regimes of auto-gestion and
in the idea of the urban as an expression of place-based solidarity. Thus, aspects of
local autonomy and social ecology almost naturally emerged in some early 20th century
writings on Belgium’s urbanisation, as was illustrated by the quote from Van Der
Swaelmen’s text Programme organique d’urbanisation intercommunale at the beginning
of this chapter. This ‘Belgian voice’ can be reconstructed on the basis of several publications of the Union des Villes et des Communes Belges (UVCB)50 - the Belgian arm within
the UIV which had also been founded by Emile Vinck in 1913.51 This movement was
mainly led by Emile Vinck and Emile Van der Velde who, by the way, were not entirely
separate from anarchist thinkers at the beginning of the twentieth century - a kinship
that was symbolised by their shared enthusiasm for local autonomy.52 Based on 4 important UVCB’s publications (L’administration et l’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations, Urbanisation Habitation, Le municipalisme belge, Organisation et fonctionnement des
autorités communales), it will be argued that the continued evolution of urbanisation in
Belgium depended on increasing degrees of inter-municipal aid and cooperation. (Fig.
1.4) As a political level in-between the abstract politics of the state and the grounded
reality of the municipality, the provinces were considered as the ultimate political level
from which such a form municipal confederalism could be organised.
49
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Figure 1.4
Urbanisation as an emerging term with a strong
programmatic charge and strongly linked to the
development of large urban agglomerations in
early 20th century Belgium. Several publications of
the Union des Villes et Communes Belges (UVCB),
chaired by senator Emile Vinck, document the
ways in which the problem of urbanising the large
agglomerations presented new challenges to the
principle of municipalism. The specific role assigned
to the provinces to reinvent Belgian municipalism in
order to cope with the urbanising agglomerations
is striking.
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In what follows, I will discuss different forms of municipalism that went hand in
hand with different regimes of urbanisation of the Belgian territory. At first glance,
this delving in Belgium’s urbanisation history might come across as a lengthy dérive,
yet it is helpful (if not indispensable) to clarify in which phase of territorial and political-administrative development the creation of a provincial body such as the SCAA
should be understood – and how it responded to new necessities of urbanisation at
the beginning of the twentieth century.

Absolute Autonomy as a metaphor for Urban Culture in
the Ancien Régime
Throughout the whole of Europe, the medieval city, with its autonomy, prerogatives, guilds and fraternities has been interpreted as nothing less than an iconic
phase of human civilisation.53 An argument that seems particularly true in the Belgian
context. Many of the UVCB-publications refer to Belgium’s medieval urban history
to invoke a ‘metaphorical’ and ‘symbolic’ meaning of the idea of municipal autonomy. It was assumed that local municipalities had been able to escape the centralising
dominance of sovereign regimes because of the relative “weakness of and distance to
the respective centres of power.”54 That was particularly true for larger trading cities
that enjoyed juridical and economical prerogatives. As a consequence, the territory
that later became Belgium was defined by an amalgamation of autonomous trading
cities that clung to the country’s natural waterways in a Christaller-like pattern. A
pattern that grew organically on the spot rather than that it was superimposed by
some exogenous regime.55 This high degree of independency encouraged the flourishing of a strong urban culture. The region that later became Belgium, had the highest
rate of urbanisation in the whole of Europe throughout the Middle Ages.56 Municipal
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Kropotkin, Peter. “Mutual Aid in the Medieval City,” in Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution, pp. 127-183.
London: Heinemann, 1902.
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ou l’éloignement du souverain.”
Perrot, Louis. “Causes historiques et traditionelles du municipalisme belge.” in Le municipalisme belge, pp.
4-20. Brussels: Union internationale des villes et pouvoirs locaux, 1937.
Christaller, Walter. Die zentralen Orte in Süddeutschland: Eine Ökonomisch-geographische Untersuchung über
die Gesetzmäßigkeit der Verbreitung und Entwicklung der Siedlungen mit städtischer Funktion. Jena: Gustav
Verlag, 1933.
For a Christallerian interpretation of Belgium, see: Saey, Pieter, and Nathalie Van Nuffel. “Nevels
over Christaller: Regionalisering van de woonmarkt als structurerend ruimtelijk principe.” Ruimte &
Planning 23, no.3 (2003): pp. 156-176.
Van Meeteren, Michiel, Kobe Boussauw, Ben Derudder and Frank Witlox. “Flemish Diamond or
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England.
See Devries, Jan. European urbanisation, 1500-1800. Abingdon: Routledge, 1984.
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autonomy and an outspoken preference of local self-government became one of the
pillars of the Belgian grand narrative that historians developed during the nineteenth
century.57 Belgium’s foremost historian Henri Pirenne “famously defined the Belgian
medieval civilisation as a decidedly urban culture of independent trading cities that
were jealous of their freedoms and abhorred both foreign rule and despotic interference.”58 As a consequence, “the local, municipal level was almost naturally imagined as
urban.”59
In general, however, historians agree upon the fact that this historical degree of
autonomy eroded over time. It is for instance agreed that during the French annexation of the southern Netherlands (1795-1814) a “far-reaching centralisation abolished the ancien régime autonomy of cities, doing away with their political rights and
their fiscal-financial independence.”60 In the United Kingdom of the Netherlands
too (1815-1830), strict supervision by higher authorities prevented a return to ancien
régime independence. It seems somewhat contradictory then, that several UVCBpublications nevertheless claimed that the strong anchoring of the principle of municipal autonomy in Belgium’s constitution was partly inspired by the ‘French system’
(1795-1814) and partly by the ‘Dutch system’ (1815-1830).61 Such apparent contradictions may readily be interpreted as symptomatic of the scholarly dissent among
historians over the degree of centralisation that marked the newly founded Belgian
state. While some have stressed the importance of central government,62 a majority
of scholars have characterised Belgium as “a unitary but decentralised state.”63 and as
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more centralised rule.” Van Ginderachter continues: “The king’s saying in appointing burgomasters did
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“the republican commune in a monarchical state.”64 Unity in the Belgian state, so it
was claimed, was precisely determined by a national desire for and identification with
local particularism – a train of reasoning that contains a form of circular logic. In Le
Municipalisme Belge, Perrot came to a similar final conclusion, stating that in Belgium
“national unity appears to be the result of a kind of federalism of municipalities, jealous of their prerogatives and peculiarity and amalgamated into a single State in order
to safeguard their independence.”65
This chapter does not aim to take a position in this grand historical discussion.
Rather, it follows Van Ginderachter in his thesis that after 1830, “Belgian municipalities had a dual function from the very start: they at once administered local affairs
and acted as agents of the central government.”66 Therefore, it elaborates on the idea
that both tendencies (centralism and local autonomy) existed side by side and jointly
defined the state’s territorial development after 1830. In the following paragraphs I
will use the UVCB’s publications to characterise different kinds of municipalism, each
driving a different kind of urbanisation: simultaneously producing municipalist sprawl
and more selective (and more centralised) processes of urban agglomeration.

Managerial Municipalism and Cheap Urbanisation beyond
Cities
In his 1924 study L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations, ses bases légales en
Belgique, Engineer Pol De Bruyne (General Chief of Public Works in Liege) recollected which laws had impacted spatial development in the newly founded Belgian
nation-state since 1830.67 The 1836 municipal law was at the heart of his analysis and
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he traced the idea of generalised municipal autonomy in Belgium back to Napoleonic
law.68 During the French Reign, the juridical prerogatives of cities were all repealed,
their formal status equalised with that of small and rural towns. This principle of
equal rights and powers for each and every municipality became instructive for the
1836 municipal law. However, compared to Napoleonic law, the number of responsibilities and range of autonomy increased significantly. As long as the laws in force
were respected, municipal governments were entitled to all ‘exclusively municipal
matters’ without being held accountable to higher authorities.69 The Belgian nation
state, in other words, extended the same sweeping rights to every single municipality.
This does not mean that the ‘urban connotation’ so firmly attached to ancien régime
municipal autonomy was restored to its medieval glory - quite the contrary. After
1830, local franchises in Belgium started to respond to an idea of overall administrative decentralisation and fragmentation.70 By installing this governance model of
‘equal municipalism’, the political and economic authority of the medieval cities was
strongly toned down, because each of Belgium’s more than 2500 municipalities, city
and hamlet alike, was granted equal autonomy.71 It explains why some scholars have
claimed that after 1836, Belgium’s strong cities ‘vanished’ into the bustle of more
than 2500 municipalities – that they dissolved in an isotropic urban field. Some of
them even concluded that the 1836 municipal law, granting large amounts of local
autonomy, should be interpreted as a deliberate divide and rule policy in favour of the
national government.72
As many responsibilities were delegated to the local level, it was claimed that
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the Belgian state acted as a “night watchman, i.e. a classic liberal state with minimal
functions.”73 The state only intervened directly to “create a unified economic space”74
and was particularly involved in economy and industry. In terms of spatial planning,
this pursuit of a unified economic space was translated into very dense infrastructure
networks. Different scholars have repeatedly pointed to the state’s relentless efforts
to unfold dense infrastructural networks throughout the 19th century, implicating the
entire territory into a process of national industrialisation.75 Unsurprisingly, successive
laws on large roads and (vicinal) railways are central to De Bruyne’s 1924 study.76
Interestingly, municipalities themselves could take the initiative in planning road and
vicinal railway trajectories – even if it were the only matters for which they needed
explicit approval from the higher government.77 As such, a finely grained infrastructural network developed over time, enabled by public credit and resulting from myriad
bilateral collaborations between municipalities and the state.78 The material conditions
for ‘urbanisation beyond cities’ were present very early in the Belgian territory.
There is a broad consensus that the interplay of a high degree of municipal
autonomy and a national obsession for ubiquitous infrastructures reflect a deliberate policy of dispersion for which all political ideologies seem to have had their
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own reasons.79 However, there is some disagreement, or at least confusion, as to
how best to designate these processes: industrialisation, urbanisation, or something
in-between.80 I will argue in favour of a reading describing a shift from pure industrialisation to ‘cheap urbanisation beyond cities’ throughout the 19th century.81 Smets’
description of the spatial development in 19th-century Belgium offers an interesting
starting point. He stated that “public works policy focused mainly on national infrastructure (railways, canals, inter-municipal links) to facilitate the transport of goods
and people within the country and abroad” and that “the task of absorbing the social
excesses due to derided industrialisation was generally left to the municipality.”82 The
unfolding of national infrastructural networks, in other words, was mainly tied to
the question of industrial production, while the question of social reproduction (i.e.
urbanisation) was generally left to the municipalities.
Initially, the social consequences of dispersed industrialisation on local administrations were rather limited. Some more land was “parcelled out, and the slight
increase in the children to be educated, the poverty to be alleviated or the rascals to
be kept in line could be coped with by the villages’ social fabric.”83 Simply put, the
effects of industrialisation didn’t really confront these municipalities yet with ‘urban
questions’ worthy of that name. Initially, extended industrialisation went hand in hand
with a relative status quo in many villages. The concept of ‘the urban’ was not really
needed yet to understand and describe these early transformation processes. Hence
labelling them as ‘industrialisation’ seems more appropriate than describing them as
79
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‘urbanisation’.84 It is perhaps also symptomatic that the word urbanisation simply did
not exist in the Belgian vocabulary at that time. Over time, however, things started
to change. Ever-larger efforts had to be put into the establishment and maintenance
of this condition of dispersal, the consequences of which started to have a growing
impact on the financial management of Belgian municipalities.
This transition is aptly described in Perrot’s chapter Relations between Belgian
Municipalism and Economic and Social Development and the Demographic Growth of
the Country.85 (Fig. 1.5) Perrot showed that the Belgian population rose with 115%
between 1830 and 1930, from 3.7 million in 1830 (124habitants/m2) over 7.4 million
in 1910 (252 inhabitants/m2) to 8,2 million (265 inhabitants/m2) in 1930.86 This
growth, he stated, was mainly absorbed by a large amount of rather small municipalities of a population between 5000 and 25000 inhabitants. As a consequence, these
municipalities were in urgent need of “the immediate strengthening of existing public
services such as hospitals, schools, police, administrative town halls (…) new hygiene
and comfort requirements such as theatres, stadiums and sports grounds, swimming pools and shower baths, dispensaries (…) new equipment and utilities such
as intensive electric lighting, increasingly expensive road surfaces, sewers, water, gas
etc.”87 “The mission of the municipalities had thus become more complex and financially cumbersome,” Perrot concluded. It were mostly smaller municipalities that had
no competent administration in place yet that were hit hardest. Often, this situation
translated into significant municipal debts and a strong reliance on high municipal
taxes.88 For many municipalities it became increasingly difficult to manage their own
territory’s spatial development.
Perrot saw three possible paths to counter this situation: 1) by nationalising services, 2) by federating all municipalities and 3) by allowing municipalities
to associate with each other, with their respective province and with the State.
Unsurprisingly, a nationalisation of services never happened in the decentralised state
that was Belgium. An overall federation of municipalities was tricky: “Because of the
longstanding communal traditions, it could lead to the formation of a political body
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Jean Rémy used a same train of reasoning to explain the early development of the Charleroi region as
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Ibid. pp. 21-22.
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the importance of the Belgian municipalities’ efforts to solve modern problems of urbanisation.”
See Ibid. p. 29.
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Figure 1.5
An elucidating chapter of Louis Perrot’s book Le
Municipalisme Belge describing the municipalities’ growing responsibilities and individual
incapability in coping with the country’s urbanisation. In subsequent chapters, Perrot discusses
how newly emerging cooperative but somewhat
managerial forms of municipalism developed in
the Belgian context in response to this situation.
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whose power would be potentially dangerous for the central government.”89 The fear
for a real anarchist ‘state within the state’ seems to have been a very real concern. And
so the only possibility left was the principle of voluntary associations between municipalities, state and provinces. From the late 19th century onwards, this idea translated
into a succession of laws stimulating inter-municipal cooperation on specific matters
and it was finally institutionalised as general principle by the law on inter-municipal
cooperation of 1 March 1922.90 These laws alleviated some of the municipal challenges by the implementation of inter-municipal associations.91
According to Perrot, the abundance of Régies Coopératives was specific to Belgian
municipalism.92 Under the denominator of Régie Coopérative, he placed the creation
of the Municipal Credit (1860), the National Railway Company (1889), The National
Association for the Distribution of Drinking Water (1913), the National Association
for Affordable Housing (1919). The principle behind the Municipal Credit was quite
simple. Individual municipalities that payed an annual fee, were each in turn and according to necessity, allowed to obtain important loans at favourable interest rates – a
construction that avoided large amounts of state subsidies. The other examples Perrot
mentioned, worked more or less as follows: municipalities, provinces, state, private enterprises and individuals were allowed to pool capital for the organisation of a number
of services such as housing, (vicinal) railways or fresh water supply. The central State
89
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contributed a relatively small start-up capital with the aim of triggering much larger
(private) investment waves.93 This idea was based on the simple idea of the economies
of scale. “This performance law applies as much to public services as to private industries,”94 Perrot wrote and he concluded that “these voluntary associations have allowed
municipalities to reconcile their autonomous prerogatives with modern exigencies.”95
It lead Perrot to conclude that “overall achievements ha[d] thus been carried out at
the lowest cost”96 - a point of view that seems particularly true from the perspective
of the central state. It is exactly here that we find clues as to describe the intensifying
processes of territorial development under the 19th century regime of municipal autonomy as ‘cheap urbanisation’. Dieter Bruggeman defines cheap urbanisation’ as the
delegation of collective service provision to existing structures of social reproduction,
making that kind of urbanisation cheap to produce, but expensive to have and reproduce beyond the local level. In Belgium, cheap urbanisation materialised by inventing
mechanisms that allowed to deal with issues of social reproduction at the municipal
level, as cost-efficient as possible and as lenient as possible for the state treasury.97
While Perrot asked for a renewed appreciation for these underexposed aspects
of Belgian Municipalism and even if they echoed some principles of inter-municipal
aid and solidarity, we must not be blind for some of its shortcomings. Arguably, the
regime of cheap urbanisation perpetuated a dispersed municipal realm that would
nevertheless turn out to be overly expensive to maintain, rather than that it contributed to more structural investment in the development of more consolidated urban
agglomerations.98 This policy has produced a semi-urban condition, affecting nearly
the entire territory, that inspired many scholars to come up with terms such as ‘Le
Rural Urbanisé’99, ‘Urbanisation sans Urbanisme100, ‘City-Country’101 or ‘The Urban
field.’102 These descriptions echo many more international neologisms that describe
an half-and-half urban condition that may have been cheap to have, but that today
93
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99 Remy, Jean, and Liliane Voyé. La ville et l’urbanisation: Modalités d’analyse sociologique. Gembloux:
Duculot, 1974.
100 Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme.
101 Uyttenhove, Pieter. Stadland België: Hoofdstukken uit de geschiedenis van de stedenbouw. Ghent: A&S,
2011.
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The ‘urban field’ is a concept coined by John Friedman and John Miller, see Friedman, John, and John
Miller. “The Urban Field.” Journal of the American Institute of Planners 31, no. 4 (1965): pp. 312-320.
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appears increasingly difficult to sustain in terms of mobility, ecology, social equality,
maintenance etc.103
Moreover, the kind of cooperative municipalism discussed here has also been
described as paternalistic ‘gas-and-water-municipalism’, which was marked by a rather
managerial agenda.104 A managerial agenda in which the ability of an urban entity to
balance its budget, to operate ‘efficiently’, to ‘maximise’ its service with minimal cost
were regarded as the hallmark of municipal success. 105 Authors such as Bookchin
describe how in such a context the politically engaged citizen tends to turn into a
passive tax-payer who is not expected to get deeply involved in municipal affairs and
who is merely interested in his return-on-taxes.106 A very similar and rather singular
managerial rhetoric is undeniably present in Perrot’s discourse. It helps to explain
why Belgium isn’t really perceived as an urbanely socialised country.107 However, I
will argue that the approaches of cheap urbanisation beyond cities and managerial
municipalism alone are insufficient to tell the whole story of Belgium’s urbanisation.
Especially after the turn of the twentieth century, the need for a more fundamental
kind of inter-municipal cooperation became more and more palpable.

Confederal municipalism and programmatic urbanisation
supporting processes of urban agglomeration
As we have seen, the Belgian nation state was not a very zealous centraliser and
cheap sprawl seems to have been a successful recipe for its development throughout
the 19th century. However pertinent this reading, supported by the work of many
scholars, it would be insufficient to restrict narratives on Belgium’s urbanisation to
policies of dispersion alone. According to Dehaene, “by writing the history of dispersal as a separate case, as the history of a separate urban form, we run the risk of
forgetting that during the same period in which these distributed settlement patterns
were facilitated, a parallel project took place under the wings of the nation state.”108
103 See, for example Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt: Zwischen Ort und Welt, Raum und Zeit, Stadt und Land.
Basel: Birkhäuser, 1999.
Dehaene, Michiel. Tuinieren in het Stedelijk Veld.
Bruggeman, Dieter. Urban Questions in the Countryside.
104 See Hietala, Marjatta. Services and Urbanisation.
105 Bookchin, Murray. Urbanisation without Cities: p. 8.
106 Ibid. pp. 8-11.
107 This may explain why Belgium isn’t really perceived as a country with a strong urban culture, nor urban
socialisation.
See, for example, Canfyn, Filip. Het syndroom van verkavelingsvlaanderen: Een radicaal pleidooi voor
stedelijk wonen. Brussels: VUBpress, 2014.
108 Dehaene, Michiel. “Horizontal Metropolis: Issues and Challenges of a New Urban Ecology Statements.” In The Horizontal Metropolis between Urbanism and Urbanisation, edited by Paola Viganò,
Chiara Cavalieri and Martina Barcelloni Corte, pp. 269-281. Cham: Springer, 2018.
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To get a more complete understanding of Belgium’s urbanisation, it seems indispensable to point to the simultaneity of these processes of dispersal and far more selective
processes of agglomeration. A simultaneity that draws on different forms of municipalism (Fig. 1.6)
After 1830, Brussels, was for instance recast as the administrative, political and
cultural capital of the nation. King-Urbanist Leopold II refashioned Brussels as the
home for an affluent national elite and it soon assumed bourgeois appearance.109
Under royal impulse, Ostend became the national health resort for the national elites
– a condition that required the centrally organised supply of fresh water and train
accessibility.110 The same train network that undergirded the politics of dispersal was
also centred upon Brussels. The country’s main industrial centres such as Antwerp,
Ghent, Liège, Bruges, Charleroi were directly connected to the capital, ensuring
a certain hierarchy and efficiency in the nation’s industrial development. Against
its will, Antwerp was designated by the state as the country’s national redoubt – a
safe-haven (and ultimate target) in times of war. As described in the introduction,
central interference and financial support ensured the continuous expansion of the
harbour, securing both Antwerp’s and Belgium’s position at the forefront of the international economy. The case of the harbour clearly shows that the necessity to remain
internationally competitive made processes of industrial and urban agglomeration
indispensable from the late 19th century onwards. Apparently, the politics of equal
dispersal that had turned Belgium into a forerunner of industrialisation and into one
of Europe’s leading nations during the 19th century ran into its own limits at the
beginning of the 20th century.
Moreover, despite more than half a century of spreading, the consequences of
uncoordinated accumulation started to manifest themselves anyway by the 20th century. And it’s no coincidence that they first occurred in the peripheries of the historical
cities listed above: the greater agglomerations of Brussels, Ghent, Bruges, Charleroi,
Ghent and Antwerp. “The disorderly extensions,” De Bruyne wrote in his 1924 study,
“made without any overall conception, had, in the span of a few decades, encircled
many towns in a ring of suburbs, impeding these cities’ expansion towards the countryside just as much as the old ramparts which had disappeared a few years earlier.”
These disadvantages were most felt in agglomerations crisscrossed with administrative
boundaries, and the various parts of which were placed under the management of
different public authorities.”111 Cheap urbanisation beyond cities had, in the long run,
not been able to overcome the negative externalities of uncoordinated accumulation
in the many municipalities surrounding most of Belgium’s more important urban
109 See for example, Smets, Marcel. Charles Buls: Les principes de l’art urbain. Liege: Mardaga, 1995.
110 See Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een gedecentraliseerde nederzettingsstructuur.”
111 De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 2.
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Figure 1.6
Three different, but parallel modes of urbanisation shape Belgium’s urbanising territories, each
undergirded by different notions of municipalism. A first pre-industrial layer refers to Belgium's
rich medieval urban past, which is intertwined with an almost mythical imagination of municipalism
that shaped the urban-ism of autonomous cities. A second layer is linked to Belgium's extensively
documented dispersion policies, in which managerial forms of municipalism enabled a ‘republic
of municipalities’ to urbanise Belgium’s entire territory in ‘cheap’ ways. This PhD does not deny
the pertinence of these layers, but adds a third layer, in which the provinces were at the helm of a
confederal municipalism that shaped the programmatic urbanisation of Belgium’s agglomerations
in a more selective and integrated manner.
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centres. And it was precisely these problems that became the subject of discussion in
the UVCB’s twin conferences on L’administration et l’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations in Liege and Brussels – in 1924 and 1925 respectively.
People like Vinck and De Bruyne explained that the several laws that had undergirded spatial development throughout the 19th century had been sufficient “as long as
the agglomeration’s different municipalities had not merged with each other, but were
only interconnected by large state infrastructures such as provincial roads and vicinal
railways.”112 They claimed that these sectoral laws no longer sufficed in a context when
the suburbs started to merge and fuse together. Of course, the several laws on inter-municipal cooperation, with the general law of March 1, 1922 as a spearhead had
been a step in the right direction. “But can [these laws] be applied for the creation of
roads and the extension of entire agglomerations extending over the territory of many
municipalities?”113 De Bruyne wondered. “In principle,” he continued, “there’s nothing
against it, but in reality we see that nothing much is to be expected from these laws.
Because it is much less a question of pooling resources for the creation and operation
of some services than of bringing two or more municipalities to agree upon the trajectories of shared roads and shared urban development programs.”
The managerial nature of the régies coopératives that had characterised the nature
of municipalism under the regime of ‘cheap urbanisation beyond cities’, was considered insufficient to undergird the development of shared narratives and collective
points of view necessary for the development of large urban agglomerations that
the nation was in need of at the turn of the 20th century. People like De Bruyne and
Vinck stated that “the main obstacle to the implementation of urbanisation programs
[sic] was that there were no specific laws for this purpose.”114 “In most countries,” they
continued, “(…) the laws regulating spatial development predate the era when the
rapid growth of urban areas had even become a marked phenomenon. They had only
been installed to ensue other projects, and had been more or less useful for the expansion of cities as long as these extensions had not taken on the intensive character [of
the turn of the 20th century].”115
It is interesting to dwell for a moment on the terminology that was used here.
According to these early 20th century thinkers, the sectoral 19th-century laws had

112 Ibid. p. 16.
Emile Vinck follows a similar reasoning in Vinck, Emile. “Proposition de loi concernant l’urbanisation
des villes et des communes.” In Urbanisation Habitation, edited by UVCB, pp. 6–63. Brussels: UVCB,
1931.
113 De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 16.
114 See Vinck, Emile. “ l’urbanisation des villes et des communes.”
115 De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 2-3.
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supported “other works” than what they called “urbanisation programs.”116 That
becomes explicit when someone like De Bruyne, for instance stated that “the legislation on Vicinal Roads (1841) does not seem to have (...) any direct connection
with the question of urbanisation.”117 The spatial symptoms of national infrastructure
policies, in other words, were not perceived as urbanisation.118 Instead, the concept of
urbanisation was exclusively linked to processes and programs of urban development
in Belgium’s larger urban agglomerations. In that respect, it is particularly revealing
that the word ‘urbanisation’ only emerged in the Belgian vocabulary in the run-up
to the UVCB’s debates on how best to organise the spatial development of the large
agglomerations from the early 1920’s onwards.119
In these debates, urbanisation was not framed as a headstrong process that just
happened and unfolded beyond human control - as the outcome of sectoral laws.
Rather, it was defined as a spatial project; a collective human work; a conscious choice
out of conviction to actively curb the territorialisation of unbridled industrialisation into a spatial project. Such can be inferred from the definitions of urbanisation
that emerged in the UVCB’s literature. At the 1925 UIV venue in Paris, in a piece
describing the UVCB’s working, it was worded as follows: “The aim of urbanism is
to build knowledge on cities from every point of view. The purpose of urbanisation is
their organic development, their embellishment and their methodical extension, following
the improvement of the social, economic and administrative organisation of towns.”120
Urbanisation in these discussions was more than a descriptive term indicating the
emergence of roads and houses in what used to be the countryside. The term had
a programmatic charge, reminiscent of what Idelfons Cerdà had in mind when he
launched his ‘General Theory of Urbanisation’ in the mid-1860s.
“The question of urbanisation,” the UVCB confirmed, “is closely related to the
question of the conditions in which our agglomerations are formed and developed.”121
They stressed that “the subdivision of agglomerations into autonomous municipalities
116 Again, it is remarkable that also Vinck used this terminology in his conference Urbanisation-Habitation.
See Vinck, Emile. “ L’urbanisation des villes et des communes”: p. 8.
117 De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 8.
Grosjean, among other, refers to the development of vicinal railways to describe processes of urbanisation. It clearly shows the shift in meaning of the word ‘urbanisation’ over time.
See Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme.
118 It suggests that these men would term the processes of dispersal as described in the previous paragraph
as industrialisation rather than urbanisation. Perhaps, after a lengthy discussion, they would agree upon
the term “cheap urbanisation against cities”.
119 In the early 1920s, the term was used in parliamentary debates. At the same time ‘urbanisation’ also
appeared in various publications on architecture and urban planning. In 1928, however, it was still not
listed in the standard (French) dictionaries, although indications were found that this was about to
happen (see opening quote Introduction).
120 UVCB. “Belgique.” In IIIème congrès international des villes, Paris 1925, edited by UIV. Brussels: UIV,
1925: volume I-II, p. 67.
121 Ibid.
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[made] it necessary to regulate in a concerted way the initiatives taken by neighbouring municipalities in order to ensure their development and planning under
rational conditions.”122 The outdated municipal boundaries were called into question:
“Population growth has led to a slow but persistent evolution of municipal centres.
Their territorial limits no longer correspond to reality; in many places the interpenetration of the populations of neighbouring municipalities has de facto created new
administrative units, formed by the agglomeration of several municipalities, which
have common needs such as urbanisation.”123 Such excerpts seem to suggest that the
1836 municipal law dates from a moment in history when it was hardly inconceivable
that municipalities would ever outgrow their territorial boundaries – yet 100 years
hence became an increasingly pertinent problem.
“What is lacking in our current legislation in terms of urbanisation,” De Bruyne
concluded, “is the existence of an empowered authority whose competence extends
to the agglomeration as a whole.”124 In the urbanising agglomerations, “municipal
autonomy in its absolute form is undefendable,” so it was stated, “nor the autocracy of
an absolute executive authority.”125 How then best to solve this problem? Two main
suggestions were made that were swinging between theory and pragmatism: a merger
of agglomerated cities and municipalities into one new administrative unit or the
creation of a ‘higher’ authority responsible for the coordination of urbanisation which
nevertheless ultimately remained the responsibility of separate municipalities.
There seems to have been a broad consensus that, in theory, the option of large
administrative mergers would be the most logical and effective solution.126 However,
a more pragmatic approach took the upper hand and re-affirmed a persistent preference for municipalism. It was argued that in general, it was too late to resort to large
administrative mergers because “the outer municipalities [had] already strongly developed outside the core city, with their own local character and (often defective) development system, which [made] them distinct centres rather than possible quarters of
one single city.”127 Thus, annexation was considered obsolete and even undesirable for
central cities. In these circumstances, the relevance of a strong and central planning
authority seemed relative and the option to install a coordinating organ became more
plausible.
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Somewhat surprisingly for a ‘municipal movement’, the UVCB thought this
coordinating role could best be taken on by the provinces, and more specifically by
the permanent deputation of the provincial council. Its main task would be “to bring
about amicably (and, if necessary, to impose forcefully) a common vision, needed
to develop urban agglomerations spread over several municipalities.”128 This was
by no means a call for strongly centralised planning policies. “Considering the fact
that a general development plan of an agglomeration should not be an alignment
plan providing specific regulations for all future streets, but only a scheme of future
development, indicating the main arteries and defining the differential development
characteristics of its constituent parts, it is easily understood that the action range
of the permanent deputation is limited to the elaboration and execution of general
urbanisation plans. The municipalities, in turn, remain entirely independent in terms
of detailed alignment plans.”129
In 1924, De Bruyne ended up casting these ideas into a general bill on the
urbanisation of cities and municipalities.130 (Fig. 1.7) The law was composed out of
two titles. The first title described the principles for general urbanisation plans, and
the second title envisaged a number of measures to implement these plans.131 Both
ideas of municipal autonomy and the coordinating role of the provinces were incorporated in the proposal. The bill’s first article allowed the permanent deputation of
the Provinces to indicate the “municipalities that belonged to the same agglomeration
(or that were to be included to it due to its expansion) and which were supposed to
jointly devise general plans for urban development improvement, extension.”132 Article
7 endowed the deputation with the “necessary powers to replace those municipalities, whose negligence or unwillingness would be likely to compromise the collective
achievements of all the agglomerate municipalities taken together.”133 Article 10,
finally, suggested to install ‘technical and provincial committees for the development,
embellishment and extension of cities and agglomerations and providing the permanent deputations with technical assistance. Van Der Swaelmen added that these
technical provincial committees should be composed of people with various professional backgrounds, covering as many aspects of a domain as vast as urbanisation as
possible.134 The intense daily working of such committees had to respond to the con128 Ibid.
129 Ibid.
130 The proposal came into being on the initiative of La Fédération des Ingénieurs Communaux de Belgique
and was partly inspired by the 1915 law on the reconstruction of devastated areas in Belgium, partly on
the French legislation of March 14, 1919 and partly on the Dutch Housing act that was last revised in
1921.
Ibid. pp. 18-25.
131 Ibid. pp. 26-30.
132 Ibid. p. 26.
133 See article 7 in ibid.
134 Van Der Swaelmen, Louis. “Programme organique d’urbanisation intercommunale.”
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Figure 1.7
The outlines of Engineer Pol De Bruyne’s 1924 bill on urbanisation, published in the UVCB’s
circles. The two titles proposed here were adopted almost verbatim in 1932 in Emile Vinck's bill
for the urbanisation of Belgian cities and towns - including the determining and coordinating role
for the provinces. The permanent deputations of the provinces were allowed to determine which
municipalities were part of the agglomerations and were obliged to draw up development plans
for their territory.
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stant changes and evolutions to which urbanisation was subjected. Moreover the 1924
bill made a regular review of municipal urbanisation plans mandatory. The ideas on
metropolitan governance, in other words, breathed the evolutionary nature of urbanisation as described in Van Der Swaelmen’s quote at the beginning of this chapter.
In early 20th century Belgium, discussions on metropolitan governance were all
about maintaining the ‘organic benefits’ of local self-government, without perpetuating the erratic disadvantages of absolute autonomy and fragmented municipalism.
The provincial authorities were attributed a key-role in establishing and moderating
what could be described as confederal municipalism. “Confederalism,” according to
Bookchin, “is explicitly not ‘localist’ but rather integrative. It rests on the mutual obligations of confederated municipalities to systematically adjudicate conflicting claims,
coordinate common efforts, and see to the administration of municipal policies without infringing on the right of the majority of its participants. That consensual forms
of agreement were possible, does not mean that the majority decision-making should
not be adopted if a confederation was risking the prospect of being tyrannised by the
few at the expense of the many.”135 That is an almost literal description of what the
provincial committees were supposed to do according to the UVCB’s bill - and what
the SCAA was already putting into practice long before these bills were even tabled.

Politicising provinces and their provisional attitude
The question remains, of course, what exactly became of De Bruyne‘s bill from
1924. By the early 1930’s, it had become a matter of political concern in Belgium. In
1931, leading socialists Emile Vinck, Camille Huysmans and Hector Lebon, submitted their bill on “The urbanisation of cities and towns” – which was almost an exact
copy of De Bruyne’s preliminary study from 1924.136 Consequently, “the question
of the organisation of large agglomerations” surfaced in parliamentary debates and
was considered “certainly one of those [questions] that currently require the most
attention from the Department of the Interior.”137 Vinck’s bill became the subject of
a few re-submissions (in 1932 and in 1936) and stirred debates both in the Chamber
of Representatives and in the Senate.138 It is notable that all the prerogatives for the
135 Bookchin, Murray. Urbanization without Cities: p. xix.
136 In fact, De Bruyne’s initial study was fully added to the bill.
See Belgian Senate. “Wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten.” Acts. 29 December 1932:
no. 17 (1932): pp. 1-82.
137 M. du Bus de Warnaffe, Minister of Interior affairs, as quoted in Belgian Parliament. Annals 1934-1935,
p. 466.
138 Belgian Senate. “Wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten.” Acts. 25 December 1931: no.
98 (1931): pp. 1-9.
Belgian Senate. “Wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten.” Acts. 29 December 1932: no.
17 (1932): pp. 1-82.
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provinces as initially proposed by De Bruyne were safeguarded in Vinck’s proposal,
including the provincial committees assisting the permanent deputations with technical and conceptual advice regarding questions of urbanisation.139
A special committee composed of officials from the Ministries of Interior Affairs
and Public Works was assigned to review the bill. It concluded that “the bill prepared
by Mr Vinck, Mr Huysmans, and Mr Lebon [was] an excellent basis for a law on
urbanisation.”140 Nevertheless, the committee proposed a number of amendments,
mostly on the protection of private property rights.141 The special committee’s slightly adapted proposal was accepted by the “High Chamber on April 2, 1936 with an
impressive majority of votes of 120 out of 125.”142 Yet the bill never entered into force.
On 8 February 1939, the Chamber of Representatives announced in a meeting report
of barely 5 sentences that officials from the Ministry of Public Works had started to
prepare an entirely new bill, taking into account the “progress made abroad in the area
of urbanisation.”143 “Vinck’s bill,”144 as the reworked version of the final bill was still
referred to, was considered ‘outdated’ and died a silent death.
It’s hard to reconstruct the true causes of this unexpected plot twist. Maybe
the resistance in the political back chambers was simply too strong. The Minister of
Public Works du Bus de Warnaffe, for instance, had warned for the high municipal
costs involved in the preparation of urbanisation plans proposed by the bill. He openly wondered whether it would not be wiser to invest this money in real and urgent
needs, instead of in some preliminary studies.145 Or did the rejection of ‘Vinck’s
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Belgian Senate. “Verslag uit naam der Vereenigde Commissiën van Binnenlandse Zaken en van
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en van Openbare Werken, belast met het onderzoek van het wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden
en gemeenten.” Acts. 18 March 1936: no. 124 (1936): pp. 1-11.
Belgian Senate. “Vergadering van woensdag 25 maart 1936.” in Annals 87, pp. 591-594.
Belgian Senate. “Vergadering van donderdag 2 april 1936, wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden en
gemeenten – voortzetting vergadering 25 maart 1936.” in Annals 87, pp. 602-607.
Belgian Chamber of Representatives. “Wetsontwerp op de urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten.” Acts. 3
April 1936: no. 214 (1936): pp. 1-9.
Belgian Chamber of Representatives. “Verslag namens de Commissie voor de Binnenlandsche Zaken op
wetsontwerp op de urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten.” Acts. 3 April 1936: no. 214 (1936): pp. 1-9.
As explained in article 10 of De Bruyne’s bill:
See De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 27.
Belgian Senate. “Aanvullend verslag uit naam van de Vereenigde Commissiën van Binnenlandse Zaken
en van Openbare Werken, belast met het onderzoek van het wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden
en gemeenten.” Acts. 18 March 1936: no. 124 (1936): p. 11.
For a detailed overview of amendments, see ibid.
Fredericq, Louis. Urbanisatie en Provincie. Ghent: Van Melle, 1938: p. 17.
Belgian Chamber of Representatives. Acts. 8 February 1939.
As we have seen, it actually was the bill from the special committee of the ministries of the Interior and
Public works. Nevertheless, the report traced it back to Vinck.
de Bus de Warnaffe claimed that study costs could easily reach into the millions:
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proposal’ in 1939 betray some party-political reckoning? After all, the rather important bill was firmly rooted in the municipal movement, which was intertwined to
the steep rise of organised socialism and the implementation of social democracy in
Europe at the turn of the century.146 It is probably a bit of everything. In the context
of this chapter, however, I will mainly develop the argument that the bill was rejected because it was contrary to the general conception of the role of the provinces in
Belgian politics.
In the run-up to the provincial law of 1836, a similar tug of war had arisen
between advocates of centralisation and supporters of local autonomy. As opposed to
the municipal level however, it is generally agreed that the provinces had less political
power and remained a relatively weak political level in Belgium.147 To be sure, the
provincial law did contain a number of articles that attributed a clear role to the provinces, especially with regard to supra-municipal affairs.148 Article 79 of the provincial
law was the most explicit, allowing the provincial authorities to take over the initiative
of municipalities that were unable or unwilling to contribute to works of common
interest that transcended the municipal boundaries.149 However, on many occasions,
the provinces were unable to push through their agenda - which can be explained by
an inconsistency between the municipal law of 30 March 1836 and the provincial law
of 30 April 1836.
This inconsistency was due to the fact that municipal mandatories were allowed
to be represented in the Chamber and the Senate, while provincial councillors were
not.150 Due to the large representation of municipal officials in national politics, the
provinces were easily side-lined. According to provincial officials, the administrative
pyramid was thus broken up by the exaggeratedly and almost mythical importance
that was given to the place of the municipal unit.151 This imbalance did not go un-

146
147

148

149
150
151

Belgian Senate. “Vergadering van donderdag 2 april 1936, wetsvoorstel op de urbanisatie van steden en
gemeenten – voortzetting vergadering 25 maart 1936.” in Annals 87, p 602.
On this argument see Dogliani, Patrisia. Un laboratorio di socialismo municipale: La Francia (1870-1920).
Milan: Franco Angeli, 1992.
It is for instance claimed that the “autonomists” complied with a more centralised governance of the
provinces as a trade-off for a strong municipal autonomy.
See Heylen, Steve, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt. Geschiedenis van de Provincie Antwerpen: Een politieke
biografie. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: pp. 34-44.
Lehoucq, Nicole and Tony Valcke. De fonteinen van De Oranjeberg: Politiek-institutionele geschiedenis van
de Provincie Oost-Vlaanderen van 1830 tot nu. 5 vols. Ghent: Stichting Mens en Kultuur, 1993: vol. 1, pp.
61-86.
These articles were also discussed in Holvoet’s study on the institutionalisation of municipalism and how
that was related with the urbanisation of Belgium’s main agglomerations.
Holvoet, Georges. Les grandes agglomérations: pp. 45-46.
Ibid. p. 46.
Ibid. pp.48-49.
Ibid. p. 50.
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noticed nor was it without perceptible consequences.152 The law on inter-municipal
cooperation of 1921, for instance, was a clear example of the provinces being sidelined. There was, in fact, no use for such a new law, because, according to art. 79 of
the provincial law, supra-municipal matters were provincial matters. However, in
the chamber of representatives and in parliament, it were mainly representatives of
the municipal level who voted the 1921 law. Unsurprisingly, they all voted in favour,
without even referring to the existence of article 79 of the provincial law.153 As such, a
number of powers that according to the constitution clearly belonged to the provinces
were transferred to the municipal level.
When the provincial law was voted in 1842, the hesitation to involve provincial councillors into national politics had been caused by the fear that the provinces
could grow into strong political bastions.154 Instead, provincial officials were supposed
to stand “above party political interests and differences and to perform their duties
in a neutral manner.”155 As a consequence, the provincial level was perceived as an
executive rather than as a true political body: “The provincial council, where material
interests are the main objective, should not be governed by political thinking (…)
why would we want to sacrifice the material interests that concern us all to interests

152 Mayors of big cities were often very well networked in national politics, which gave them considerable
powers that easily superseded the powers of the provincial governors. Moreover, this imbalance was a
general problem, as the number of municipal mandatories in parliament shows. By the end of 1935, for
instance, 131 out of 187 representatives in the chamber were municipal mandatories. Moreover, in a
remarkable inaugural speech of the parliamentary year 1933-1934 Baron Poncelet drew attention to the
longevity of this thorny issue.
Ibid. pp. 48-49.
153 Ibid. p. 47-51.
154 See the response by Theux to Verdussen, who questioned the justification of the inconsistency between
the municipal and the provincial law: “The principle that the Central Department has used as a
guideline is that it would be infinitely more dangerous to give provincial councils the opportunity to
degenerate into a political corps and to deal with matters that are not included in their task. It would
be very difficult for a member of the House of Representatives to refrain from touching on political
subjects; this would deter the provincial councils from their task of a purely local nature. It should also
be noted that the representatives could, in a certain sense, commit themselves to the council by giving
their support to draft laws that would affect their province and to promises that they would have to fulfil
in the House of Representatives. The Central Department wanted to avoid this.”
Belgian offical Journal, 8 May 1834
155 D’hondt, Bart. “De verkiezingen.” In Geschiedenis van de Provincie Antwerpen: Een politieke biografie,
edited by Steve Heylen, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt, pp. 229-323. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen,
2005: p. 236.
Of course, throughout history, it became clear that this was a very difficult premise.
See Paridaens, Marie-Anne. “Le rôle politique des gouverneurs de province et des commissaires d’arrondissement sous les libéraux et les cahtoliques (1847-1878).” Belgisch tijdschrift voor nieuwste geschiedenis
10, no. 3 (1979): pp. 371-416.
Witte, Els. “Electorale agenten aan de vooravond van de partijformaties.” Belgisch tijdschrift voor nieuwste
geschiedenis 1, no. 2 (1969): pp. 216-253.
Coninckx, Daniël. “Rechtstreekse verkiezing van de gouverneur: hoofd of bijzaak?” in Uitdagingen
voor de 21ste eeuw: Lokale en Provinciale Politiek, edited by Herwig Reynaert en Carl Devos, pp 91-112.
Bruges: Vanden Broele, 2001.
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of political opinion?”156 It probably also explains why no major democratic representation was given to the provinces as none of its members were directly eligible.157 As a
result, the provincial level was labelled as ‘artificial’ and as ‘insignificant in terms of
citizenship’158 and as an eroded political level for the stalling of aristocratic elites of
the Ancien Régime.159
Initially, the provincial councils mostly acted as the material executors of central
state politics. It is no coincidence that the provinces’ 19th-century activities have been
characterised as “prudent management.”160 The Provincial Departments of Bridges
and Roads, for instance, contributed a great deal to the building of the national
road-grids under the wing of the Ministry of Public Works.161 The materialisation of
dispersed infrastructure policies already decided by the state, seems to have been the
province’s so-called ‘a-political’ mission throughout the nineteenth century. In De
Bruyne’s study on the legal bases of urbanisation, the executive role of the provinces
was clearly reflected in a number of laws.162 The provinces mainly executed without
being actively involved in the conception of these infrastructure policies.163 Moreover,
De Bruyne described how the Provinces’ permanent deputations were increasingly
deprived of real responsibilities during the nineteenth century.164
Around the turn of the 20th century, however, things slowly started to change.
In parliament and in the chamber of representatives, the competence of small
156 D’hondt, Bart. “De verkiezingen”: p. 246.
157 The Governors were mostly royal confidants appointed by the Belgian king and members of the permanent deputation were chosen by and among provincial councilors.
UVCB. “Belgique”: p. 16.
158 In his address to the UIV, Cooreman stated: “Generally speaking, it can be said that every man is a citizen of
two places: his municipality and his homeland.” And also Perrot claimed that “above all, a Belgian is a citizen
of Antwerp, Brussels, Liege,” and he quickly added that “it should also be noted that the provinces are only
administrative units whose lives are artificial.”
Cooreman, Gérard. “Discours de M. Cooreman”: p. 72.
Perrot, Louis. Le municipalisme belge: p. 19.
159 “In building their more centralised states,” Bookchin wrote, “[monarchies] did not sweep the stage clear with a
new broom, and many older and outmoded political forms and institutions survived the reign of absolutism, like
scenery left standing while a new play was performed.”
Bookchin, Murray. Urbanization without Cities.
160 Heylen, Steve. “Genese van een provincie: Gemeenschap, grondgebied, instellingen en bevoegdheden.”
In Geschiedenis van de Provincie Antwerpen: Een politieke biografie, edited by Steve Heylen, Bart De Nil,
and Bart D’hondt, pp. 19-198. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: p. 45.
161 Heylen, Steve, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt. Geschiedenis Van De Provincie Antwerpen: Een Politieke
Biografie. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: pp. 68-72.
162 De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: pp. 8-15.
163 Bénédicte Grosjean, for instance, showed that the provincial authorities, although qualified to do so,
were not really involved in planning the trajectories of vicinal railways.
Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme: p. 125.
164 “Nous constatons ici un nouvel exemple de suppression d’une intervention de l’autorité supérieure [la deputation permanente]” De Bruyne wrote on new constraints that the laws of May 20, 1863 (Chemins
Vicinaux) and December 30, 1887 (amendment of municipal law) caused for the provincial authorities.
De Bruyne, Pol. “L’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations”: p. 12.
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municipalities to manage the growing complexities of urbanisation was increasingly
questioned.165 The provincial authorities, in turn, could rely on a strong engineering
tradition and generally had a very own staff of technical experts at their disposal by
the turn of the twentieth century.166 The provinces, in other words, had all the skills
that municipalities were lacking in order to deal with the leap of complexity that
marked the urban question at the turn of the century.167 Consequently, a number of
laws appeared that gave the provinces more responsibilities.168 A circular from 1910 of
the Minister of Agriculture and Public Works Joris Helleputte confirmed the growing confidence in the provinces, urging provincial governors to take action into the
question of urban expansion, clearly confirms the growing confidence in the provinces’
technical abilities.169 A few years later, in 1914, the provincial authorities were allowed
to promulgate building codes along national and communal roads (see chapters 2 and
5). This chain of events clearly demonstrates a growing status of the provinces - anticipating the central role in managing programmatic urbanisation that the UVCB saw
for the provinces from the 1920s onwards.
Slowly, but surely, it became clear that the provinces’ technical expertise gained
under the 19th century regime of dispersion could just as well be used to support many
un-emancipated municipalities that were caught up in the process of urban agglomeration by the turn of the 20th century. Moreover, in their public speeches, Provincial
Governors increasingly adopted the UVCB’s discourse on programmatic urbanisation.
(Fig. 1.8) Governor Verwilghen from Limburg, for instance, stated that he was “very
much opposed to municipal autonomy when this principle of public law gave rise to
passive complacency and inertia.”170 He argued in favour of provincial building codes
and building councils.171 It was a matter of concern that also surfaced in many other
provinces (see Chapter 5). Baron Houtart, governor of the province of Brabant scrutinised the law in a De Bruyne-like fashion.172 In his report Les Grandes Agglomérations
Urbaines, Antwerp governor Holvoet emphasised the role of the provinces in
165 Smets, Marcel. “La reconstruction belge”: p. 75.
166 The Province of Antwerp, for example, established a provincial technical service (Provinciale Technische
Dienst) on 1 January 1886. It was led by a chief engineer and three district engineers.
Heylen, Steve. “Genese van een provincie”: p. 70.
167 Smets, Marcel. “La reconstruction belge”: pp. 75-77.
168 For example the 1889 housing law which casted the provinces as neutral referees in questions regarding
cantonal committees and the 1907 law that enabled the creation of inter-communal and provincial
associations in order to tackle the question of fresh water supply.
169 Zampa, Federia. La continuité d’une Illusion.
170 Verwilghen, Hubert. Over de gemeentelijke bouwreglementen: p. 5.
171 Not only the Province of Limburg was thinking in this direction. Also Governor Fredericq of the
Province of East-Flanders spoke out in favour of this idea. In Antwerp, such provincial building codes
had already installed under influence of the SCAA (see Chapter 5).
Verwilghen, Hubert. Over de gemeentelijke bouwreglementen: p. 5.
Fredericq, Louis. Urbanisatie en Provincie: p. 22.
172 Houtart, Albert. Urbanisatie En De Wet: Redevoering Op 1ste October 1937 Uitgesproken Ter Gelegenheid
Van De Opening Der Gewone Zitting Van Den Provincialen Raad Van Brabant. Brussels: Guyot, 1937.
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Figure 1.8
The rhetoric on municipalism and programmatic urbanisation that was developed in UVCB
circles surfaced in several speeches of different provincial governors throughout the 1930’s. The
governors eagerly picked up on the role assigned to the provinces in the successive bills. Both
governmental, legal and aesthetic aspects were addressed. In several cases, technical provincial
committees were ‘provisionally’ established to manage what was termed ‘regional urbanisation.’
The SCAA must be regarded as a very early example and leitbild of such provincial commissions.
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administering metropolitan districts. Urbanising the agglomerations seems to have
been an ultimate project that gave new relevance and legitimacy to the provincial institutions. However, taking a clear stance and choosing for programmatic urbanisation
as it was defined at that moment by the socialist-inclined municipal movement, wasn’t
exactly the a-political project the provinces were supposed to stand for. Arguably this
was one of the causes of the bill’s failure - but that doesn’t mean that the provinces
resigned themselves to their fate.
The speech Urbanisation and Province from the Governor of East-Flanders
Louis Fredericq, for example, was a clear example of the provinces’ provisional attitude. Referring to the UCVB’s suggestions, Fredericq argued that urbanisation “had
dissociated itself from the concept of the city (…) covering entire urban agglomerations and extended regions.”173 In these circumstances, he pleaded that the provinces
should claim their role as “counsellor and mentor for all the municipalities”174 that
were affected by extended urbanisation. He referred to the 1936 bill on urbanisation,
and despite the fact that it had not yet been voted, he nevertheless proposed the
establishment of a provincial urbanisation committee, as required by Article 10 of
the bill. “Either the bill will be adopted by the Senate and ratified by the Chamber of
Representatives,” he said “and in that case, the provincial committee for urbanisation
(...), will have already conducted useful research on all the problems that the law will
ask them to solve – which would save us a lot of time.” And he concluded that “even
in case the chambers keep delaying the bill’s approval, the work entrusted to the committee will be able to produce most sustainable results.”175
Governor Fredericq was not alone in his provisional morality. Several urbanisation committees (Antwerp, Antwerp, December 20, 1907; Ghent, East-Flanders, July
24, 1920; Brussels, Brabant, November 30, 1931) had been set up under the auspices
of the provinces before a general legislative framework on their constitutional role
in urbanisation materialised.176 These committees were all appointed by royal decree,
under existing laws, which avoided overly lengthy procedures involving municipal
interference. Yet, in the words of the UVCB, it also meant that these provincial
committees were never backed by any legislation to impose their vision ‘forcefully’
upon the municipalities. The only strategy left for them was to bring about their ideas
‘amicably’, in consensus with all the involved municipalities.

173 Fredericq, Louis. Urbanisatie en Provincie: pp. 7-8.
Moreover, Fredericq refers in his speech to multiple texts by Raphaël Verwilghen.
174 Ibid. pp. 20-21.
175 Ibid. p. 22.
176 Apart from Antwerp, ther were similar study committees in Brussels, Ghent, Bruges and Liege.
Velle, Karel Het Openbaar Ministerie In België (1796-1995): Organisatie, Bevoegdheden En Archiefvorming.
Brussels: Algemeen rijksarchief, 1995: pp. 498, 499, 507, 527.
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Established in 1907 already, the SCAA may readily be regarded as the very first
of these urbanisation committees that were set up in the Belgian context. It was an
early manifestation of the need of new administrative regimes in response to new
geographies of urbanisation. The provincial commissions became executioners and
moderators of a regime of confederal municipalism. In the absence of real legislative
powers, the SCAA’s members would depend upon a pro-active approach, creatively
exploring the boundaries of what was within their legal powers, and what was not. In
the absence of a strong legal framework on urbanisation and a clear mandate, their
task to practise programmatic urbanisation and to ‘urbanise the agglomeration’, i.e. to
turn the larger agglomeration into the shared habitat of an urbanising society could
only be accomplished by an atoning yet straightforward entrepreneurial attitude.
Hence the title of this dissertation: Urbanisons! – Let’s urbanise!

►

Policy-entrepreneurs in the Province: working
towards a relative ideal
What this long introduction makes clear is that the SCAA was founded provisionally in an administrative and legal vacuum. The committee was set up at a pivotal
moment in history, when cities were beginning to feel the need of new urban policies,
yet before organisations such as the UIV and the UVCB started disseminating possible solutions and concrete legislative proposals. In other words, it was far from clear
how an organisation such as the SCAA was supposed to function and how it should
tackle the question of urbanising the agglomeration. In this paragraph, I will analyse
the committee’s nearly 700 meeting reports to reconstruct how it operated and by
who it was led.
I will start by looking at exactly who the members of the committee were, and
which of them were the SCAA’s driving forces. An exercise that allows me to introduce some of the key-figures that play the main role in this PhD, while demonstrating that the SCAA’s centre of gravity was indeed situated in the province. Secondly,
I will show that these protagonists were only too well aware of their precarious
institutional situation and limited powers, which convinced them to work towards a
‘relative ideal’ instead of an ‘absolute ideal’ – an attitude that was informed by both
realism and conviction.177 Thirdly, the SCAA’s persistent and proactive search for
operational frameworks in the absence of a clear legal status, allows me to frame the
SCAA as what Cohen, March and Olsen defined as an ‘organised anarchy’ 178 led by
177 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
178 Cohen, Michael D., James G. March, and Johan P. Olsen. “A Garbage Can Model of Organisational
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what Kingdon later described as ‘policy-entrepreneurs.’ Moreover, I will argue that the
interaction between these policy-entrepreneurs and organisations such as the UVCB
was very close and reciprocal from 1907 onwards. I will argue that the UVCB’s
ideology was fed from the SCAA’s practices, and vice versa. Thus, the SCAA was not
so much applying approved policy. Rather, the SCAA’s protagonists were inventing,
informing, co-producing and testing that policy along the way – which according to
Kingdon is what defines a policy-entrepreneur’s very raison d’être.

Urbanisation as human’s work: the SCAA’s key actors
From the start it was clear that the SCAA was not meant to be a strong hierarchical and centralised body. Basically, the committee was composed of a group of
elected politicians and civil servants from local municipalities, the provincial administrations and national ministries. The concerned mayors of all municipalities
with their secretaries and occasional technicians constituted the largest part of the
SCAA’s members. At the other end of the spectrum, the ministers of the ministries
of Public Works, War and Agriculture were part of the committee, together with a
group of state engineers. This dichotomy was already felt at the inaugural meeting of
the SCAA in 1908, where Minister of Public Works and SCAA-president Auguste
Delbeke addressed members from the national administrations in French before
switching to Dutch to address local municipal officials. (Fig. 1.9) In-between these
opposing social realms were a number of provincial members - bridge builders between abstract statecraft and grounded municipalism. And it were precisely these provincial officials who ended up taking charge of the committee’s day-to-day operations.
With many politically elected members, the SCAA had a very high turnover
throughout its existence. Between 1907 and 1939 more than 250 different people
composed the ‘large crowds’ that were urbanising the agglomeration.179 It does not
seem useful to go over these members one by one. Instead, I will highlight a number
of principles and persons that ensured continuity, and gave consistency to the SCAA’s
project. Originally, the committee was composed of some 50 members and it was
feared that it was too large a group to work efficiently.180 That is why it was suggested
that the SCAA’s daily operation would be coordinated by a small group of six people,
which were referred to as the committee’s ‘bureau’ composed of a president, three
vice-presidents and two secretaries. (Fig. 1.10). The idea was that state, province and

Choice.” Administrative Science Quarterly 17, no. 1 (1972): pp. 1-25.
179 This number was obtained by patiently counting each and every different name of the members that
participated in SCAA meetings between 1907 and 1939 - for which I pledge a sincere thanks to my
father. Sceptics can do the maths for themselves on the basis of Annex 2 to this work.
180 Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning”: p. 40.
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Figure 1.9
Excerpts from president August Delbeke’s inaugural speech at the SCAA's ceremonial appointment session in 1908. The SCAA was clearly conceived as a mediating body between local
municipalities (addressed in Dutch) and national ministries (addressed in French). The SCAA’s
mission was clear from the start: to bring unity and harmony to the urbanisation of the Antwerp
Agglomeration by monitoring a number of pertinent urban questions such as utilities, infrastructures, housing, amenities, public parks, public transport etc.

municipalities would all be equally represented.181 Yet I will argue that the ‘bureau’ had
a clear centre of gravity in the province and that it became a linchpin between local
and national settings in multiple ways.
Baron Auguste Delbeke (1853-1921) became the SCAA’s first president. As a
doctor of laws, Delbeke settled in Antwerp to become a lawyer at the Bar of Antwerp.
Initially, Delbeke became a renowned provincial career politician. 182 As a member
of the Catholic Meeting Party, he became Minister of Public Works between 1907
and 1910, and it was in this position that he became the SCAA’s president. Delbeke
maintained close ties with King-Urbanist Leopold II and was an important royal
advisor - especially in terms of urban development. It was Delbeke who managed
to persuade the King to implement the royal decree installing the SCAA in 1907.
As a minister and royal confidant, Delbeke obviously maintained close ties with
national politics. But as a prominent citizen and entrepreneur, he also maintained
close ties with the local political and economic sphere in Antwerp (see Chapters 3
and 4). Delbeke was a well-established figure, both among local and national elites.
Remarkably, Delbeke remained in office as the SCAA’s president after his resignation
as Minister of Public Works in 1910. After his death in 1921 he was never replaced
181 Ibid.
182 Institut Royal Colonial Belge. “Auguste Delbeke,” in Biographie Coloniale Belge, Tôme IV, pp. 197-205.
Brussels: Falk, 1955.
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Figure 1.10
The members of the SCAA’s bureau between 1908 and 1939. The Minister of Public Works Auguste
Delbeke acted as the SCAA’s president between 1908 and 1922. The Provincial governors were
appointed 1st vice President (president after 1922). The Antwerp mayors became 2nd vice President
(1st vice president after 1922). The District Commissioners were 3rd vice President and (2nd vice
president after 1922). Finally, two secretaries were appointed. Provincial Clerk Joseph Schobbens
became general secretary, and Engineer De Heem of the Department of Bridges and Roads
became vice secretary. The thickness of the lines in the diagram corresponds to the length of the
person's membership. The darker the line, the more often the individuals involved were actually
present at the meetings. These attendances were collected from the 680 meeting minutes of the
SCAA found in various archives, and which are listed in Appendix 1 of this work. Schobbens and
De Heem served the entire period and achieved attendance rates of 97% and 99% respectively.
As will be revealed throughout this PhD, they were the driving forces behind the daily operation
of the SCAA. Much more than the Antwerp Governors or Mayors who (collectively) attended only
26% and 9% of the meetings respectively - as can be seen from the right column in the diagram.
The Antwerp mayors only showed up 62 times out of the 125 times they were invited on a total of
680 meetings. For the Governors that was 176 times out of 303 on a total of 680. The committee’s
point of gravity was clearly lying in the province, more than in the city, and it were clearly Joseph
Schobbens and Paul De Heem who were setting the SCAA’s agenda.
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by the incumbent Minister of Public Works. It testifies to Delbeke’s great personal involvement in the SCAA, which seems to have been his brainchild to a certain extent.
As a consequence, all other members of the committee moved up a rank after 1921.
The function of first vice-president (and president after 1921) was reserved for
the governors of the province of Antwerp. During the SCAA’s active period, this role
was consistently taken up by prominent aristocrats from the Catholic Party: Earl
Louis de Brouchoven de Bergeyck (1871-1938, vice-president between 1907-1908),
Earl Ferdinand de Baillet Latour (1850-1925, vice-president between 1908-1912),
Baron Gaston Van de Werve de Schilde (1867-1923, (vice)president between 19121923) and Baron Georges Holvoet (1874-1967, president between 1923-1939). As
King’s elect and responsible to the central government, these governors were part
of national politics. Yet as Antwerp dignitaries, they were also closely related to
Antwerp’s aristocratic circles, consisting of local politicians, landowners, entrepreneurs
and financiers – a significant number of whom became important stakeholders in
urbanising the agglomeration (see Chapters 3 and 4).
The mayors of the city of Antwerp were appointed second-vice-president (and
vice-president after 1921). These were Alfons Hertogs (1843-1908, second-vice-president between 1907-1908, liberal party), Jan De Vos (1843-1923, second-vice-president between 1908-1921, liberal party), Frans Van Cauwelaert (1880-1961, vice-president between 1921 and 1933, catholic party) and Camille Huysmans (1871-1968,
vice-president between 1933-1939, socialist party). They clearly represented the
interests of the city of Antwerp in the committee. However, it should not be forgotten
that some of them, including Huysmans, were strong statesmen as well.183
The role of third vice-president (second vice-president after 1921) was fulfilled
by the district commissioners of Antwerp: Louis Dierckx (1907-1933), Van Den
Hende (1934-1935) and Debaedts (1936-1939) respectively. These commissioners
were supposed to represent the interests of the agglomeration’s municipalities within
the ‘bureau’.184 In theory, these districts were administrative units where the common
interests of a volatile patchwork of catholic, liberal and, from the 1920s onwards
also socialist municipalities came together.185 In practice, however, these districts fell
183 It is, for example, remarkable that in 1906, just around the time the SCAA was being set up and
Leopold II wanted to leave his mark on the Antwerp agglomeration, Alfons Hertogs was appointed
mayor by Leopold II and the government De Trooz, instead of Victor Desguin who had won the
elections.
Hancké, Lode. De Antwerpse burgemeesters van 1831 tot 2000: Van Le Grelle tot Detiège. Antwerp: De
Vries-Brouwers, 2000: pp. 133-161.
184 Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning.”
185 Socialist mayors gradually came to power, especially in muncipalities with large workers’ communities
such as Hoboken (mayor Richard Marnef, 1921-1939), Deurne (mayor Lode Craeybeckx, 1933-1937)
and also the city of Antwerp itself (mayor Camille Huysmans, 1933-1939).
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directly under the province. In that sense, the districts corresponded to the ‘neutral’
role of the provinces which was mostly concerned with the material preconditions of
(urban) development rather than with truly local and municipal politics.
Last, but certainly not least, two secretaries were appointed. Joseph Schobbens
(1871-1939) became the SCAA’s general secretary and Paul De Heem (??-??) was appointed secretary. As a head of the cabinet of the governors (1901-1914) and later as
the province’s Registrar (1914-1938), Schobbens was deeply immersed in provincial
politics. Throughout his entire career, Schobbens remained a confidant of successive
governors and a much respected figure both in the provincial council and the permanent deputation.186 He was even called the ‘shadow governor’ of the Antwerp province. His role as the SCAA’s general secretary was close to his heart and even after
his retirement in 1938, he continued to attend all of the SCAA’s meetings - until his
death on June 20, 1939. It testifies to his boundless commitment to the province in
general and to his key-role in the urbanisation of the agglomeration in particular. This
dissertation will largely confirm that “everything that was realised [between 1907 and
1939] in terms of urbanisation within the province, the city and the agglomeration
was marked by Schobbens.”187 Before he chose a position as a civil servant, he had
been a promising lawyer at the Antwerp Bar. His extensive knowledge and keen understanding of Belgian law and abundant contacts at national ministries, would prove
to be of great value throughout his career and were indispensable to the SCAA’s aim
of urbanising the agglomeration (see Chapters 2 and 4). In addition, Schobbens was
a very committed citizen of Antwerp who did not hesitate to address the city council
directly if he thought it necessary (see Chapters 5 and 6).
Paul De Heem, in turn, was a civil (road) engineer who graduated at the State
University of Ghent.188 As was often the case with alumni of the state university,
De Heem quickly made a career at the Ministry of Public Works. He specialised in
road engineering an became a member of the Permanent International Association
of Road Congresses that organised conferences all over the world.189 He was thus
familiar with the peculiarities of the national administration. Strictly speaking, De
Heem was a state engineer working under the Ministry of Public Works. However,
on the occasion of the SCAA’s establishment, he was put in charge of a special service
for studying and developing the road network of the Antwerp agglomeration.190 His
186 Ibid.
187 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: Vijf Eeuwen Parkgeschiedenis. Tielt: Lannoo, 1997: p. 129.
188 Between 1943 and 1946 De Heem chaired the alumni association of engineers that had graduated at
Ghent University.
See: https://aig.ugent.be/over-aig/geschiedenis-aig/ (last accessed 2 February 2021).
189 See, for instane: Permanent International Association of Road Congresses. Sixth International Road
Congress, Washington D.C., 1931. Washington: Government Printing Office, 1931.
190 Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning”: p. 14.
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office and department were joined to the SCAA’s offices in Antwerp. Thus, Paul
De Heem, an Antwerp citizen himself, actually worked under the province – which
explains why the bulk of his work was recovered from the provincial archives. He
became acquainted with several engineers of the Provincial Technical Service, such as
Raymond Verhoestraeten (who was succeeded by engineers Mullie and Tessens from
the 1930’s onwards). In his new provincial and inter-municipal role, De Heem met
with several municipal engineers and technicians. His collaboration with Antwerp
city engineer Richard Lemeunier (who was succeeded by Alfred Roelandts from 1923
onwards) for example, brought him into contact with typically urban engineering
problems (see Chapter 2). In sum, De Heem was in the ideal position to reconcile
divergent (sometimes competing) technological frameworks, inherent to different
levels of governance, and to work towards a ‘shared politics of technology’ turning the
SCAA into a multi-level platform for open and mutual debate.191
On paper the SCAA’s ‘bureau’ might have had a balanced multi-level profile,
but in practice nearly all members had strong ties with the Province of Antwerp. The
central position of the province becomes even more apparent when considering the
members’ actual attendances at the SCAA-meetings. Auguste Delbeke, for instance,
never was a very present member. He only attended 10% of the meetings he was
invited to – most of which after his career as a national minister had ended in 1910.
The Antwerp mayors were even less present, only attending 9% of all meetings. Of
the dignitaries, the provincial governors and district commissioners were most actively
involved, with attendance rates of 26% and 34% respectively. However, the true
driving forces of the SCAA were Schobbens and De Heem. First of all, they were
the only two who were continuously part of the SCAA and its bureau between 1907
and 1939. Secondly, they had a degree of attendance that made all the other members
pale: Schobbens was present 95% of the time and De Heem 99%. The bureau’s centre
of gravity was thus clearly located in the province. (Fig. 1.10)
Moreover, its two secretaries Schobbens and De Heem were clearly in charge
of the SCAA’s agenda - colouring well outside the lines of their mere administrative
roles. They became somewhat of an inseparable duo of the Antwerp agglomeration. Until 1939, De Heem had only missed 1 meeting, somewhere in 1926, due
to illness.192 In early July 1939, in the days following the death of his companion
191 Aibar and Bijker, for instance, argued that different technological frameworks can lead to the development of specific conceptions of power used in a politics of technology. They argued that Cerda’s
extension plan for Barcelona became the subject of heated debates and power struggles between city
engineers, city architects and state engineers. Although such tensions were not entirely absent in the
Antwerp agglomeration (see Chapter 2), the SCAA seems to have functioned as a conciliating platform
where these competing forces and frames came together in open and mutual debate.
Aibar, Eduardo, and Wiebe E. Bijker. “Constructing a City: The Cerda Plan for the Extension of
Barcelona.” Science, Technology, & Human Values 22, no. 1 (1997): pp. 3-30.
192 SCAA, subcommittee 27. Habitations à Bon Marché au Nord d’Anvers - moyens d’exécution, [minutes of
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Schobbens, he missed another five. Together, this lawyer and this engineer became
the SCAA’s unquestioned protagonists, governing programmatic urbanisation from
within the provincial administration.
In addition to these members of the ‘bureau’, there were a number of other
important profiles in the committee, mostly engineers from many departments.193 The
most important of the state-engineers was August Mennes from the Department
of Hygiene that resorted under the Ministry of the Interior. Mostly, these engineers
were called upon according to necessity and many of them were only sporadically
present, but that didn’t apply to Mennes. From the early 1920s onwards, this Merxem
born engineer, became one of the SCAA’s unadulterated driving forces (see Chapters
2 and 4). In addition to his job as a state engineer, he became a technical advisor to
the SCAA in the field of sanitary engineering. It lead him to founding a private engineering firm that ended up working on assignments for virtually every municipality in
the agglomeration and for many private clients.
At the provincial level, another interesting profile appeared: that of Inspector at
the Administration of Registrations and Domains Between 1907 and 1921, François
Destryker, chairman of a committee charged with the acquisition of landed properties
in the Antwerp area, was a crucial figure for the development of the SCAA’s land policy. His role was later taken on by people like Deduytschaever, General Inspector of
Domains at the Ministry of Finances and Boufflers, chairman of the committee of expropriations in Antwerp. Thanks to these members, the SCAA had a perfect view of
land-ownership in the agglomeration – which often gave them a strategic advantage.
At the local level, the names of a few municipal civil servants stand out - especially
those of Antwerp’s city engineer Richard Lemeunier and city secretary Hyppolite
Geyselinck. Much more than their mayors, they represented the city in the SCAA
meetings - even when these meetings were not about the city’s own territory.194 (Fig.
1.11) Despite the fact that his presence clearly diminished over time, Geyselinck
became an interesting figure for the SCAA. From 1922 onwards he was appointed secretary of the “Conferences of Mayors” that were organised on the initiative
of Antwerp Mayor Van Cauwelaert. At these conferences joint problems of several
SCAA meeting]. 25 april April 1922.
All minutes of the meetings of the SCAA and its subcommittees to which this chapter refers can be
found in the provincial archives of Antwerp in Antwerp and Antwerp. An overview of these documents
and exact references to the their location within the archives can be found in annex 1.
193 Engineers from federal services and departments such as the National Company for Vicinal Railways,
the Ministry of Railways, the Ministry of Postal Services and Telegraphs, the Ministry of Agriculture
and Public Works, several engineers from the Department of Bridges and Roads with specific assignments such as the harbour, canals etc. appeared on the SCAA’s members’ list.
194 Vandewoude, Vincent. Metropoolvorming Antwerpse agglomeratie: Analyse van de eerste twintig jaar werking van de Studie-commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpse agglomeratie (1907-1927) [unpublished master’s
disertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2018.
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municipalities in the agglomeration were raised and tackled.195 Through Geyselinck,
the SCAA was able to keep a finger on the pulse of the agglomeration’s municipal life.
In summary, we can conclude that the SCAA’s most important members mainly
operated from within the province; that most of them had direct lines of communication with national administrations; and that they were at the same time strongly rooted in the local context. From this in-between position, the committee was in touch
with everyday life in the municipalities - but at the same time could take sufficient
distance to encompass the agglomeration as a whole. Despite its limited legal status,
it must be acknowledged that the SCAA was a rather powerful and authoritative
organ – that had a great deal of accumulated ‘Bourdian’ capital at its disposal.196 Its
social capital was ensured by high-ranking officials whose political networks reached
as far as the king himself. Highly educated engineers provided the committee with
cultural capital in the form of state-of-the-art technological and scientific knowledge. Close ties to financial and entrepreneurial elites brought the committee to the
source of economic capital. And finally, the involvement of the Provincial Governor
and Minister of Public Works, as the King’s elect and protégé respectively, backed
the SCAA up with a significant amount of symbolic capital. The SCAA, in sum, was
nothing less than a bureaucratic elite that was in control of urbanising the Antwerp
agglomeration.197
It makes the SCAA susceptible to pertinent (neo-)Marxist criticism, namely that of urbanism as a project controlled by ruling elites providing the material
conditions that sustain the reproduction of existing social relations, maintaining and
even exacerbating structural inequality. Many of the SCAA’s projects and initiatives
can be interpreted as typical bourgeois and reformist responses to structural social
problems that nevertheless did not structurally disappear afterwards. The fact that
195 During these voluntary conferences, all mayors of agglomerated municipalities gathered to discuss collective development strategies from which their agglomeration as a whole would benefit. This working
method first appeared in the Brussels agglomeration. It must be stressed, however, that the frequency
of meetings was rather low, and the nature of the topics discussed was very eclectic. As such, the SCAA
remained the unquestioned instigator of inter-municipal cooperation undergirding the project of urbanising the agglomeration.
See file MA-FAG#3259. Verslagen van Conferenties van de burgemeesters van Groot-Antwerpen 19221929. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
196 The notion ‘capital’ has multiple definitions, connotations and nuances. Bourdieu defines it as: “Capital is
accumulated labor (in its materialised form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, when appropriated on a
private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form
of reified or living labor.” Bourdieu distinguishes between social, cultural, economic and symbolic capital.
See Bourdieu, Pierre. “The forms of capital.” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of
Education, edited by John Richardson, pp. 241-258. New York: Greenwood, 1986.
197 Ferretti, Roberto. “The Formation of a Bureaucratic Group between Centre and Periphery: Engineers
and Local Government in Italy from the Liberal Period to Fascism (1861–1939).” in Municipal Services
and Employees in the Modern City, edited by Michèle Dagenais, pp. 66–83. Aldershot: Asgate, 2003.
Couperus, Stefan, Christianne Smit, and Dirk Jan Wolffram, eds. In Control of the City: Local Elites and
the Dynamics of Urban Politics, 1800 - 1960. Leuven: Peeters, 2007.
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Figure 1.11
The dark spots on this graph show the percentage of attendance per year in all the SCAA’s meetings of Clerk Joseph Schobbens and Engineer Paul De Heem. In light grey, the attendance rates
of the dignitaries with equivalent functions of Schobbens and De Heem at the administration of
the city of Antwerp are indicated. City secretary Hyppolite Geyselinck and city engineer Richard
Lemeunier (and engineer Roelandts in a later stage). The presence of the Antwerp officials clearly
diminished over time in comparison to their provincial colleagues. Urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration increasingly became a project that was directed from the provincial government.
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the committee had no broad democratic legitimacy only seems to reinforce such a
reading. The general single voting right, for instance, didn’t exist when the committee
was established in 1907.198 Moreover, the members of the permanent deputations in
the provinces were not directly eligible, let alone the SCAA’s members.
However, I would like to propose a more nuanced reading. Ultimately, the SCAA
was set up with the aim of addressing a number of urban questions that became
increasingly prominent in the agglomeration. In this sense, it was established with the
explicit aim of providing the material conditions in order to improve everyday living
conditions. Using the language of David Harvey, the SCAA’s protagonists could be
characterised as ‘community improvers’ seeking a genuine “alternative to dispersal and
to the moral influence of the suburbs (…) in the application of doctrines of community improvement.”199 “In the hands of civic, urban, and ‘moral’ reformers of the late
nineteenth century,” Harvey writes “it meant a real effort to improve the qualities of
life for at least the respectable working class, if not the urban poor.” It remains important to stress that the provinces did not exclusively start focusing on agglomeration
processes from the 20th century onwards and that they kept supporting processes of
dispersal and equal spatial distribution.200 But with the SCAA, a body was created to
bring pertinent questions regarding the agglomeration on the agenda more explicitly
- and that provided a clear alternative to the 19th century dispersal policy in Belgium.
As the SCAA was dealing with such urban questions as decent housing and roads,
public transport and public parks for the greatest numbers, the label ‘community-improvers’ fits rather well with the SCAA’s members – as will become clear throughout
this work.
Moreover, the committee operated in an era that has been described as an “era
of (prudent) democratisation”201 in provincial politics. The introduction of the general
multiple voting right in 1893 and the general single voting right for men in 1919 did
have a broadening impact on the composition and policy of the provincial councils
and the voice of the working poor steadily increased.202 As I will argue, some form
198 For men, the general single voting right was installed in 1919 in Belgium. For women it took until 1948.
199 Harvey, David W. The Urbanisation of Capital. Oxford: Blackwell, 1985: pp. 29-30.
200 See, for instance, Bruggeman, Dieter. Urban Questions in the Countryside.
Bruggeman, Dieter, and Michiel Dehaene. “Urban Questions in the Countryside? Urbanisation and the
Collective Consumption of Electricity in Early 20th Century Belgium.” Planning Perspectives 32, no. 3
(2017): pp. 309-332.
Heylen, Steve. “Genese van een provincie”: p. 91.
201 Heylen, Steve, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt. Geschiedenis Van De Provincie Antwerpen: Een Politieke
Biografie. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: pp. 80-97.
202 Ibid.
Moreover, Holvoet’s personal intervention in the port strikes of 1928, for instance, which ensured better
working conditions and wages for Antwerp dockworkers, is exemplary of the growing political awareness that these classes could no longer simply be ignored. Baron Georges Holvoet took the initiative
to establish the national harbour committee (nationaal havencomiteit) CEPA. This committee had to
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of social redistribution and inclusion was a genuine concern for some of the SCAA’s
members - and the impact of the SCAA’s urbanisation efforts on the daily lives of
people from different social classes was very real. Remarkably, the SCAA’s proactive
agenda was accompanied by a sharply increased working capital in the province of
Antwerp. (Fig. 1.12) More consolidated urbanisation programs undergirding the
building of agglomerations and urban communities became a pertinent alternative
to dispersal policies (keeping urban communities from being established in the first
place). It is mainly in this sense that the characterisation of the SCAA members as
community-improvers should be understood.

Governing the in-between: programmatic urbanisation as
a path towards a relative ideal
It could be argued that the SCAA’s mission was initially part of an outspoken
centralist agenda. Especially the harbour expansion in pursuit of national prosperity had been initiated and coordinated from Brussels. Not least by King Leopold II
himself, who saw the port of Antwerp as an ideal gateway to his personal playground
in the Congo. Nevertheless, as a true King-Urbanist, Leopold II tried to leave his
centralist mark on the agglomeration’s urban expansion as well - especially in the
SCAA’s early years. That can be read in the memoirs of Joseph Stübben, famous
German urban planner, personal friend and advisor to Leopold II. In a 1915 article
on Die Erweiterung der Stadt Antwerpen, Stübben mused on old memories, recalling
how his royal friend tried to imprint his own personal mark on the agglomeration’s
development:
“It was on July 26, 1907 when the King (Leopold II), coming from the
opening of the port of Zeebrugge, anchored his yacht Alberta at the quays
of the River Scheldt in Antwerp. For dinner he had summoned a number of
dignitaries of the state and local authorities, including several engineers and
architects, to his ship. The author of these lines had also been invited. After
dinner, the King led his guests into a room next to the dining room, the floor
of which was covered with plans of the city and its surroundings, extending
to the second line of outer forts. They stood in a circle around the plans as
the king, following the various features on the plans with his stick, developed
his thoughts, directions and requests concerning the future layout of the
urban settlements, the harbour, the railways, the parks and other open spaces,
monitor the equal and consequent application of wages and employment conditions. Its establishment is
deemed an historic agreement in the history of the social struggle at the Port of Antwerp.
Picavet, Robert. Baron Georges Holvoet: magistraat 1899–1923, gouverneur van de Provincie Antwerpen
1923- 1945, kabinetschef van de prins-regent 1944–1950. Zellik: Roularta Books, 1998: pp. 108-129.
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Figure 1.12
Provincial government spending in Antwerp increased exponentially in the first decades of the
20th century. An increase that paralleled the SCAA's urbanisation program. The need of programmatic urbanisation in the urban agglomerations clearly marked a trend break with the paradigm of
"cheap urbanisation.”

major roads and drainage systems within the whole expansion area between
the existing and the new ramparts.” 203
The King was not averse to central dirigisme and top-down planning. A few
months after this boat party, the SCAA was a fact and Stübben became the King’s
personal advisor for Antwerp’s expansion.204 With the help of engineer De Heem,
Stübben soon started drawing blue-print plans for the ramparts around the city and
for certain parts of the outer agglomeration. During this collaboration, the German
planner is alleged to have suggested to organise an international urban design
competition - a formula which seemed best suited to give shape to the King’s royal
aspirations. As already mentioned in the introduction, these plans were never realised.
After the death of Leopold II in 1909, the idea of a centrally-directed ‘royal’ urbanism
quickly faded into the background and made way for a project that was much more
relational, incremental and localist in nature.
In fact, the traces of a completely different approach had been anchored in the
SCAA’s statutes from the very beginning. From the outset, the committee did not
seem to regard its vast task as one consolidated and clearly delineated chef d’oeuvre
and represented by an ultimate plan. For the SCAA, urbanising the agglomeration
was about coordinating different, yet interlocked urban questions (infrastructures,
housing, amenities, sports infrastructures, etc.). It was obvious to the committee
that not all of these questions could (nor had to be) dealt with by all members at the
same time.205 That is why the ‘bureau’ was asked to divide the SCAA’s magnum opus
203 Stübben, Joseph. “Die Erweiterung der Stadt Antwerpen.” Zentralblatt der Bauverwaltung 10, no. 20
(1915): p. 121.
204 Lombaerde, Piet. “Tentoonstellingsarchitectuur en stedebouwkundige evolutie te Antwerpen.” In De
panoramische droom: Antwerpen en de wereldtentoonstellingen: 1885, 1894, 1930, edited by Jan-Lodewijk
Grootaers and Mandy Nauwelaerts, pp. 83-99. Antwerp: Antwerp 93, 1993.
205 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige Aanstellingszitting: p. 40.
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Figure 1.13
In order to guarantee a broad and lasting impact of the SCAA, several subcommittees were established over the years.
What began with 11 subcommittees in 1908 evolved into 27 subcommittees in 1910. The subcommittees roughly followed a
thematic and a territorial logic and were animated by different SCAA members. Subcommittees 1 to 17 were dedicated to
topics such as sewers, railways, different exit and provincial roads, public parks, workers' housing, underground utilities,
and so on, and were mainly active before WWI. Subcommittees 18-27 followed a territorial logic that covered 10 zones into
which the agglomeration was divided. (See Figure 1.14) These territorial subcommittees represented the great bulk of the
SCAA's work and had a great continuity between 1908 and 1939. After 1910, yet another 10 subcommittee’s would gradually
be added, bringing extra territories under consideration (such as Burcht or Zwijndrecht) and adding extra thematic clusters
to the agenda (such as public transport, intermediary ring roads and even the SCAA’s participation to international exhibitions). As will be explained throughout the PhD, the SCAA clearly tuned its operation to changing and emerging issues
and questions. By 1939, no fewer than 37 subcommittees had been active. Finally, the graph clearly shows that subcommittees 13 and 32 which formed the basis of the great urban planning competitions for which the SCAA is remembered today,
in 1910 and 1932 respectively, only represent a fraction of the SCAA’s activities.
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into different sub-committees or study sections, tailored to the specific expertise or
involvement of the SCAA’s members.206 Moreover, as De Heem’s quote at the start
of this chapter suggests, these sub-committees were a means for the SCAA to make
their work concrete and anchor it firmly within existing administrative structures
so as to prevent a slow death of the Committee. At the SCAA’s opening session on
February 8, 1908, only 11 subcommittees had been appointed.207 However, the meeting reports reveal that by the end of 1914, no less than 34 subcommittees had been
created – and by 1939, a total of 37 subcommittees had structured the SCAA’s work.
(Fig. 1.13) Urbanising the agglomeration was seen as an incremental work, which
translated into the creation of new subcommittees answering to emerging needs and
questions. Remarkably, the SCAA’s secretaries, Schobbens and De Heem, were the
only members that were expected to attend to all meetings in all sections - and the
only two who had an overview of the project as a whole.208
The SCAA’s sub-committees can roughly be divided in three clusters. A first
cluster consists out of the two sub-committees that correspond to the SCAA’s most
remembered endeavours: subcommittee 13 on the urban re-appropriation of the
demilitarised fortification walls and subcommittee 32 on the urban development of
Antwerp’s left bank. Both these subcommittees were related to famous international
urban design competitions, in 1910 and 1933 respectively, in which the avant-garde
of international urbanism, from Stübben to Le Corbusier, participated.209 Although
the SCAA is mostly remembered today for these competitions,210 the meeting reports
show that they only played a minor part in their work and that they were in fact an
exception to their usual way of working. It is especially in all the other sub-committees that traces can be found of a different, more casual yet less remembered urbanism
– one that contains traces of an alternative epistemology.
A second cluster, following a thematic logic, focused on the major questions the
committee was expected to address, such as the development of roads, railways, sewerage networks, public parks, housing programs, sports facilities and so on (mainly dealt
with in sections 1-17; 35-37). In general, these sub-committees were well-attended by
national functionaries and state-engineers from several ministries. These subcommittees were particularly active in the early years of the committee, yet their importance
206
207
208
209

See article 4 on the SCAA’s modus operandi in ibid. p. 41.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting,: pp. 43-45.
Ibid.
Imalso. Prijskamp Aanleg Der Terreinen Van Den Linker Oever Der Schelde. Antwerp: Imalso, 1932.
Grafe, Christoph, ed. Linkeroever: Sprong Over De Schelde. Antwerp: VAi, 2017.
210 Lombaerde, Piet. “Stedenbouw en verkeer.” In Antwerpen in de 20-ste eeuw: van Belle Epoque tot Golden
Sixties, edited by Genootschap voor Antwerpse Geschiedenis, pp. 210–234. Brasschaat: Pandora, 2008.
Van Acker, Maarten. From Flux to Frame.
Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn waardevolle bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen, 18591973. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2016.
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steadily declined after WWI. It suggests that the central administration was gradually
losing its grip on the question of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration.
This is in sharp contrast with a third and final cluster that followed a territorial
logic and focused on the cooperation with local municipalities and the participation of local civil servants (subcommittees 18-27). This cluster had a high level of
continuity over the committee’s entire lifespan and embodies the longue durée of the
SCAA’s inter-municipal handiwork - which ties in with the SCAA’s reputation as an
‘inter-municipal’ organisation. These subcommittees reveal that the SCAA was much
more active beyond the historic city, in the agglomeration’s outer municipalities - and
that urbanisation manifested itself locally and hap-hazardously rather than in neat
successive layers around the historical city. (Fig. 1.14) At a very early stage in history,
the SCAA stumbled upon the phenomenon of “urbanisation that had separated itself
from the concept of the historic city” as governor Fredericq ended up calling it some
30 years later.211 Moreover, the number of participants in these ‘municipal’ committees
was usually below average, including less high-ranking dignitaries or technical experts
- which strongly reinforced the position of Schobbens and De Heem.
It rarely happened that all municipalities involved attended the SCAA’s meetings together. Sub-committee 9, which dealt with issues at the scale of the agglomeration as a whole, was even a conspicuously ill-attended section. Out of a total of
680 meetings, only 9 meetings took place under the auspices of this subcommittee
- and most of these meetings were about such topics as avoiding double street names
throughout different municipalities in the agglomeration.212 A more thoughtful and
general approach to urbanising the agglomeration as a whole was never discussed.213
211 One can interpret this as an early manifestation of the kind of urbanisation that today is sometimes
referred to as ‘extended urbanisation’ or ‘regional urbanisation’.
See Brenner, Neil. “Theses on Urbanisation.” Public Culture 25, no. 1 (2013): pp. 85-114.
Soja, Edward. “Regional Urbanisation and the End of the Metropolis Era.” in The New Blackwell
Companion to the City, edited by Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson, pp. 679-689. Oxford: Blackwell, 2011.
212 SCAA, subcommittee 9. Séance plénaire [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 31 October 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Séance Plénaire du samedi 9 avril 1910 [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 9 April
1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Mesures à prendre en vue d’éviter les dénominations identiques des rues de l’agglomération Anversoise [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 14 July 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Assemblée Générale du jeudi 12 Décembre 1912, tenue au gouvernement provincial
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 December 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes de
l’Agglomération Anversoise [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 January 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes de
l’Agglomération Anversoise (Deurne, Hoboken, Mortsel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 February 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes
de l’Agglomération Anversoise (Merxem, Eeckeren, Edeghem, Bouchout, Wyneghem, Wommelghem, Borsbeeck,
Schooten, Hove) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 9 March 1914.
213 Apart from an interesting discussion on urban development taxes that will be explained in detail in
chapter 4.
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Figure 1.14
As already mentioned, the territorial subcommittees 18-27 accounted for the lion's share
of SCAA's activities. The upper graph shows
the share of meetings held by the territorial
subcommittees compared to the SCAA's total
amount of meetings per year. The graph below
shows which of the 10 territorial subcommittees were most active: the darker the more active. These colour codes were then transferred
to an SCAA map indicating the 10 zones covered by subcommittees 18-27. It is striking that
these zones do not coincide with the territorial
boundaries of the city and its many surrounding municipalities, but are rather delimited by
important infrastructures. The agglomeration
was to become a new spatial unit. Also striking
is the fact that the SCAA was not very active in
the old city centre, but much more in the outer
municipalities - a reading that is fully confirmed
when the complete list of SCAA minutes in
Appendix 1 of this work is browsed.
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Figure 1.15
When Joris Helleputte succeeded Auguste Delbeke as Minister of Public Works in 1910, the former asked the SCAA to explain the nature of its work. A question that forced Schobbens and De
Heem to explicit self-reflection. This letter addressed by Schobbens to De Heem in preparation
of the reply to the Minister shows their sharp awareness that the precarious nature of the SCAA
as a merely advisory body could at best be the basis of a 'relative ideal'. No wilful master planning,
but rather an incremental amending, steering and mastering of the urbanisation process, centred
on pertinent urban questions and taking into account the many contingencies at work in the
agglomeration.
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That illustrates the committee’s partial and incremental approach well. In fact, apart
from its two secretaries, no members had an overview of the agglomeration’s overall development path and final destination. At the central Ministries, in the State’s
engineers rarely looked beyond the right of way of the infrastructures the planned. At
a local level, municipal servants rarely thought beyond their own municipal boundaries. It is in these ‘blind spots’ in-between municipality and state that the committee
found its raison d’être. It is this ‘negative space’ that Schobbens and De Heem tried
to replenish, mainly trying to connect incremental and inter-municipal craftsmanship
with national infrastructure policies.
Torn between the executive powers of the state and the municipalities, the
SCAA was never really in a position to impose straightforward planning principles
upon the agglomeration. The absence of an overall plan became symbolic of their way
of working. It was inherent to the official statute of the committee as an ‘advisory
body’, divided into subcommittees, according to thematic and territorial logics. But
what was the committee’s rationale in such difficult circumstances that made strong
overall planning impossible? The answer, or at least a part of it, can be found in a letter that De Heem and Schobbens prepared in response to Minister of Public Works
Joris Helleputte in 1910. After he had succeeded Delbeke, Helleputte had asked the
committee what exactly its function was and how it intended to accomplish its task.
(Fig. 1.15)
The answer that De Heem and Schobbens prepared was rather elucidating:
“While it can be answered positively and categorically that the Study
Committee proceeds on the basis of general plans [plans d’ensemble] and
guidelines for the various proposals it submits to the competent administrative authorities, it must also be acknowledged that it has not been able to
adopt a final master plan that is fully geared and ready for implementation.
The reasons for this are very clear and straightforward. It stems from a reality
of many facts, such as the many independent administrative services and
levels that are involved, or the inadequacy of existing legislation regarding
the rational and modern extension of large cities, along with a whole series of
other contingent elements”214
See SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion de la taxe de plus-value [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 July
1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion du projet de règlement au sujet de la taxe de plus-value [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1909.
214 This letter to Joris Helleputte, Minister of Public Works, was prepared by Joseph Schobben. Schobbens
first sent a draft of the answer to Paul De Heem. It is from this draft that the quotes were taken.
Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
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And they continued:
“What had to be decided in these circumstances? Two different paths
opened up for the committee. The first path was rather theoretical and
perfect from the point of view of an absolute ideal. It assumed the drawing
up of a complete and precise overall plan for the entire Antwerp agglomeration. But that would have been an almost never-ending cabinet’s job of little
practical use - because while such a perfect plan would have been drawn,
the preconditions defining all problems would have already changed anyway.
Moreover, waiting for such a plan would have hampered private building activity by the necessarily slower administrative initiative - and to make matters
worse, public administrations’ opinion would likely vary more than once. The
other path - the one that has been followed so far - responds to a relative
ideal which has taken into account many contingencies and was informed
by our experiences acquired along the way. The program that was followed
can be summarised as follows: 1°) to advise on the most urgent problems
and fight at speed with private initiative, in order to safeguard the future by
accommodating all the forward-looking measures that public authorities
dispose of by law 2°) not to stop at half measures, but to aim for final and
resilient solutions by taking into account the future situation, i.e. meeting the
anticipated needs of a population of one million inhabitants.”215
Schobbens and De Heem seem to have been well aware of the fact the SCAA
was facing an assignment that “was suspended in-between incomplete institutional
boundaries, in a condition of permanent contradictory transition between different
institutions that are in charge of producing policies and governing territories.”216 In
the absence of specific legislation and calibrated governance models, the path of the
absolute ideal was simply not an option. Moreover, emerging geographies of extended
urbanisation necessitated to abandon traditional institutional solutions, looking for
new “soft geographies of action.”217 Arguably, the SCAA was such an experimental
soft institution that had to bring a sense of order to a fragmented spatial and institutional landscape. No strict ideological planning according to a theoretical ideal
and imposed with a hard hand - but tailor-made agreements between municipalities,
brought about amicably and taking into account everyday socio-spatial contingencies.
Indeed, the committee had to rely on a kind of confederal municipalism. The SCAA’s
protagonists realised all too well that, in such a context, there was little use in operating along singular and unquestioned axes of expert knowledge, universal truth-claims
215 Ibid.
216 Fedeli, Valeria. “Processes of Regional Urbanisation in Italy: In-between Assemblages and Governance
Challenges.” AESOP Annual Congress 2014: From Control to Co-Evolution: Book of Abstract, edited by
AESOP, pp. 407–408. Utrecht: AESOP, 2014.
217 Ibid.
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or rigid ideology. “Our aim is not to generalise,” De Heem and Schobbens stated at
the 1913 planning conference in Ghent. “Because we do not know how the problem
arises in Paris, Lille or other cities, we will simply provide answers for the Antwerp
case; and again, by saying what has been done - and well done in our opinion - we
only intend to advocate the merits of the methods followed in Antwerp (…) Our
contribution is therefore more practical than theoretical.”218 (Fig. 1.16)
The fact that Schobbens and De Heem did not operate along an overall plan
or on the basis of established spatial principles doesn’t mean that their efforts were
rudderless. The essential urban questions as mentioned before, continued to structure
their work. Their urbanisation efforts resemble Dehaene’s metaphor of urbanism as
‘gardening in the urban field’, i.e. practising urbanisation as an iterative and interpretative practice that only acquires specific (spatial and social) meaning when rooted
within time-space. Likewise, the SCAA was wary to commit itself to a pre-defined
normative plan. It preferred to ‘garden’ in a situated field of ever changing and contingent possibilities.219 The committee seized emerging opportunities in order to develop
an urban environment, the vantage point of which was not determined in advance.
Slowly but surely, the SCAA was interpreting its way towards a new milieu urbain
without a clear destination. Their attitude is reminiscent of what Marot – paraphrasing Kant and Descartes – has described as ‘a precept of a provisional morality, i.e.
imperfect, but available to follow provisionally, as long as one doesn’t know anything
better yet.’220
The SCAA’s attitude may have been inspired by sheer pragmatism. Yet, on reading De Heem’s and Schobbens’ reflections, it may be argued that their pragmatism
should be interpreted in the most positive sense of the word. An interpretation in the
sense of John Dewey, who elaborated pragmatism as a view that rejected the dualistic epistemology and metaphysics of modern philosophy in favour of a naturalistic
approach that viewed knowledge as arising from an active adaptation of the human
organism to its environment.221 Such an interpretation of pragmatism, in which
knowledge can only be meaningfully produced and applied in constant interaction
with and in relation to the real world, appears to be highly appropriate to interpret
the SCAA’s planning approach – and perhaps urbanism in general. In addition, the
218 Schobbens, Joseph, and Paul Deheem. “Des règles à suivre dans l’aménagement des quartiers à créer sur
les terrains provenant d’enceintes déclassées et dans leur jonction aux quartiers anciens et aux faubourgs
extra-muros,” in Premier congrès international et exposition comparée des villes, Gand 1913, edited by UIV,
pp. 87–92. Brussels: UIV, 1913.
219 Dehaene, Michiel. Gardening in the Urban Field.
220 Marot, Sébastien. L’art de la mémoire, le territoire et l’architecture. Paris: Editions de la Vilette, 2010.
221 Morse, Donald J. Faith In Life: John Dewey’s Early Philosophy. New York: Fordham University Press,
2011.
Festenstein, Matthew. Pragmatism and Political Theory: From Dewey to Rorty. Chicago (Ill.): University of
Chicago press, 1997.
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Figure 1.16
Joseph Schobbens and Paul De Heem were present at the international planning conference in 1913 in Ghent. They specifically stated that their contribution was pragmatic rather
than theoretical in nature, and that they only wanted to explain what had been achieved
specifically in the context of Antwerp. However, this did not stop them from citing every
possible reason why what they had achieved in Antwerp answered pertinent questions in a
situated and meaningful way.
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‘pragmatic’ policy of the SCAA’s secretaries comes remarkably close to a number of
insights that were later developed by different scholars in the slipstream of philosophical pragmatism, such as Donna Harraway or John W. Kingdon. Harraway, for
instance, pointed to the merits of ‘situated knowledge’ and the ‘privilege of partial
perspective’ as opposed to universal truth-claims and singular axes of expert knowledge.222 The attitude of a men’s club like the SCAA matches well with Haraway’s
‘feminist’ theoretical framework, putting “particularism and contingency” and the
“multiplication of situated knowledges” over, or at least next to “theorising the world”
and “universal truth claims” in order to “build meanings that have a chance for life.”223
I will come back on Harraway more explicitly in chapter 5 of this work. To continue
this chapter, I’ll pick up on John W. Kingdon’s pragmatic governance models.

Policy-Entrepreneurship in-between Real-Politik and
Ideology
The SCAA’s preference for the relative ideal, their twisted position between all
kinds of administrations and stakeholders, and the absence of a specific and comprehensive legal framework was clearly difficult to reconcile with rational and linear decision-making processes. Moreover, the SCAA’s uncertain and ever-changing objectives
weren’t fully in line with a systematic incremental decision-making process either. In
this last paragraph, I will argue that the SCAA relied on more pragmatic governance
methods, as described by John W. Kingdon in his classic work Agendas, Alternatives
and Public Policies from 1984.224 Even though that work is over 30 years old now, recent research has argued that it has endured and “remains one of the popular models
used for understanding policy processes.”225 Moreover, Kingdon’s insights have been
applied in the field of spatial planning in various contexts,226 and they also proved
very helpful in providing some theoretical support for understanding the nature of
the SCAA’s planning practices. I will argue that Kingdon’s multiple streams model
222 Haraway, Donna. “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilige of Partial
Perspective.” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): pp. 575-599.
223 Ibid.
224 Kingdon, John W. Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies. Boston: Little Brown, 1984.
225 Despite criticisms and attempts at modification, Kingdon’s model has endured. In fact, in the European
context, it continues to gain momentum to this date.
Rawat, Pragati, and John Charles Morris. “Kingdon’s ‘Streams’ Model at Thirty: Still Relevant in the
21st Century?” Politics and Policy 44, no. 4 (2016): pp. 608-638.
226 Although Kingdon originally based his understandings of policy processes on case studies from the
American health-care sector on a federal level, his model was successfully applied in different policy
sectors and levels all over the globe. Also in the field of European and even Belgian spatial planning.
Pallagst, Karina. “European Spatial Planning Reloaded: Considering EU Enlargement in Theory and
Practice.” European Planning Studies 14, no. 2 (2006): pp. 253-272.
Block, Thomas. Van ID naar 3D: Besluitvormingsprocessen en beslissingsmacht bij stadsontwikkelingsprojecten
[unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2009.
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and the figure of the policy-entrepreneur as a crucial agent in his multiple streams approach was written all over SCAA-members like Schobbens, De Heem and in a later
stage also Mennes and Holvoet. The SCAA’s protagonists were more than passive
officials who were just applying decided policies. Rather, they actively helped shaping
the laws and policy frameworks they were in need of. In other words, there was a clear
interaction between what these members of the SCAA experienced in practice, the
ideology and legal framework shaped by the UVCB from the 1920s up to Vinck’s bill
in 1932, which became part of the stream of institutional politics.
To develop his version of the multiple-streams model, Kingdon relied on the
original garbage can model, developed by Cohen, March and Olsen. These authors
present the ‘garbage can model of organisational choice’227 as the most desirable decision-making process of organisations they describe as ’organised anarchies’.228 Such
organisations, the authors argue, are defined by three marked characteristics: 1) problematic preferences, 2) unequivocal technology and 3) fluid participation. Kingdon’s
own summary of these properties almost literally seems to describe the SCAA’s
organisational characteristics.
“As to preferences,” Kingdon wrote, “people characteristically do not
define their preferences very precisely (…) [and] people act in the absence
of clearly defined goals (…) Thus, (…) the organisation is a loose collection
of ideas [rather than] a coherent structure; it discovers preferences through
action, more than it acts on the basis of preferences (…) Second, as to unequivocal technology, an organised anarchy’s members do not understand
the organisation’s processes very well. They may know their own jobs, and
the organisation as a whole may get along rather well, but its members have
only fragmentary and rudimentary understandings of why they are doing
what they are doing and how their jobs fit into a more general picture
of the organisation (…) Third, participants drift in and out of decision
making, so the boundaries of such an organisation are rather fluid. The time
and effort members of the organisation devote to different subjects vary;
even within a given subject their involvement varies from time to time.
Who shows up for or is invited to a given critical meeting, and their degree
of activity at the meeting, for instance, turn out to make a tremendous
difference.”229
This description characterises the SCAA very well, which we have described
227 Cohen, Michael D., et al. “A Garbage Can Model.”
228 Their empirical referent for such organisations, it pains and embarrasses the academic to admit, is
universities.
229 Kingdon, John W. Agendas: p.84.
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as an organisation marked by a high turnover of (political) members, various fields
of technological expertise, a permanent search of undetermined ideals and goals,
suspended in-between conflicting views of many local and supra-local administrations
and in which hardly anyone had an overview of what end the organisation as a whole
was working towards. In sum, the SCAA may be regarded as an ‘organised anarchy’
par excellence. In such organisations, Kingdon argues, decision-making and agenda
setting are not necessarily the outcome of a strong, comprehensive rationalism or progressive incrementalism. Rather, decisions are taken when so-called policy-entrepreneurs manage to seize the opportunity to bring about productive couplings between
separate ‘streams’ that run through the organisation.
In the context of the public sector, Kingdon himself defined 1) problem recognition, 2) the formation and refining of policy proposals and 3) politics as the three major streams that run separately through organised anarchies.230 When the opportunity
emerges to make productive couplings between these otherwise separate streams, socalled ‘policy-windows’ open up. The policy-entrepreneur is the one who anticipates
such potential policy-windows and acts upon them adequately and creatively. These
policy-windows must be interpreted as (often unexpected and brief ) instants when
the separate streams suddenly converge, offering opportunities for policy change and
alternative agenda setting. In fact, according to Cohen et al., the features of these
separate streams are what fills the garbage can, which they consider as a box full of
‘choice opportunities.’ Such garbage cans provide all the information that the policy-entrepreneur must seek to couple in order to make a change – and such couplings
go in all directions. The entrepreneur’s task, in other words, is not necessarily to find
solutions to given problems, but equally to get a problem recognised in order to push
through his preferred solutions. As Cohen et al. frame it, an organised anarchy “is a
collection of choices looking for problems, issues and feelings looking for decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions looking for issues to which they might
be the answer, and decision makers looking for work.”231
Policy-entrepreneurs, Kingdon argued, are people who are actively pursuing
and prospecting such policy-windows. This dissertation will make clear that SCAAmembers such as Schobbens, De Heem, Mennes, among others, all match the three
prime qualities that Kingdon attributed to the figure of the policy-entrepreneur. 232
First, as the actual chairmen of a committee that resorted under State and Provincial
authority, they certainly had a “claim to a hearing.” Second, they disposed of a “significant political network,” and they combined De Heem’s and Mennes’ “technical
230 In the original garbage can model, four separate streams were identified: 1) problems, 2) solutions, 3)
participants, 4) choice opportunities.
See Cohen, Michael D., et al. “A Garbage Can Mode.l”
231 Ibid.: p. 2.
232 Kingdon, John W. Agendas: pp. 180-181.
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expertise” with Schobbens’ “political savvy.”233 And finally, judging by their presence
in the committee and their commitment to the task ahead, these men can certainly
be characterised as “persistent.” A strong policy-entrepreneur, Kingdon wrote, “is
one who is just there, he is willing to be at the meeting”234 - and as we have seen,
De Heem, Schobbens and Mennes had by far the highest attendance rate in the
SCAA-meetings.
Moreover, some of the following chapters will reveal that our protagonists also
spent “a great deal of time giving talks, writing position papers, sending letters to
important people, drafting bills, (…), all with the aim of pushing their ideas in whatever way and forum that might further the cause.”235 As the pages of this dissertation
progress, the reader will undoubtedly get persuaded of these men’s “willingness to
invest large and sometimes remarkable quantities of [their] own resources.”236 In any
case, the SCAA’s most prominent members were prolific writers and published many
a book on one of the urban questions the commission was concerned with. Not only
to describe the Antwerp context, but to reflect on more general policy objectives in
general based on the concrete experiences in Antwerp. (Fig. 1.17) They were, in sum,
unadulterated policy-entrepreneurs. To start with, I would already like to mention
a couple of short examples that show how the SCAA’s entrepreneurial approach
allowed some of its members to anticipate opening policy windows and to put the
question of metropolitan governance on the nation’s political agenda.
A first example concerns Schobben’s and De Heem’s pioneering and persistent
efforts to provide garden city housing for the working class in the Antwerp agglomeration. Although this type of accommodation mainly manifested itself in the Belgian
context after WWI,237 both men were already campaigning for it before the Great
War. When municipalities submitted plans for the development of new neighbourhoods, they tried to persuade them to reserve at least a part for workers’ housing.238
It seems that they were well aware that the provision of workers’ housing in support
of the harbour expansion had been one of the prime reasons for the very existence of
their committee. Moreover, it testifies to their early ambitions to turn the agglomeration into an inclusive milieu. De Heem had become familiar with the subject of
233
234
235
236
237

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Smets, Marcel. Resurgam: La reconstruction en Belgique après 1914. Brussels: Crédit communal de
Belgique, 1985.
Smets, Marcel. De Ontwikkeling Van De Tuinwijkgedachte In België: Een Overzicht Van De Belgische
Volkswoningbouw In De Periode Van 1830 Tot 1930. Brussels: Mardaga, 1977.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een nieuwe stedenbouw.”
238 Vandewoude, Vincent. Metropoolvorming Antwerpse Agglomeratie. Analyse Van De Eerste Twintig Jaar
Werking Van De Studie-Commissie Tot Inrichting Der Antwerpse Agglomeratie (1907-1927). Master of
Science in de ingenieurswetenschappen: architectuur: pp. 23-32.
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Figure 1.17
The SCAA was created to deal pragmatically with questions that arose in a specific way in Antwerp's socio-spatial context. But that does not mean their actions were random and rudderless.
All the SCAA’s protagonists were prolific writers. Many of their reports, pamphlets or books
oscillated between practical experience in the Antwerp context and more fundamental reflection.
Their writings reveal with whom the SCAA’s members were in conversation. That ranged from
associations for road and sanitary engineers, over international organisations like the UVCB,
the UIV and the IFTCPGC, national and local political circles to pressure groups like the KVNS
that promoted natural and urban beauty - only to name a few. Through different members, the
knowledge that was produced in these different circles easily found its way to the SCAA. There,
this knowledge was questioned, interpreted and applied in the context of the Antwerp Agglomeration.
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workers’ housing at the 1910 planning conference in London, while Schobbens was
close to the committee of workers’ housing in the Antwerp District.239 Initially, their
initiatives had little success. In general, municipalities preferred not to see workmen’s quarters built on their territory. Yet, Schobbens and De Heem were developing
“their ideas, expertise and proposals, well in advance of the time the policy-windows
opened.”240 The Great War and the subsequent housing shortage changed the national political mood and the subject of decent housing for the working class gained
momentum.241 When it resulted in the 1919 national law for social housing, it did not
take long for Schobbens and De Heem to sit at the meeting table with all kinds of
social housing companies that had been founded under the auspices of the national
society for cheap workman’s homes (NMGW).242 Very soon after the implementation
of the law, working-class districts appeared in no time, throughout the entire agglomeration (see Chapter 4).
Moreover, the recurrent interaction between the SCAA’s driving forces and
organisations such as the UVCB also testify to their persistent entrepreneurship in a
more structural way. As early as 1913, Schobbens, De Heem and Mennes came into
contact with the UVCB and its leaders at the planning conference in Ghent. After
their presentation, Schobbens and de Heem were summoned to the office of Emile
Vinck - chairman of both the UVCB and the NMGW. Vinck, who presided the
Congress’s second section on the administration of municipal life urged these men
“to agree upon one single opinion and wish, as the conclusion of [their] two separate
congress reports [on Antwerp and Ghent].”243 A first wish was “to see administrative
committees similar to the one in Antwerp established in all important cities.”244 It
suggests that the very idea of provincial committees managing urbanisation – an idea
that later strongly informed the UVCB’s discourse from the 1920’ onwards leading,
manifested itself in other cities and lead to the 1932 bill on urbanisation – was first
conceived and developed in the context of Antwerp. Vinck knew Schobbens and De
Heem personally. On several occasions, he referred to their project of urbanising the
larger Antwerp agglomeration and invited them to give lectures at conferences. That
was, for instance the case at the conference Urbanisation-Habitation, jointly organised by the UVCB and the NMGW in 1931, where a draft of Vinck’s 1932 bill on
urbanisation was one of the conference’s central themes.245 It seems that the expe239 Deheem, Paul. L’art de la construction et de l’embellissement des villes. L’exposition et le congrès de Londres
(Town Planning Conference). Brussels: Goemaere, 1912.
240 Kingdon, John W. Agendas: p. 181.
241 Smets, Marcel. De Ontwikkeling Van De Tuinwijkgedachte .
Van Herck, Karina, and Tom Avermaete, eds. Wonen in welvaart: Woningbouw en wooncultuur in
Vlaanderen 1948-1973. Antwerp: VAi / CVAa, 2006.
242 This national Company for workers housing
243 UVCB, ed. L’administration et l’urbanisation des grandes agglomérations. Brussels: UVCB, 1925: pp. 68-69.
244 Schobbens, Joseph, and Paul Deheem. “Des règles à suivre”: p. 92.
245 UVCB, ed. Urbanisation Habitation. Brussels: UVCB, 1931: p. 83.
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riences of a series of local officials, such as Schobbens and De Heem among many
others, strongly informed the national agenda – which, according to Kingdon, is what
constitutes the policy-entrepreneur’s ultimate goal and motivation.
Such interactions were reciprocal and certainly worked the other way around
as well. Another wish to the SCAA’s 1913 congress contribution, for instance, had
been “to see the law impose the drafting of master plans on all cities with more than
ten thousand inhabitants.”246 A similar objective was central to De Bruyne’s preliminary bill, presented at the UVCB-congresses in 1924 and 1925. Moreover, the
obligation to draft such plans was extended to all municipalities that were part of
one of Belgium’s larger agglomerations. As soon as the 1924-1925 congress findings,
including De Bruyne’s proposals, were published in an issue of the UVCB’s journal Le Mouvement Communal, Schobbens started spreading a copy of this issue to
his SCAA-colleagues (Fig. 1.18). This démarche had a clear impact on the SCAA’s
agenda. The SCAA’s meeting reports reveal that from 1924 onwards almost all municipalities started drafting municipal development plans which were submitted to the
SCAA for final approval. In sum, the SCAA used these UVCB-bills provisionally,
convincing the municipalities to draft a series of development plans - even though
there would, in the end, never be an approved law that obliged the municipalities to
do so. As we have seen, the committee never aimed for a general plan for the entire
agglomeration, it rather emerged as a patchwork of partial or sectoral ‘plans d’ensemble’. That didn’t change with the arrival of the municipal plans. But from 1924
onwards, the SCAA managed to use a provisional legal framework to extend the
scale of such partial plans to the administrative boundaries of the agglomeration’s
municipalities.
At a higher political level, there was a marked interaction between national policy-making and the SCAA’s practices as well. The turbulent political 1930s
yielded a series of initiatives for political-administrative reform in Belgium.247 These
initiatives, and an ongoing demand for drastic reform, inspired Prime-Minister Van
Zeeland in 1936 to appoint a number of so-called Royal Commissioners that were
charged with the investigation of pressing policy problems regarding a wide range of
public affairs.248 The expected output of each mission was a report containing a status
246 Schobbens, Joseph, and Paul Deheem. “Des règles à suivre”: p. 92.
247 For example, De Man’s Plan du Travail from 1933 and Van Zeeland’s creation of the CERE (Centre
d’études pour la Réforme de l’Etat).
248 By October 1936, about half a year after releasing his policy statement, Van Zeeland had selected his
first two Royal Commissioners: Louis Camu, who was charged with the investigation of “la réforme
administrative”, and Paul Coart-Frésart, who had to work towards a simplification of the Belgian
tax system. Additional commissoners were appointed during the following months: Fernand Collin
(responsible for reforming the social policies concerning the self-employed), Henri Fuss (unemployment
insurances), Georges Holvoet (the creation of metropolitan administrative districts), Joseph Bondas
(armament industry and trade), Emiel van Dievoet (regulation of the insurance business), and Léon
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Figure 1.18
Once the findings of the UVCB’s
conferences on the urbanisation of the
large agglomerations were published
in a theme issue of the journal Le Mouvement Communal, Schobbens started
spreading copies to his SCAA-colleagues. As we shall see further on, this
act of policy entrepreneurship did not
miss its mark: a whole series of articles
in the bill were provisionally applied in
the Antwerp Agglomeration- even if the
bill was ultimately never voted.
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quaestionis of the problem as well as various policy recommendations.249 Interestingly,
the concept of a ‘Royal Commissariat’ radiated a salutary aura of non-partisanship
and commissioners were specifically chosen for their “competence or experience in a
certain domain.”250 They were officially appointed through a Royal Decree, and were
expected to serve nothing but the common good. Baron Georges Holvoet, Antwerp
Governor and SCAA-president between 1923 and 1939, was appointed a royal commissioner to investigate the administrative challenges regarding Belgium’s large urban
agglomerations. Holvoet’s final commission report Les grandes agglomérations urbaines
became a well-known and widely cited document.251 (Fig. 1.19) Yet it has never
been emphasised that the document is not just a 1937 report of Holvoet as a Royal
Commissioner – it should also be read as an account and round-up of Holvoet’s 15
years as SCAA-president, a period in which he could experience at first hand the real
problems of urbanising Belgium’s large agglomerations.252
Indeed, the report echoes many ideas that have already been discussed throughout this chapter. Holvoet again referred to the problem of extensive municipal
autonomy and the many inconveniences that this principle entailed in numerous
administrative matters, including urbanisation.253 He examined many administrative
and legal proposals that had been put forward in the course of Belgian history, as
well as numerous foreign models to address this problem. Despite the fact that his
study discussed more radical models, such as the administrative expansion of cities,254
or the insertion of new metropolitan provinces next to the old provinces,255 Holvoet
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François (pensions).
See Van De Maele, Jens. Architectures of Bureaucracy: An Architectural and Political History of Ministerial
Offices in Belgium, 1915-1940 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2019: p.
263.
Ibid.: p. 264.
Centre d’études pour la réforme de l’État. La réforme de l’État. Brussels: Centre d’études pour la réforme
de l’État, 1937: pp. 59-60. (quote on p. 60).
Rémy, Jean and Jean-Pierre Thiry. “Les Grandes agglomérations urbaines belges. Analyse de la population, de la population active et de l’emploi.” Recherces Economiques de Louvain 32, no8. (1966): pp.
597-632.
Vollans, Eleanor C. “Urban Development”: p. 193.
Ryckewaert, Michael. Building the Economic Backbone: p. 22.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Architectuur, stedebouw en planologie tijdens de Duitse bezetting. De modern beweging en het Commissariaat-Generaal voor ‘s Lands Wederopbouw”. Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Nieuwste
Geschiedenis 3, no4. (1989): pp. 465-509.
In 1931, Holvoet wrote down his views on metropolitan governance, based on his experience as SCAApresident, for a first time.
Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting van de groote agglomeraties. Antwerp: De Vos-Van Kleef,
1931.
Ibid.
As had happened in Paris during the 19th century or in Berlin in the 20th:
Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting: pp. 71-99 (Berlin) & pp. 87-96 (Paris)
A proposal that had been done in the conext of metropolitan Brussels or as happened Vienna or in
London to a certain extent with the installation of the London County Council in 1889.
Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting: pp. 79-86 (London).
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remained faithful to the idea of inter-municipal councils at the provincial level.256
To be sure, Holvoet’s preference for an inter-municipal council, elected in the
second degree, must not be misunderstood as a status quo. He attached a number of
clear conditions to it. First, he insisted that there should come an end to the inconsistency between the municipal and provincial laws of 1836. A clear decision had to
be made; either municipal mandatories were no longer welcome in the chamber and
in parliament, or provincial councillors had to be given equal access. Second, so-called
‘metropolitan districts’, consisting of existing municipalities were to be appointed with
a clear description of the inter-municipal council’s tasks.257 Both the district’s territorial boundaries and the range of tasks could easily be adapted by a simple royal decree.
This lean formula maximised the chances to stay in tune with multiple urbanisation
dynamics. Third, Holvoet suggested to set up an equalisation fund of 150 milion Fr.
for the large agglomerations, to feed the inter-municipal councils’ cash reserves. That
would improve their effectiveness in certain cases. Fourth, he proposed that the new
inter-municipal councils, just like every municipality, should become answerable to
the supervision of the provincial administration.258 Finally, Holvoet argued in favour
of amending certain existing laws. He pleaded, for instance, for punctual additions to
the famous article 79 of the provincial law, and to the contested 1922 inter-municipal
law in order to reinforce the provinces’ position.259 Many of these recommendations
256 With regard to administrative expansion, he rephrased Schobben’s 1910 concern that the constant
adaptation of administrative boundaries to the ever-changing dynamics of urbanisation would result in
a never-ending task that did not guarantee administrative simplification. Moreover, he feared that an
extension of administrative borders would go hand in hand with a strong reduction in local powers, imposed by the state to prevent the emergence of city-states within the state. As such, he feared that that
local councils of large agglomerations would lose touch with its citizens. “The merging of municipalities
will therefore never be more than a temporary step towards a hazy goal; it creates a source of danger for
the Nation and reduces the possibility for citizens to express their local aspirations,” so he concluded.
Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting.
The idea of new provinces, in turn, encountered legal difficulties, next to the same problem of new borders that would be unable to stay tuned to the ever-extending dynamics of urbanisation. Some claimed
that inter-municipal councils with executive powers were unconstitutional, yet Holvoet expertly refuted
these claims. The introduction of this system would give rise to difficulties for the distribution of debts
between the old province and the closed-off province, for the appointment of provincial senators and
candidates for judicial office, for the jurisdiction of the Assise Courts, etc.
Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting: pp. 115-120.
257 For the Antwerp Agglomeration: “In the district of Antwerp we would group together: Antwerp,
Berchem, Borgerhout, Brasschaat, Deurne, Edegem, Ekeren, Hoboken, Merksem, Mortsel, Schoten,
Wilrijk. Lilloo will have to be added when her agreement for the electricity supply will be near the
expiration date; Burcht and Zwijndrecht, when the left bank of the river Scheldt will be more built-up.”
Ibid. pp. 66-67.
258 According to Holvoet, there was no logic in making large agglomerations, consisting of autonomous
municipalities, subject to national supervision, while a neighboring municipality was, by law, only subject
to provincial supervision. Remarkably, Holvoet suggested that this provincial authority should be the
figure of the governor, rather that the provincial council or the permanent deputation.
Ibid. pp. 124-125.
259 To the inter-municipal law of 1922, an additional article was suggested on the mutual understanding of
municipalities. The amended Article 79 of the provincial law had to ensure the powers of the provinces
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Figure 1.19
This PhD reveals that Governor Georges Holvoet's
well-known report Les Grandes Agglomérations Urbaines
must be understood as an account of his more than 15
years of experience as SCAA-president. Based on these
experiences, Holvoet brought the topic of metropolitan
governance explicitly on the political agenda. The work of
the SCAA was not an execution of political decision-making but an active contribution to the making of it. In the
report, Holvoet genuinely concludes that a system of
‘federative municipalism’ (i.e. confederal municipalism) and
‘methodical decentralisation’ (i.e. organised anarchy) led
by the provinces was the most suitable model for metropolitan governance in the Belgian context.
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can be traced back to earlier publications in Holvoet’s capacity of SCAA chairman.260
Holvoet summarised his proposal as a “federative system” relying on “methodical
decentralisation.”261 Here we find a direct link in Holvoet’s report to the vocabulary of a confederal municipalism borrowed from the anarchists at the beginning of
this chapter. Yet unlike the anarchists, Holvoet did not swear off the state. “When a
people is incapable of influencing the will and actions of the authorities in all tiers
of government, it can only enjoy incomplete freedom,”262 Holvoet quoted Juste in his
report. According to Holvoet, inter-municipal councils, managing confederal municipalism under the auspices of the provinces, were best placed to guarantee a local
grip on the national agenda. Holvoet’s ‘methodical decentralisation’ was, in that sense,
quite similar to Kingdon’s ‘organised anarchy.’ In retrospect, Holvoet’s report can be
seen as an attempt to institutionalise a version of ‘organised anarchy’ as a policy model, including its reliance on inter-municipal entrepreneurialism.263 As with the other
royal commissioners, Holvoet’s report did not have a significant impact on Belgian
policy.264 However, the report must be read as a (sublimated) representation of the
SCAA’s provisional working conditions between 1907 and 1939, and as a representative account of how the question of urbanising Belgium’s larger agglomerations was
practised and perceived at that time.
In sum, ideas on urban policy models in support of urbanisation were jointly
produced by an intellectual elite of municipal movement ideologists and by pragmatic
real-politicians and policy-entrepreneurs such as, for instance, the SCAA’s protagonists. Yet it must also be said that even among the real-politicians there was more to
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even better than the original article already did.
Ibid. p. 112 (appendix F) & p. 113 (appendix H).
Holvoet, Georges. Les Grandes Agglomérations.
Holvoet, Georges. Redevoering bij de opening van den gewonen zittijd der Provincieraad op 1 october 1924.
Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 1924.
Holvoet, Georges. Redevoering op de opening van den gewonen zittijd van de Provincieraad van Antwerpen
op 1 juli 1926. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 1926.
Holvoet, Georges. Redevoering uitgesproken by de opening van den gewonen zittyd van den Provincieraad,
op 1 october 1927. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 1927.
Holvoet, Georges. Redevoering op de opening van den gewonen zittijd van de Provincieraad van Antwerpen
op 1 october 1930. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 1930.
Holvoet, Georges. Redevoering bij de opening van den gewonen zittijd der Provincieraad op 1 october 1934.
Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 1934.
Holvoet, Georges. Les Grandes Agglomérations: pp. 110-111.
Ibid. p. 110.
Revealing in this respect, is that Holvoet, although a conservative catholic, was also said to be closely
related to radical socialist views. Picavet writes about Holvoet being rumoured to be a “fan” of Henri De
Man. Moreover, at the end of his report, Holvoet expressed his gratitude to Emile Vinck, with whom he
had frequently exchanged views.
Picavet, Robert. Baron Georges Holvoet: p. 205.
Holvoet, Georges. Les Grandes Agglomérations: p. 127.
Van De Maele, Jens. Architectures of Bureaucracy: pp. 263-265.
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it than just pragmatism. Personal convictions, belief-systems and ideology all seem to
have mattered to SCAA-members as well. Unlike national planners such as Raphaël
Verwilghen, for instance, the SCAA-protagonists all firmly refused to take part in the
reforms under German rule. Despite the fact that the implementation of a Grosser
Antwerpen offered certain guarantees for a rational Planung policy, Holvoet was formally opposed to it.265 Moreover, De Heem quickly resigned from his position266 and
Mennes suspended all his activities during WWII.267 These events all seem to suggest
that the SCAA’s protagonists not only insisted on confederal municipalism and a
relative ideal from a pragmatic point of view. Their preference of a relative ideal was
genuine, real – and absolute.

►

Grounding urban governance in the process of
urbanisation
In this introductory chapter, it was examined at which stage of spatial and administrative development the establishment as the SCAA should be understood and
how exactly we should understand its policies. As municipalities were increasingly
confronted with cross-border urban questions that they could not solve individually at the turn of the 20th century, Belgium’s successful and ‘anarchist-like’ regime of
far-reaching municipal autonomy was no longer adequate to guarantee the territory’s
consolidated development. An issue that particularly played out in the country’s larger
agglomerations. Serious loopholes in Belgian legislation and its consequent application made it difficult to deal with these spreading urban questions. It was in this void
that the SCAA was founded as an early and experimental policy body, rooted in the
provincial administrations, and charged to cope with these emerging geographies of
unbounded and cross-border urbanisation. As an organisation, the SCAA functioned
as an ‘organised anarchy’ in which a number of committed policy-entrepreneurs took
control and literally had to invent and clear paths towards meaningful metropolitan
265 This can be inferred from Holvoet’s personal notes of a conversation between himself and G. Romsée,
member of the Chamber of Representatives and governor ad interim in the province of Limburg.
Picavet, Robert. Baron Georges Holvoet: pp. 207-208.
266 On September 8, 1942, De Heem’s resignation from his position as SCAA-member was accepted by the
ministry of public works.
See file Personeel Nr. P. 8-61-1. Nr. 988ter uitgang. Depot number 745/76, folder 3. Retrieved from the
State Archives Antwerp.
267 Under German reign, a greater Antwerp administrative unit was installed. All Mennes’ files in
several municipalities around Antwep were transferred to a central administration, leaving Mennes
‘unemployed’.
See files 388#1, Dossiers over erelonen van externe urbanisten; 1595#797, Uitkeren van Erelonen aan Ir. A.
Mennes; 1595#1371, Erelonen Ir. Mennes Surveyplannen; MA#65790, Ereloon Ir. Mennes voor het ontwerpen van rioleringen voor de randgemeenten. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ],
Antwerp.
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policy. Provincial committees such as the SCAA were supposed to bring some order
and unity in the anarchy of more than 2.500 autonomous municipalities that divided
the Belgian territory in sub-urban patches. In sum, the SCAA, functioned as an organised anarchy that was trying to bring some organisation in the territorial anarchy
of municipal autonomy. Methodical decentralisation and confederal municipalism,
moderated and managed from within the provinces, became a preferred policy model
that nevertheless never translated itself into actual legislation. This model was at the
basis of a search for a relative ideal, seizing opportunities as they gradually emerged.
Rather than in highly centralised forms of authoritative planning, the committee
sought refuge in what we described as programmatic urbanisation - i.e. urbanisation
turned into a spatial project centred on pertinent urban questions that were unequivocally addressed throughout and by different levels of policy.
In the introduction, I already suggested that in the Belgian context, the planning
profession was looking into a ‘vitalist’ or ‘incremental’ approach to urbanism – an
approach that was not primarily concerned with normative ideals, but sought “to subscribe urbanism in the exploration of the urbanisation process.”268 This first question
regarding the question of urban governance in Belgium’s larger agglomerations, seems
to confirm a reading of urbanism that inscribes itself in such a conception of urbanisation. What started out with a royal blue-print plan for the agglomeration soon
gave way to an approach in which various subcommittees watched over a number of
pertinent questions in the urbanising agglomeration. In the following chapters, I will
discuss in detail a number of the SCAA’s most pertinent urban questions, on the basis
of which the committee members managed to shape urbanisation in a pro-active way.
I will argue that each of these questions provided the members with distinctive conceptual tools enabling them to turn urbanisation into a reflexive practice in multiple
ways. It was around these questions that the SCAA managed to devise a number of
principles on the basis of which they managed to organise urbanisation. During the
SCAA’s heydays, Emile Vinck wrote that “the administration of cities [had] become a
science and that their urbanisation [had] become a matter of science and art.”269 (Fig.
1.20) It is this practice, this art of urbanisation to paraphrase Vinck, that this work
seeks to recollect and conceptualise.

268 Grulois, Geoffrey. “La construction épistémologique de l’urbanisme en Belgique.” Belgeo, no. 1-2 (2011):
pp. 5-16.
269 Vinck, Emile. “L’union Internationale des villes et Communes, Rapport Général.” In IIIème congrès
international des villes, Paris 1925, edited by UIV, pp. 29-34. Brussels: UIV, 1925: p. 30.
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Figure 1.20
In a number of UCVB texts, UVCB and UIV-president Senator Emile Vinck explicitly linked the
terms 'art' and 'urbanisation' to each other. This PhD starts from the assumption that the notion of
urbanism as the 'art of urbanisation' is particularly apt to describe the work of the SCAA - as well
as to explore a different (supplementary) epistemology of urbanism in general.
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“Mais il impliquait aussi le maintien de la vallée du Grand Schyn : c’est-à-dire que
ce cours d’eau, le plus gros de la banlieue anversoise, allait pouvoir être préservé de
toute contamination. Alors qu’antérieurement tous les ingénieurs s’étaient toujours
rejetés sur les cours d’eau pour y amener toutes les eaux résiduaires jusqu’au jour où
la nuisance qui en résultait les forçait à les transformer en collecteurs d’égouts, ici le
problème allait recevoir une solution plus rationnelle, à la fois scientifique et plus
esthétique. Bien plus, l’utilisation raisonnée d’un grand volume d’eau pouvait servir
d’aliment à de nouveaux étangs utilisables pour la pêche, la natation, le canotage ou
tous autres sports du même genre.”

JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, LES PARCS PUBLICS DANS L’AGGLOMÉRATION ANVERSOISE, 1924, P. 33-34.

“ Il ne faut pas nécessairement exproprier par zones. Il suffit de décréter un
plan d’alignement qui se réaliserait au fur et à mesure des constructions.”
JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, SCAA MEETING REPORT, 03/03/1910.
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The Question of Urban Ways
The urbanisation of technology and
ecological infrastructures avant la lettre

►

Engineering the accumulative society and the
urbanisation of technology
Urbanisation as a process of socio-spatial transformation is deeply entangled
with the construction of infrastructural networks supporting the proliferation and
constant mutation of the urban. Scholars from different fields have pointed to the
crucial role that infrastructures have played (and still play) in planning urbanisation.1 Thus, it is no coincidence that the most important questions that the SCAA
1

Many scholars, from different fields such as transport history, STS and political geography addressed the
crucial role of infrastructures and networks for planning urbanisation.
See Monstadt, Jochen. “Conceptualising the Political Ecology of Urban Infrastructures: Insights from
Technology and Urban Studies.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 41, no. 8 (2009): pp.
1924–1942.
Dupuy, Gabriel. L’urbanisme des réseaux: Théories et méthodes. Paris: Armin Colin, 1991.
Harvey, David. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference. Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996.
Kaika, Maria, and Erik Swyngedouw. “Fetishising the Modern City: The Phantasmagoria of Urban
Technological Networks.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 24, no. 1 (2008): pp.
120-138.
Picon, Antoine. French Architects and Engineers in the Age of Enlightenment. Cambridge: Cambridge
University press, 1992.
Graham, Stephen, and Simon Marvin. Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological
Mobilities and the Urban Condition. Abingdon: Routledge, 2001.
Bélanger, Pierre. “Landscape infrastructure: Urbanism beyond engineering.” in Infrastructure,
Sustainability & Design, edited by Spiro Pollalis, Andreas, Georgoulias, Stephen Ramos, and Daniel
Schodek, pp. 276-315. London: Routledge, 2012.
Recently, the theme also re-emerged in planning and urbanism research:
See, Van Acker, Maarten. From Flux to Frame: Designing Infrastructure and Shaping Urbanisation in
Belgium. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2014.
Shannon, Kelly, and Marcel Smets. The Landscape of Contemporary Infrastructure. Rotterdam: NAi
Publishers, 2010.
Prélorenzo, Claude, and Dominique Rouillard. Mobilité & Esthétique: Deux dimensions des infrastructures
Territoriales. Paris: Harmattan, 2000.
Prélorenzo, Claude, and Dominique Rouillard, eds. La métropole des infrastructures. Paris: Picard, 2009.
Allen, Stan, Scott Lloyd, and Katrina Stoll, eds. Infrastructure as Architecture: Designing Composite
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was faced with at its inception were all of hard infrastructural nature. Urbanising
the Antwerp agglomeration was considered impossible without the provision of 1) a
collective sewerage system; 2) the (re-)development of an efficient and modern road
system and 3) the alignment and accordance of the major national railways with overall urbanisation plans.2 The main concern was to avoid at all costs that the hygienic
crisis of the 19th century city would travel throughout the agglomeration along with
urbanisation. Fresh water supply and waste water disposal became vital and real objectives for the committee. To support and guarantee the performance of the ongoing
harbour expansions, but also to better connect the historic city with its hinterland, the
widening, straightening and extension of the road network, adapted to the emergence
of motorised traffic, were urgently needed.3 Finally, the railway network needed some
modifications, in such a way that it would support, rather than impede the agglomeration’s further urbanisation. If these infrastructures were not dealt with in a proper
way, the “overall and harmonious development of new urban areas [would] irreversibly
be endangered.”4 In this chapter, we will examine how the tenacious and enduring
work of the SCAA created a context in which these rather technical issues could be
turned into real ‘urban questions’. The ways in which the SCAA coped with these infrastructures was never only to merely solve a given problem through technology and
engineering. Rather, they addressed these infrastructures as to anticipate and define
the contours of an urban agglomeration in the making.
The construction of such infrastructures was not considered a trivial task that
could be carried out by just anyone. Infrastructural design was the exclusive field of
engineering experts, “men of study and technical knowledge,”5 as SCAA-president
Delbeke called them in his 1908 inaugural speech. It explains why so many engineers
were involved in the SCAA, both as permanent members and as departmental delegates – as was already mentioned in the previous chapter. In that sense, the SCAA
was part and parcel of the city scientific movement that came in vogue at the turn of

2

3

4
5

Networks. Berlin: Jovis, 2010.
Rouillard, Dominique, ed. L’infraville: Futurs Des Infrastructures. Paris: Archibooks + Sautereau, 2011.
Hauck, Thomas, Regine Keller, and Volker Kleinekort, eds. Infrastructural Urbanism: Addressing the InBetween. Berlin: DOM publishers, 2011.
Delbeke, Auguste. “Ministerie van Openbare werken, Verslag aan den koning.” In Studie-commissie tot
inrichting der Antwerpsche agglomeratie: Wedstrijd voor het benuttigen der beschikbare gronden ten gevolge de
slechting der versterkte omheining van Antwerpen, by Ministerie van Landbouw en Openbare Werken, pp.
12-13. Antwerp: Studiecommissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie [SCAA], 1911.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting der commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie
gehouden in het Provinciaal bestuur van Antwerpen den 8 februari 1908 [pamphlet]. Antwerp: Aug. Van
Neylen, 1908.
The heavy port strikes in 1907 were partly due to the poor accessibility of the port of Antwerp.
See: Van Isacker, Karel. Meesters en Huurlingen: De staking van 1907 aan de haven van Antwerpen.
Antwerp: Nederlandsche Boekhandel, 1962.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 13.
Ibid. p. 30.
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the 20th century.6 Moreover, this chapter will describe how the SCAA managed to
create challenging working conditions for the engineers involved in these technical
matters. They created a context in which engineers were stimulated to transcend their
purely technological role. I will argue that the SCAA proved the ideal platform where
different forms of infrastructural engineering could merge into a fully-fledged form of
‘urban engineering.’
It is important to note that the emergence of engineers as spatial agents in the
production of urban space was not new, nor exceptional. The figure of the engineer
had gradually appeared on the urban stage as societies slowly evolved from relatively
stable, non-accumulative regimes (based on simple reproduction) into accumulative
regimes (fuelled by reproduction at an extended scale), to use Lefebvre’s vocabulary.7 From the early 19th century onwards, the rise of the Industrial Revolution and
of Industrial Capitalism had strongly accelerated this steady evolution. Throughout
the 19th century the remnants of the (primitive) city of the non-accumulative society - a slow sediment of human custom, lore and tradition – had progressively made
way for the accumulative society’s dynamic metropolis. Yet with this metropolitan
accumulation also came the constantly looming threats of congestion and epidemic
outbreaks, social segregation, etc., all of which jeopardised the city’s ‘urban ecology’.
Remediating and fixing these negative externalities simply necessitated and required
radically new design methodologies. Spatial interventions were no longer solely based
on formal, symbolic, representative and architectural traditions, but entrusted to
more rational designers grounding their decisions on new developments in science,
technology, calculation and even cartography.8 Consequently, the rise of accumulative
societies, “or phrased more poetically: Promethean societies,”9 both initiated and
depended on what has been described as “Modernity’s Promethean Project.”10 That
6
7
8

9
10

Ford, George B. “The City Scientific.” Engineering Record 67, no. 20 (1913): pp. 551-552.
Lefebvre, Henri. “The Theory of Accumulative and Non-Accumulative Processes,” in The Critique of
Everyday Life. London: Verso, 2014: pp. 609-633.
Engineers were part of a heterogeneous group of scientists (among statistical experts, physicians, criminologists, …) described by theorists as an assembly of ‘specific intellectuals’, ‘socio-technicians’ of even
‘technocrats’, if understood as those who managed to operate between science, technology, space and
society.
Picon, Antoine. French Architects and Engineers.
Rabinow, Paul. French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989.
Foucault, Michel. Power-Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977, edited by Colin
Gordon. New York: Prentice-Hall, 1980.
Latour, Bruno. Aramis, or the Love of Technology. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996.
See also De Block, Greet. “Ecological Infrastructure in a Critical-Historical Perspective: From
Engineering ‘Social’ Territory to Encoding ‘Natural’ Topography.” Environment and Planning A: Economy
and Space 48, no. 2 (2016): pp. 367–390.
Foucault, Michel. The Foucault Reader, edited by Paul Rabinow. New York: Pantheon books, 1984.
Lefebvre, Henri. The Critique of Everyday Life: p. 622.
See Foster, John Bellamy. “Marx and the Environment.” in In Defense of History: Marxism and the
Postmodern Agenda, edited by Wood, Ellen Meiksins, and John Bellamy Foster, pp. 150-162. New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1997.
Kaika, Maria. “Preface: Visions of Modernisation,” in City of Flows: Modernity, Nature, and the
City. New York: Routledge, 2005: pp. 3-10.
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is the “historical geographical process that started with industrialisation and urbanisation and aimed at controlling the natural world through technology, human labour
and capital investment.”11 This project was founded on emerging technologies and
a professionalising scene of engineers whose projects were thought to emancipate
societies from their natural environment – and to separate the social from the natural
world in general.
This chapter gives evidence of the fact that the SCAA’s main engineers such as
Paul De Heem, August Mennes and Richard Lemeunier, were indeed in the middle
of this Promethean Project of Modernity. They were building their careers in a timeframe that has been described as the Heroic Moment of Modernity’s Promethean Project
(from the late nineteenth century to the first three quarters of the 20th century).12 A
phase in history in which science and technology evolved into a what Rabinow called
a “middle ground of society”13 and “new technologies were admired and fetishized,
promoting the myth of progress and modernisation as an automatic means of producing a better society.”14 It was a timeframe in which “scientific logic became common
sense, for better or for worse, without the obligatory reflection.”15 A time when “science took a voluntarist turn towards becoming a black box.”16 This heroic moment was
“typified by large-scale urban sanitation projects (water supply and sewerage) as well
as the construction of impressive transport and communication networks.”17 Precisely
those questions were at the heart of the SCAA’s agenda. Their task was to provide
the Antwerp agglomeration with state-of-the-art technologies and infrastructures
to manage the ever-increasing flows of people, raw materials, commodities, capital,
energy, water etc.18
11
12
13
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Kaika, Maria. City of Flows: p. 5.
See Foster, John Bellamy. “Marx and the Environment.”
The turning of the 20th century was characterised by an evolution from science and technology into what Rabinow called - a ‘middle ground’ of society’. According to Peleman, this middle ground should
be understood as “the general acknowledgement of technology as part of daily life and as a tool to
organise this daily life.”
Rabinow, Paul. French Modern: pp. 1-16.
See also: Chant, Colin, ed. Science, Technology and Everyday Life: 1870-1950. London: Routledge, 1989.
Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route: Engineering the Urban Society of the Modern Road in Belgium,
1899-1962 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2013: p. 95.
Kaika, Maria. City of Flows: pp. 3-10.
Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route.
Ibid. pp. 108-109.
Kaika, Maria. City of Flows: p. 6.
Harvey, Sennett, Castells and Merrifield, to name but a few, have all depicted the city is a circulatory
conduit, a flux that is always material (in all possible senses, including even symbolic and discursive
flows), but never fixed.
Castells, Manuel, ed. High Technology, Space and Society. Beverly Hills: Sage, 1985.
Harvey, David. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference.
Merrifield, Andy. “The Struggle over Place: Redeveloping American Can in Southeast Baltimore.”
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 18, no. 1 (1993): pp. 102-121.
Sennett, Richard. Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City In Western Civilisation. New York: Norton, 1994.
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Figure 2.1
In his urbanisation theory Ildefons Cerdà distinguishes between what he calls Ways (carrying
all kinds of urban flows) and Interways (harbouring the urban immobilier) as the constituent
components of any urban fabric. The more closely and thoughtfully both components interact
the more urbanisation can be seen as an integrated social project and an art.

We will see that the SCAA relied on some of its prominent engineers to get
access to these rapidly evolving technologies and knowledge fields. Several of them
were adherents and members of various engineering associations that were founded at about that time. These engineers brought their respective knowledges to the
SCAA where these technologies were deployed to shape the SCAA’s project for the
agglomeration, undergirding the urbanisation of society far beyond the historical
city. A large-scale infrastructural project that was directed by the province aimed at
urbanising a larger as yet rural agglomeration. A seemingly bold and heroic story
indeed. After all, the Promethean Project’s name was inspired by the Greek myth of
Prometheus, who, in one of his customary moments of rage and hubris, stole a branch
of Zeus’ holy fire to bring it to man(kind) – thus contributing greatly towards making
nature work for the benefit of humankind against all odds and even against the Gods’
will. Similarly, the radical engineering of the Antwerp Agglomeration all of a sudden
turned large tracts of previously uncultivated and inhospitable land into habitable
places, fit for human and urban appropriation.
Yet, I will argue that the continuous efforts of the SCAA created a context
that allowed engineers to avoid the pitfalls of overconfident, narrow scientific and
technological determinism for which the promethean project was heavily criticised
from the ecological turn in the 1960s and ‘70s onwards. A period in which large
infrastructures were increasingly being accused of disrupting the city’s social fabric
and the environment’s natural balance. I will argue that the SCAA did not practise a technocratic or rigid kind of top-down engineering that jeopardised both the
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agglomeration’s ‘natural’19 and ‘social’20 ecology. Nor did they necessarily adhere to the
idea that science and technology were able to separate nature from society, dividing
the world “in things natural (the objects of study of natural sciences) and things social
(the objects of study of social sciences).”21 Quite the contrary, I will argue that they
tried to practise urbanisation as a project of socio-natural transformation, addressing
infrastructure as a principal tool to establish an ‘urban ecology’ in the agglomeration
with a sincere consideration for the agglomeration’s natural and social ecology. As
the epigraph to this chapter suggests, the SCAA somehow seemed to rely on a more
ecological approach of infrastructure to support their project.
In doing so, the SCAA used large infrastructures as a tool to purposefully build
19

20

21

In the field of (urban) political ecology (UPE), the technocratic top-down engineering of the territory
was increasingly represented as a domain that had contributed to the disruption of environmental laws
and rhythms, causing the proliferation of natural disaster. Urbanisation was increasingly interpreted as a
process of social transformation disturbing natural balance. In response, the static categories of the social
and the natural and the consequent city-nature divide, were questioned and made way for an understanding of the social and the natural as dynamically intertwined ‘hybrids’. Such a reading countered the
rather naïve belief that nature could ever be entirely tamed by technology, or vice-versa, that the urban
could be seen as a purely socio-cultural construct: “We have never been modern,” Latour concluded provocatively, and Harvey added that there was “nothing really unnatural about New York City.”
Consequently, urbanisation began to be framed as a process of intertwined social and natural transformation, with the balanced category of integrated socio-nature as leitbild. This approach emphasised the
need for an increased consideration of topographical and environmental dynamics in the engineering of
the territory.
See Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993.
Harvey, David. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference. (Quote on New York on p. 186.)
Harvey, David. “Cities or urbanisation?” City 1, no. 1-2 (1996): pp. 38-61.
Swyngedouw, Erik. “Metabolic Urbanisation: The Making of Cyborg Cities.” In In the Nature of Cities:
Urban political Ecology and the Politics of Urban Metabolism, edited by Nick Heynen, Maria Kaika and
Erik Swyngedouw, pp. 21-40. Abingdon: Routledge, 2006.
Kaika, Maria. City of Flows.
Heynen, Nick, Maria Kaika, and Erik Swyngedouw, eds. In the Nature of Cities: Urban Political Ecology
and the Politics of Urban Metabolism. Abingdon: Routledge, 2006.
Foster, John Bellamy. “Marx and the Environment.”
Criticism of technocratic engineering already surfaced in McHarg’s Design With Nature from 1969,
which is often regarded as the starting point of a more ecological awareness in engineering projects.
See McHarg, Ian L. Design with Nature. Garden City: Natural History Press, 1969.
For the interpretation of McHarg as ‘starting point’ of ecological thinking in urbanism, see:
Waldheim, Charles, ed. The Landscape Urbanism Reader. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006.
Mostafavi, Mohsen, and Gareth Doherty, eds. Ecological Urbanism. Baden: Müller, 2010.
In the field of urban design, the modernist engineer has been linked to rigid and top-down determinism.
Infrastructural engineering was portrayed as a headstrong discipline imposing standardised, universal
and mechanistic models of stability, control, practicality and efficiency regardless of context and topography. As such, infrastructural space was described as ‘placeless’, ‘marginal’, ‘homogenising’, etc.
Augé, Marc. Non-Lieux: Introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité. Paris: Seuil, 1992.
Flint, Anthony. Wrestling with Moses: How Jane Jacobs Took on New York’s Master Builder and Transformed
the American City. New York: Random House, 2009.
For a similar reconstruction of the argument made in this chapter, see:
Bélanger, Pierre. “Landscape infrastructure.”
See Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern.
Katz, Cindi, and Andrew Kirby. “In the Nature of Things: The Environment and Everyday Life.”
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 16, no. 3 (1991): pp. 259-271.
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a new urban realm. A reference to Cerdà’s general theory of urbanisation may be
clarifying here. For Cerdà, urbanisation was a project in which an ingenious assimilation of what he termed ‘Ways’ and ‘Interways’ opened up pre-urban territories for
urban appropriation. In Cerdà’s work, these ‘Ways’ were not merely efficient devices
managing the city’s ever-expanding flows of people and goods, electricity, water, gas,
sewers and even data. They also consistently defined the ‘Interways’ in such a manner
that the process of urbanisation produced urban patches that could be appropriated
in multiple and systematic ways.22 As such, the interplay between both ‘Ways’ became
entangled and constitutive elements of the urban fabric of the Eixample plan that
Cerdà designed to accommodate urbanisation beyond and within Barcelona’s historical core.23 (Fig. 2.1) Much in the same vein, I will argue that it was the committee’s
ambition to turn the agglomeration’s ‘road grid’ into the bearers of a more or less
integrated urban project – to look for a meaningful assimilation between the agglomeration’s need of new flows and its urban development potential.
This is probably more exciting and exceptional than it may seem at first glance.
Large infrastructures may repeatedly have been identified as the main drivers of
urbanisation, reclaiming extended territories, but they are seldom framed as part of an
explicit urban project – as constituents of a fully-fledged and purposeful urban realm.
In the Belgian context for instance, large engineered infrastructures, ranging from
canals over railways to large roads and highways, have mostly been studied at the scale
of the nation or the region, implicating extended territories into a process of national industrialisation.24 Although such infrastructure projects in many cases ended up
producing the material preconditions for what ultimately evolved into an urbanising
society, they were not originally intended as the constituents of a clearly envisioned,
delineated urban project. At best, such infrastructures gave shape to ‘implicit projects’.
The SCAA, however, designed different infrastructural layers in a much more conscious way - giving shape to an explicit urban project for the agglomeration.
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Moreover, the historical material throughout this chapter will reveal very
‘grounded’ and ‘situated’ aspects of the SCAA’s engineering approach. Unlike Cerdà’s
project, who seemed to make abstraction of Barcelona’s natural and topographical
substrate, I will try to show that the SCAA’s infrastructural projects subscribed to
a very accurate reading of the agglomeration’s natural topography, environmental
features and socio-political dynamics. The SCAA wasn’t a top-down committee that
projected engineering ideals on the agglomeration from its provincial ivory tower,
regardless of local concerns and contingencies. Engaging with many municipalities
and starting from a very precise knowledge of the terrain, they mainly operated from
below – or from within the territory to use more evocative language. An attitude that
might be attributed more to their caution, sense of relativism, and limited powers
than to strong eco-ideological convictions per se, but that, as we will see, engendered
a certain respect for the agglomeration’s socio-natural ecology.
In the following paragraphs, I will describe how the SCAA’s arduous efforts created a climate in which questions of a pure technical nature could develop into urban
questions - and how hard work repeatedly put engineers in a position that allowed
them to transcend a narrow technocratic-determinist approach. It enabled them to
question the strict distinction between things social and things natural and even to
overcome the prototypical nature-culture divide. It allowed them, in short, to build an
urban project and ecological infrastructures within and beyond the historic city. Three
of the agglomeration’s most important infrastructural layers will be discussed successively: sanitary amenities, roads and railways.

►

Sanitary amenities as a techno-natural prerequisite
for urbanisation
In his inaugural speech in 1908, SCAA-president Delbeke expressed the need
for the construction of a sewerage system as an unconditional prerequisite to urbanise
the Antwerp agglomeration. “Gentlemen,” he said, “everyone speaks extensively about
avenues and parks. Everyone is aware of pretty much everything that concerns roads
and anything above ground level. People ask for cobblestones or macadam! But when
it comes to fighting the difficulties and surprises of torrential rain and domestic and
factory waste waters, the number of talkers melts like snow in the sun. That is because
only men of study and technical knowledge know what it takes, according to the rules
of health and science, to divert the considerable masses of rain and waste water, coming from thousands of hectares of flatlands where natural drainage is insignificant,

Chapter 2

to a safe place where they will have to be rendered harmless.”25 Of all infrastructural
issues, the sewerage question was the highest on the agenda.

Les ‘Hommes de l’Egout’ and Urbanisons!
Everyday reality turned the problem of waste water drainage into an urgent matter of concern. The unbearable stench at the Schijnpoort, for instance, where the river
Schijn met the canals around the city resulted from the fact that the sewage system
in the agglomeration consisted of little more than a set of primitive structures that
disposed of wastewater at the edges of each municipality. De facto, the entire network of regional waterways, the river Schijn in particular, had gradually been turned
into open gutters.26 These highly unhygienic conditions did not only cause structural
failings within the different suburbs, but also in the historical city. While a proper
sewage system was in place in the historical centre, the city of Antwerp had to cope
with the bulk of the disposed wastewaters of its hinterland – a consequence of natural
topography.27
The sewerage question, in short, concerned the agglomeration’s entire urbanising
society, regardless of class or location.28 Engineer August Mennes was well aware of
the fact that the need and rise of sanitary engineering was to assured by this principle of mutual implication. “The inhabitants of a same region,” he stated, “are all in
solidarity with one another, because everything that endangers our neighbour’s health
is equally dangerous to ours.”29 At the turn of the century, all levels of society were
confronted with the same sanitary problems, albeit in different ways and degrees.
Apart from infectious diseases such as typhus fever, croup or tuberculosis, causing
many deaths, Mennes pointed to high rates of infant mortality reaching up to 20%
in workers’ classes and still 10% in circles of the nobility.30 Many noble estates in the
Antwerp surroundings were crisscrossed by polluted waterways that were not only
health-threatening but also decreased land values. In sum, all social classes would
benefit in their own way from solving the sanitary issue, which quickly grew into a
real matter of concern. Debates on health risks caused by cholera frequently reached
25
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the chamber of representatives in the first decade of the twentieth century.31 It
justifies the fact that SCAA-president Delbeke did not regard the sanitary question
as a second-class problem. However, as I will argue, the SCAA did not only intend to
simply solve this problem, but to use it as an opportunity to redefine the contours of
an urban agglomeration in the making.
Contemporary articles and conference proceedings clearly show that the construction of sewer systems as a component of urbanisation was certainly not an
exclusive Antwerp issue.32 The general attention to this subject must be understood
as a consequence of the international recognition that was given to sanitary questions in the urban context at the turn of the twentieth century.33 From 1903 onwards,
international sanitary conventions determined how best to prevent and counter the
outbreak and spread of epidemics in a number of European countries.34 These conventions gave a new impetus to 19th century national associations in the field of sanitary
engineering and in 1905 the international and polycentric Association Générale des
Ingénieurs, Architectes et Hygiénistes Municipaux was founded.35 Consistent with the
rising status of engineers and technology at that time, the association’s name was
changed in 1911 into the Association Générale des Hygiénistes et Techniciens Municipaux
(AGHTM). It united hygienists from French-speaking countries, and apart from
France, Switzerland and Luxembourg the Belgian input was far from insignificant.36
The Department of Health and Hygiene at the Belgian Ministry of the Interior
and Agriculture was one of the AGHTM’s early instigators.37 It was precisely at
this department that the young August Mennes had started working in 1907, after
graduating from the Catholic University of Leuven as a Civil Engineer in Mining,
31
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Chapter 2

189

Construction and Electricity.38
Viviane Claude has argued that one of the AGHTM’s main objectives was to
construct a technical field that would transcend ‘sanitary engineering’ pur sang – a new
field that the community of sanitary engineers themselves described as ‘urban engineering’ from 1905 onwards.39 As such, Claude described the way in which ‘sanitary
engineers’ paved their personal path into the emerging town planning profession. In
that sense, Claude’s narrative is similar to Peleman’s argument about the engineers
of the modern road in Belgium. Describing themselves at times as ‘Hommes de La
Route’, Peleman argued that these culturally engaged engineers gradually moved
beyond the road surface to discover a broader horizon of their project: that of the
city and the urban society.40 Similarly, Claude’s sanitary engineers could be termed
‘Hommes de l’Egout’, who discovered the city via a detour along sewers and pipelines.
August Mennes was a very determined figure who undeniably became one of
the spokesmen of this engineering tradition in the Belgian context. As a sanitary
engineer on behalf of his department, for instance, he participated in urban planning
conferences such as the 1913 event in Ghent.41 Some of the many studies he conducted on sanitary topics in his career42 appeared in the AGHTM’s journal La Technique
Sanitaire. Many of his early publications bear witness to the thin line between sanitary and urban engineering. (Fig. 2.2) Vice-versa, the AGHTM’s journal provided
Mennes with a notion of international best-practices and state-of-the art expertise
regarding fresh water supply and waste water disposal. As an active member of this
engineering community, he soon gained state of the art expertise which greatly benefited the work of SCAA in the long run. I will argue that his background as a sanitary
engineer brought a specific kind of knowledge and ability to the SCAA’s project. Yet
it must also be stressed that the SCAA ensured that Mennes could put his knowledge
into practice in the best possible conditions.
38
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The committee’s objective was not just to remediate the sewerage problem. It
framed the issue as an indispensable prerequisite and as one of the primordial layers,
necessary to urbanise the agglomeration. According to Delbeke, the roll-out of a sewerage system had to precede construction in order to keep disorderly urban extensions
from obstructing a rational lay-out of the sewerage system itself. Thus, the sewerage
system was not only a post-hoc matter of technological fix. It would also constitute a
spatial framework that undergirded the spatial development of an agglomeration in
the making. The construction of sewerage systems had to precede and guide urbanisation. August Delbeke, for instance, denounced everybody who suggested to remediate
waste-water inconveniences only when they occurred. “This [wait-and-see] school has
many advocates,” he said “until cellars flood, infectious diseases erupt and flooded areas start spreading fumes that spoil the environment.”43 “You see, gentlemen,” he concluded, “that I strongly disapprove of the suggestion which has been put forward to
me several times, even by the most respectable of men: ‘We must mainly be concerned
with the general layout for roads and plans for beautification; later, when waste-waters
do appear, overwhelmingly and flooding, stagnant and disgusting, only then we will
have to deal with them.’ Time and again, I have sent my art connoisseur walking ... to
the vicinity of the Schijnpoort. (Laughter).”44
Delbeke’s intervention clearly exemplifies the ongoing shift from artistic to
technological preoccupations in urban design, hence from the artist-urbanist to the
scientist-engineer. Similarly, it reveals how the sewerage question wasn’t treated as an
afterthought of urbanisation, but as one of its infrastructural determinants. It created
a thankful context for an engineer like August Mennes, who over time was put in the
perfect position to evolve from a ‘sanitary engineer’ into a genuine ‘urban engineer’.

The sewerage system as a techno-natural deduplication
of the natural waterways
Many an engineer had already put his teeth into the sewage question before
Mennes did. A first sub-committee of the SCAA regarding the question of sewerage, was, among others, composed of engineers such as Lemeunier, De Heem, and
Hachez, a representative of Mennes’ Department of Health and Hygiene at the
Ministry of the Interior and Agriculture.45 This sub-committee was asked to design a
sewage system for 14 municipalities the agglomeration was initially composed of. Its
members met on a regular basis and to get acquainted with the problem and possible
43
44
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Figure 2.2
August Mennes was the prototype of a sanitary engineer who discovered the city through underground systems of sewage pipelines. Mennes had always been an entrepreneurial figure who, at
the young age of 16, passed his first exams at the Catholic University of Leuven with the highest
distinction. In his later career, Mennes combined a position at the Ministry of Hygiene with a
practice as an independent urbanist. His ‘Office for a Metropolitan Antwerp’ worked for all kinds
of public authorities and private clients and had more than 30 employees at one point. His active
involvement in the paving of almost every new street in the agglomeration earned Mennes the
nickname of “the cobble stone huckster from Quenast” - after the famous Belgian stone quarry.
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Figure 2.3
Preliminary studies and enquiries by the SCAA with regards to the sewage system in the Antwerp
Agglomeration. These early proposals and methodology of dividing the urban territory into
‘sewage basins’ would later be worked out in much more detail by engineer August Mennes at the
scale of the entire agglomeration.
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solutions, they regularly left for study trips to cities all over Europe, such as London,
Berlin, Paris, Brussels and Ostend. These study trips made them understand the
specific complexities of the Antwerp case. The brochure “Rapport du Comité Technique
sur l’Ecoulement des Eaux Naturelles et Résiduaires d’Anvers et de sa Banlieue” pointed
to the flat surroundings, the strong tides on the river Scheldt and the overwhelming
scale of the sewerage question in the context of the Antwerp agglomeration. (Fig.
2.3) The report stated that the objective had been “to draw up a preliminary design
with estimated details of the sewerage system and treatment facilities.” “But,” the
report continued “such a thorough study had to be abandoned (…) The Technical
Committee did not have the time, staff or financial resources to carry out such a vast
study. It was therefore necessary to confine ourselves to examining the main features
of this vast sanitation project.”
The subcommittee’s final report was limited to a description of existing watercourses and sewers and focused on the question as to which system should best be
used: a unitary system with mixed sewage and rainwater drainage, or a bilateral system in which sewage and rainwater drainage were separated. In addition, the question
was also raised as to which purification method could best be used before draining
the waste water into the River Scheldt: biological methods, (physio)chemical methods
or methods of simple decantation and coarse filtering, merely removing the largest
sources of contamination. The first and third options were considered in particular.
The third option would be the most cost-efficient and could do with a unitary system.
Moreover, according to the committee and compared to other cities, the enormous
masses of Scheldt-water, made a “relative purification” acceptable.46 However, the first
method, in which the purification was due, in main order, to the action of living aerobic and anaerobic organisms, offered “too many seductive sides and advantages for the
subcommittee not to consider it.”47 The spreading of sewerage over natural soils could
help turning as yet uncultivated lands into productive agricultural areas. The SCAA
mainly targeted fallow plains in the Campine region relatively close to the agglomeration’s centre of gravity.48 (Fig.2.4) This biological purification method called for a
bilateral system, which guaranteed manageable volumes of sewage of high concentration. Referring to international experts, the SCAA concluded that there was little
difference between both options from a purely scientific and hygienic point of view.49
To come to a final conclusion, it was decided that a more detailed study, taking into
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account specific regional data and contingencies of the agglomeration, was needed to
come to a final solution.
The SCAA’s preliminary study may not have provided final answers, yet it was
an important document in several ways. It was able to frame the sewage question
as an environmental issue that by and large transcended the realm of individual
and splintered municipalism – a problem that could only be solved if municipalities
would join forces (and confederate) to take concerted action. The SCAA used the
study to convince no less than 21 municipalities that mutual associations and conventions were needed to adequately address this shared matter of concern. As such, the
preliminary study became a strategic instrument to convince all municipalities in the
agglomeration to draw up one joint plan, made by one independent expert. So much
inter-municipal unanimity must not be taken for granted, and it was undoubtedly
due to SCAA’s preparatory work.50 At the same time, publications such as Schobbens’
Un labyrinthe souterrain gigantesque ou le réseau général d’égouts de l’agglomération
Anversoise reveal that the SCAA paved the way for engineer Mennes to demonstrate
his engineering skills in the best possible conditions. (Fig. 2.5) After WWI, somewhere in the course of 1920, Engineer August Mennes was appointed as the principal
expert, responsible for drafting the agglomeration’s the sewage plan.51 He was asked to
50
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Figure 2.4
Initially, the idea of using the agglomeration’s waste water as a nutrient for agricultural purposes
in the Campine region was explored. The idea of balancing the agglomeration's urban-rural
metabolism was quickly abandoned - which is not to say that any notion of ecology disappeared
from the SCAA's sewage project.

develop an overall plan for the outer agglomeration, and the number of municipalities
involved had risen from 14 to 22. Under the auspices of a technical committee at the
Province, composed of people like De Heem, Schobbens, Hachez and Lemeunier
among others, Mennes embarked on what would evolved in a very long and extensive
study trajectory that started with a very detailed exploration of the existing situation
in each and every of the agglomeration’s municipalities. (Fig. 2.6)
After a detailed study of more than three years, Mennes’ conclusions finally
settled the discussions in favour of a unitary sewage system in combination with
superficial purification methods based on a simple ‘dégrossisage’ of waste waters before
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pouring them into the River Scheldt.52 Elements that were generally in favour of a
bilateral system did not apply in the Antwerp agglomeration.53 In addition, reference
was made to the (so-called) practical and economic drawbacks of bilateral systems
that ultimately needed a duplicated infrastructure.54 Thus the path of a bilateral system and of biologic purification coupled to the fertilisation of land was abandoned.
“The costs of pumping equipment, de-doubled supply pipes, soil preparation and
maintenance would be disproportionate to the benefits obtained,”55 Mennes concluded. Clearly, economic and practical considerations prevailed over deep ecological beliefs of circular waste management and the balancing of urban and rural metabolisms.
That doesn’t mean, however, that all environmental considerations were dismissed
all at once. The development of Mennes’ project for a unitary system, for instance,
expresses a very profound reading of hydrological dynamics in the agglomeration. In
her research, Viviane Claude already argued that Belgian engineers brought aspects
of geology, topography and hydrology into the international discussions on sanitary
engineering.56 Exemplary were professor Putzeys’ internationally renowned courses
at the Catholic University of Leuven.57 Mennes had been able to follow these classes
which may explain why his sewerage project for the Antwerp agglomeration started
from a very detailed reading of the agglomeration’s territory, in which the interrelationships between topography, watercourses, geology and urban development were,
at times, beautifully expressed. (Fig. 2.7) Future dynamics of expected population
growth, consequent urbanisation patterns and soil in-permeability (up until 1960), as
well as the expected intensity and duration of rainfall58 were all projected on top of
these maps (Fig. 2.8). The complex layering of these different data resulted in innovative maps that formed a strong foundation for the sewerage plan (Fig. 2.9).
Based on these parameters, the main sections of the sewage system were calculated and its main branches emerged as a resilient network that almost reads as the
de-duplication of the agglomeration’s natural watercourses (Fig. 2.10). Urbanisation
52
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Because of the strong tides of the river Scheldt, with large differences in height as a result, surface water
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separately, without additional currents of water rinsing the underground pipeline networks.
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Figure 2.5
Schobbens’ personal view on the sewage question: a gigantic underground labyrinth. The sewage
issue was the question par excellence where the SCAA was running into the (legal) limits of its
own executive powers.
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Figure 2.6
August Mennes made detailed survey maps (1919-1923) for his general sewage
plan for each and every municipality in the agglomeration. In addition to
indicating sewers that a) definitely, b) might have to be demolished and those
that c) might and d) definitely could be preserved, the maps also show the most
important landed assets and noble estates in the agglomeration. An example
of such survey map can be found on the previous page for the municipality of
Deurne. This page shows Mennes’ schemes for future urban development, based
on sewage concerns for most of the agglomeration’s municipalities.

200

Figure 2.7
Trained in geology, Mennes was very aware of the agglomeration’s topography and soil conditions, as is demonstrated in several maps (1919-1923). Topography helped determine the sewage
system’s general outlines. Furthermore, Mennes was wary not to build on the alluvial clay plains
of the river Scheldt. The orange line on the blue map neatly demarcates the transition between
buildable and non-buildable polder areas.

Figure 2.8
Mennes depicted his measurements of the natural drainage capacity of the agglomeration’s
watercourses in detailed maps (1919-1923). For each municipality, Mennes calculated different
‘coefficients of impermeability’: the actual situation in 1920, the probable impermeability in 1960
and the maximum impermeability in 1960. Mennes based these calculations on population growth
projections. They were decisive in sizing his sewage system.

Ur b a n is on s !

Chapter 2

here surfaces as a kind of ‘second nature’ that was more or less in tune with the agglomeration’s ‘first nature’. To some extent the sewage system and the natural waterways mutually reinforced each other. Both networks were interconnected at strategic
locations, so that they could relieve and complement each other in case of long and
heavy rainfall. In the event of blockages, water from the natural waterways could
be used to rinse the sewerage pipes. As such, the sewage network bears witness to a
certain symbiosis between technology and nature, between the urbanising society and
its natural environment. (Fig. 2.11) These aspects of techno-nature or socio-nature are
further reflected in the subdivision of the urban agglomeration into so-called sewage basins. Mennes clearly relied on natural analogisms to interpret the city and the
urbanising agglomeration. His strategies are most interesting in the light of contemporary interpretations of the city and nature as a socio-natural whole.59
This becomes clear when Mennes started linking the question of waste-water disposal to the revaluation of the agglomeration’s natural watercourses. With
a new sewerage network in place, these watercourses had the potential, according
to Mennes, to become true spines of the agglomeration’s urbanising landscape.
“Wherever rivers and little streams are still unaffected by urbanisation, measures must
be taken to save them from contamination by cutting them loose from waste-waters
coming from the densely built-up areas. This can be done almost anywhere, and we
must do that to develop protected areas along these rivers where parks and walks can
be created.”60
Most exemplary was Mennes’ proposal to revalue the valley of the river Schijn.
Originally, the river Schijn flowed into the River Scheldt to the north of the city. With
the advent of the fortification walls from the 1860’s onwards, it was diverted into the
ramparts’ canals around the city. The question was what to do with the river Schijn
now the ramparts were about to be demolished. Contrary to existing proposals to incorporate the River Schijn into the sewage system in order to divert, siphon and pump
the river for more than 10 miles further up north, Mennes advocated draining it more
or less naturally, following its former natural bed towards the River Scheldt, right
through the historical city.61 This solution, without the help of any pumping stations
whatsoever, necessitated the construction of natural flood plains along the banks of
the river Schijn in the Rivierenhof, where the river was given the space to expand and
flood during heavy rainfall. “When the lovely river Schijn will no longer be tainted
by sewage, Antwerp will have a jewel like few cities in the world have one,” Mennes
mused, “and the Rivierenhof will transform into a beautiful park, with vast ponds fed
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Figure 2.9
Beautiful map (1919-1923) by August Mennes showing emerging patterns of urbanisation in the
early 1920’s. For each municipality, Mennes adds infographics on the surface area, actual population, probable population in 1960, and maximum population in 1960 and corresponding degrees of
soil impermeability. Mapping at its best.
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Figure 2.10
Maps (1919-1923) by August Mennes indicating the agglomeration’s initial primitive sewage
structures and his final design for a sewage system anticipating the contours of an agglomeration
in the making.
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Figure 2.11
Map drawn by author highlighting the remarkable
congruence between Mennes’ sewage system and
the agglomeration’s natural watercourses. The map is
based on an overlay of several Mennes-maps as shown
in Fig. 2.7 and Fig. 2.10. An example of techno-nature:
the sewage system cleans the watercourses while the
watercourses occasionally rinse the sewage system.

a

a

b

c
Figure 2.12
Maps (1927) by August Mennes depicting the preservation of
watercourse banks throughout the urbanising agglomeration.
The plans incorporate watercourses into pocket parks and road
works (a), new residential neighbourhoods (b), or simply provide
walking paths along the watercourses (c).

c
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by the widely winding river Schijn.”62 His plans and rhetoric read as a plea for urban
greenways and water corridors that are somewhat reminiscent of Olmsted’s celebrated Emerald Necklace. During the construction of the Rivierenhof into a public
park, more space was effectively given to the Schijn, as will be shown in the following
chapter.
Again, it seems important to emphasise that the work of the SCAA provided the
right context for the development of Mennes’ ideas. It seems as if Mennes’ knowledge
and approach stirred collective thinking. “The need to dig a pond in the lowest part
of the Schyn valley has widely been recognised,” Schobbens concluded “so that this
new basin can be used to catch water overflows that might otherwise cause flooding;
while this pond will also add to the charm of the landscape.”63 Moreover, in a number SCAA meetings, Schobbens, frequently recommended to create similar riverside
walks throughout the agglomeration. “If this principle could become a tried and
tested practice,” he stated, “it would be possible to provide leisurely strolls along the
Struysbeeck, straight to the road to Boom, for example; another could also be developed along the Schyn, near the Rivierenhof, all the way up to the military road; and
finally walks along the Laersche Beek, Kaartsche Beek and Doncksche Beek could also be
planned.”64 (Fig. 2.12) A technical device such as the sewerage system, became much
more than a technological fix to solve a given problem. At the same time, it was used
to create new public landscapes, a prerequisite to reconvert the agglomeration’s main
watercourses into planted promenades winding through the agglomeration’s urbanising landscape.
Arguably, Mennes’ specific background, sensible to principles of geography and
hydrology, provided him with other design methodologies than the ones more traditional architect-urbanists relied on. A number of topographical principles, testifying
to the same common sense that also characterised his approach to the sewage system
slipped into the SCAA’s broader urbanisation practices as well. A number of early diagrams clearly show Mennes’ conviction of principles as age-old and simple as building as much as possible at height, avoiding waterlogged soils, and using natural slopes
as much as possible for drainage and waste water disposal. Some of Mennes’ maps
show a very detailed knowledge of the agglomeration’s topography and geology, with
a very precise indication of river valleys characterised by the presence of alluvial clay
(Fig. 2.7) “Building in the polder should be avoided as much as possible; it is difficult
and expensive to build there,”65 Mennes warned on a number of occasions. Other
62
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members of the committee also adhered to this fairly simple principle. On a proposal
for urban expansion in Wommelghem, for instance, Schobbens, stated that “the land
there [consisted]of wet meadows, little suitable for building houses, while on the contrary it would be highly desirable to incorporate them into the park [Rivierenhof].”66
Municipal plans for Deurne and Merxem for instance, show how Mennes’ and the
SCAA’s reluctance to build on low-lying alluvial land became a systematic principle.
In general, their proposals for urban expansions neatly follow contour height lines,
respecting the age-old tradition not to build on the clayish river plains. (Fig. 2.13) It
wasn’t because technology made something possible that it was necessarily a smart
thing to do. Again, it reveals Mennes’ ability to produce cautious and resilient relationships between urbanisation and topography at a regional scale – an ability that
was inherent to his skills as a sanitary engineer.
The consideration Mennes had for the agglomeration’s natural landscape is also
reflected in the fact that his drawings and diagrams appeared in publications by the
Royal Association for Nature and Urban Beauty (KVNS) promoting the preservation of the agglomeration’s natural landscapes and resources. (See Chapter 6) That is
remarkable, because in general, this association was rather critical of the SCAA’s urge
for urbanisation. Yet Mennes’ plans bear witness to the ease with which he managed
to establish a certain relationship between urbanisation and landscape dynamics.
This productive marriage between the SCAA’s mission of Urbanisons! and Mennes’
sanitary design methodologies resulted in a hybrid engineering approach that is
somewhat reminiscent of the new design paradigms that came about with the ecological turn some fifty year later; heralding a more ecologically sensible era, of which
Ian McHarg’s ‘Design With Nature’ from 1969 has often been considered as a ‘new’
starting point.67
The main difference, however, lies in the fact that the SCAA and Mennes seem
to have been more systemically inspired than ideologically per se. Their approach was
part and parcel of a rising appreciation for a scientifically driven survey approach,
in which rational decisions were based on as many objective data as possible.68 The
ecological aspect only emerged because they refused to use the possibilities of science
66
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Figure 2.13
Maps (1923) by August Mennes showing the close correlation between topography and urbanisation.
Building in river valleys and flood prone areas was avoided at all times.

to go against common sense. Just because it was technically possible to divert the
river Schijn, that didn’t necessarily make it a wise thing to do. It was not because new
pumping techniques could defy natural topography, that the sewage system should
completely ignore it. Much more than ecological ideologists, the SCAA’s protagonists
appear as persistent yet cautious engineer-plumbers, respecting the main features of
the agglomeration’s topography and hydrology. It is precisely this caution that led
them to reinforce, rather than going completely against the natural laws at work in
the agglomeration. After all, science seems not to have been a black box that made
any other reflection unnecessary, any other argument superfluous.
Mennes’ plans must be regarded as symbolic of the progress of science at the turn
of the twentieth century. But they must not be mistaken for rigorous scientific topdown dirigisme. As Schobbens had suggested earlier, the main plan was only intended
as a suggestion of the system’s main branches in ‘estimative detail’ rather than a rigid
and final blue-print awaiting instant implementation. Mennes too was well aware of
the SCAA’s limited executive powers and he was level-headed enough to understand
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that his plan would not be built in one day. In 1922, when his study was coming to an
end, he expressed his down-to-earth realism: “Of course, there can be no question of
building the entire extensive network of this sewage system all at once. That work will
require a lifetime. The immediate aim of the present study is to allow municipal authorities -when sewers need to be built for new or existing districts- to conceive these
works in such a way that they form a part of a predetermined and coherent whole
in the making. In this way, a major plan will be implemented gradually, according to
prevailing needs, contingencies and available resources.”69 In other words, Mennes was
open to politicising and socialising his scientific plan – he understood and accepted
that more arguments than science alone would determine the final outcome of the
sewage question.
And it were indeed political arguments that soon compromised the plan’s pure
implementation. The SCAA had worked out an attractive proposal that united all the
municipalities involved into an inter-communal association that would only be responsible for 1/3 of the total costs of the main scheme’s construction. The remaining
two thirds would be paid by the State and the Province. The individual municipalities
were able to connect local neighbourhoods to this main grid on their own initiative
and at their own expense. Although the SCAA managed to reach an agreement with
21 municipalities, the city of Antwerp was not willing to cooperate, nor willing to
pay its part of the development costs.70 In addition, interpersonal tensions between
city engineers and engineer Mennes also seem to have had a rather negative impact.
Picavet has suggested that these “city engineers were rather envious of the exuberant
honorary fees of their former civil servant-colleague, who had become a private engineer” and who they thought felt “superior” and was “looking down on them.”71 His
eccentric behaviour didn’t really help Mennes either. He insisted on being consistently
addressed as ‘Mr. Engineer’ and had himself dropped off by taxi at virtually every
69
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appointment.72 In response, Antwerp city-engineers qualified Mennes as “a top-engineer for unrealizable plans.”73 These petty human tensions did not benefit the general
sewage plan, the success of which was very dependent on the city’s cooperation, for
instance in the building of pumping stations to discharge sewage waters into the river
Scheldt. As a result, the broad outlines of the scheme would not be realised until an
agreement was finally reached in the 1960s. For the SCAA, all this meant a disillusioned confrontation with its own limited executive powers.74
But the committee did not stop at nothing and soon reverted to its incremental
strategy. Mennes was put in charge of a committee that had to ensure that all kinds
of urban development schemes met the preconditions of the general sewerage plan.75
His impressive sewerage study had brought Mennes in contact with many local administrations where he was a welcome and trusted figure because these municipalities
did not usually have a great deal of technical expertise of their own. As a consequence,
Mennes became a regular SCAA-member, which enabled him to implement his
sewage plan incrementally and from the bottom up.76 He ensured that “sewers were
constructed in such a way that they could later be connected to the large system.”77
The SCAA’s intensive meeting structure put Mennes in the ideal position to keep
an overview of the agglomeration’s urbanisation. Each time a new district or urban
extension was proposed, Mennes was in the front line to check its compatibility with
his general principles for drainage and sewerage system – something he continued
doing for nearly 17 years, until the SCAA’s dissolution in 1939. Not everything was
perfect from the start. Waste water was at times still being led to watercourses, and it
regularly happened that streets with open trenches were constructed, pending a definitive sewerage system.78 But at least some pieces of the general scheme were built, and
Mennes’ plan established a methodology that has proven its value and durability over
time.79
72
73
74

75

76

77
78
79

File on August Mennes retrieved from the History Circle of Merxem [Heemkundige Kring Merksem],
Merxem.
Picavet, Robert. Baron Georges Holvoet: p. 149, p. 172.
Schobbens, Joseph. Un labyrinthe souterrain gigantesque.
Holvoet, Georges. De intercommunale riolen-collectors.
Picavet, Robert. Baron Georges Holvoet.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Deurne - 1) Aanleg van een gedeelte van de Ringlaan, tusschen de SintRochtusstraat en de Van den Hautelei; 2) Openen van een straat tusschen de Ringlaan en de Maquinaylaan
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 April 1936.
See, for example, files 388#1, Dossiers over erelonen van externe urbanisten; 1595#797, Uitkeren van
Erelonen aan Ir. A. Mennes; 1595#1371, Erelonen Ir. Mennes Surveyplannen; MA#65790, Ereloon Ir.
Mennes voor het ontwerpen van rioleringen voor de randgemeenten. Retrieved from the Antwerp City
Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
SCAA, subcommittee 24. Tracé du ring intermédiaire, sur le territoire de la commune de Deurne [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1923.
Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’agglomération anversoise. La Métropole: 1929.
Mennes’ influential study is still referred to in contemporary studies. See, for instance :
Vaes, Luyckx and Berlamont. Nieuwe Tendensen in het Rioleringsontwerp. Laboratorium voor
Hydraulica, KULeuven, p. 8.

Ur b a n is on s !

210

The sewerage plan clearly shows how the SCAA’s activities provided the ideal
background for a sanitary engineer like Auguste Mennes to use his technological
knowledge as a means to direct the urbanisation process in the agglomeration. The
SCAA ensured that environmental questions such as sewerage could be raised at the
appropriate scale of the entire agglomeration – a remarkable achievement in itself.
As a result, Mennes’ plan not only remediated sanitary issues on a local scale, but it
redefined the mental map of Antwerp’s pre-urban surroundings as it anticipated the
contours of an urban agglomeration in the making. Responding to real and urgent
social needs, the SCAA’s and Mennes’ proposal for the sewerage system must be considered as a strong act of social engineering of the territory. Nevertheless, the municipalities were given a great deal of freedom in how they wished to use and expand the
network on their own territory. Moreover, as we have seen, the plan showed great affinity with the agglomeration’s topography and hydrology. The plan initially may have
been compromised by political unwillingness and the SCAA’s own limited executive
powers, but it nevertheless became a piece of technological equipment that over time
and incrementally allowed society to function in a more urban way - far beyond what
was considered to be the city at that time. Moreover, the approach of de-doubling
the natural watercourses, offered the possibility of deriving new public waterscapes
as positive externalities from an originally rather technical mission. Mennes and the
SCAA, in other words practised urbanisation as a socio-natural process in which
social and natural transformations and benefits were to some extent intertwined.

Regional Geology and fresh water supply
The fact that Mennes’ approach was intentional and systematic rather than a
stroke of luck is exemplified by his plans to supply the entire agglomeration with fresh
drinking water. (Fig. 2.14) Although the supply of fresh water was a pressing urban
question in the Antwerp agglomeration, it never was explicitly part of the SCAA’s
brief. This can be explained by the fact that, already in 1907, a legal framework had
been put in place that allowed municipalities and provinces to jointly organise their
water supply. In 1913, the Provincial and Intercommunal Drinking Water Company
of the Province of Antwerp (PIDPA) emerged as the extension of a previous commission led by then SCAA vice-president de Baillet Latour.80 The PIDPA was a
collaboration between the Province and several municipalities, mainly in the Antwerp
agglomeration. In other words, the context in which the plans for wastewater disposal
and fresh water supply were drawn up was not very different.
80
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In 1918, the PIDPA asked engineer August Mennes to continue working on
preliminary pre-war studies of his mentor prof. Emmanuel Putzyes, who did not live
through the war.81 Mennes was commissioned to design a plan that would provide
360,000 inhabitants in 35 provincial towns with drinking water. The study was part
of a veritable boom of national studies and projects on water supply throughout
Belgium, including some of Putzeys and Mennes himself.82
As the city of Antwerp already had a water supply system at its disposal, it were
mostly the fringe municipalities that were in urgent need of drinking water. “The
groundwater, the most indispensable of all nutrients, is poisoned by the faeces of
people and animals, and by industrial waste,”83 Mennes explained. Again, the provision of fresh water was a matter of delicate consideration that concerned society as a
whole. However, large quantities of high-quality water, necessitated by intensifying
urbanisation, were not easily found in the vicinity of the city. Therefore, Mennes
designed a plan that earmarked 40,000 hectares of heathlands in the plains of MollLommel as a water-collection area, about 60 km to the east of the agglomeration’s
centre and even partially outside of the boundaries of the Antwerp province. (Fig.
2.14) His profound knowledge of geology led him to conclude that these sandy plains
acted as natural water filters, guaranteeing exquisite and abundant water qualities. A
plain of about 40km² was turned into a water-provisioning landscape pierced with
a grid of pumping installations. These plains can be considered as very early examples of what Brenner recently termed operational landscapes, i.e. landscapes that are
seemingly unaffected by the process of urbanisation but on which processes of urban
agglomeration are largely dependent.84 In similar fashion, Mennes turned these plains
into a techno-natural water supply facility, an indispensable device to urbanise the
agglomeration. Somewhere in-between the Moll-Lommel plains and the Antwerp
Agglomeration, a massive storage basin was projected and hidden in a hill in Beersel.
(Fig. 2.14) “The topographical situation in the province is so favourable,” Mennes
stated, “and the providential hill in Beersel is positioned in such a way, that one could
hardly dream of a better topography for the development of a general water supply
system.”85 In that sense, the PIDPA-plan again shows Mennes’ ability to seamlessly
merge the technical with the natural and urbanisation with regional topography. (Fig.
2.14) He was reading and working with the ‘capabilities’ of the territory’s topography
and geology in order to supply the urbanising society with fresh drinking water.
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Mennes quickly understood that the more municipalities would be involved,
the more feasible his whole plan became. This also explains why Mennes did not see
any problem in looking for water so far away from the agglomeration’s centre. To the
question on whether it would not be more efficient to look for smaller water-collection areas closer to the city, Mennes replied: “It is one of the principal laws of
hydraulics that the amount of water that can run through a pipe with a given section
increases gigantically when that section is slightly altered. That is why the supply of
a large amount of water at a long distance can easily be organised without additional
costs compared to the supply of small amounts of water at short distances. That is a
reward, given by nature, for the solidarity of the municipalities.”86
The question of water supply made sanitary engineers discover the nature of extended urbanisation at an early stage in history.87 It were mainly the municipalities of
the agglomeration that were in need of fresh water, but they also needed a large number of municipalities outside the agglomeration in order to make the plans feasible.88
As such, the PIDPA-plan implicated large parts of the provincial territory in a new era
of urbanisation beyond the city. In a curious way, one of the principle laws of hydraulics embodied this interdependency between dispersed and concentrated urbanisation.
The PIDPA-plan clearly illustrates the concept of ‘collective consumption’ as one
of the basic challenges faced by an urbanising society. Organising collective consumption in an urbanising world required solidarity mechanisms beyond one’s own borders.
Local resistance to the plan was considered subordinate to the public interest. The agricultural sector, for instance, was concerned about the potential lowering of the water
table of fields around the new prise d’eau. In a speech to the provincial government,
Mennes clearly took position: “The average layman in the region of Moll-Lommel
might wonder, yielding to the human nature of selfishness: why are they looking for
water here? That water was given to us by nature; it is our fortune, our property, our
possession! If they want water for other villages, they had better go and find it elsewhere! Surely, this kind of reasoning will not find a willing ear in your midst. It disqualifies every notion of solidarity that undergirds all progress and the entire modern
civilisation.”89 Mennes’ plan envisioned to extract millions of gallons of drinking water
from the ground water table in Limburg, and on its way to the Antwerp agglomeration, it would also provide as yet rural communities with drinking water (Fig. 2.14).
Moreover, Mennes’ supply-system was easily extendable over time, serving ever more
people, requiring minimal to no adjustments to the main pipelines - making his plan
all the more feasible.
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a

Figure 2.14
Mennes’ maps (1918) for the water supply system he
designed for the PIDPA. Mennes made use of the
agglomeration’s ‘perfectly suitable topography’: the upland plains of Moll-Lommel as source (a) and the ‘Hill of
Beersel’ harbouring a storage basin along the way (b).
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The socialisation of water distribution went further than increasing the number
of subscribers. When proposing his scheme, Mennes advocated subscription rates as
socially just as possible. “It is, of course, natural and self-evident that the urban poor
and the poorly resourced should be totally or partially relieved from paying subscription fees for the supply of a basic need such as fresh water; the State and its administrations are in fact insisting on this. That can be obtained either by the municipal
authorities charging their treasury for the total amount of unpaid subscriptions, or by
increasing the price of a part of the subscriptions at the other end of the spectrum.”90
The quest for drinking water illustrates how the transition from a non-urbanised to
an urbanised context presupposes structural collective arrangements.91 In the case of
the Antwerp water supply, this collective arrangement would reach beyond the city’s
boundaries – and even beyond the Provinces’ territory. Due to a lack of resources,
partly caused by the great war, the plan was never executed and some of the agglomeration’s municipalities joined the city’s water network.92 Mennes’ plan was abandoned, but the main features of his methodology were recycled and allowed PIDPA
to grow into a successful company.
Both for his fresh water supply and waste water disposal plans, Mennes was put
in an ideal position and officially mandated to develop solutions at a regional scale.
Both plans are strong examples of social engineering, characterised by the “ambitions
of regenerating society, or better, of correcting and perfecting ‘human ecology’, by
means of technical intervention, combining methods of cartography and calculation
with works in the name of the public good.”93 Yet while engineering the regional
territory, Mennes remained wary of its natural features which he tried to buttress with
new technological possibilities. His specific background as a sanitary engineer, with a
profound knowledge of hydrography and geology, led him to the discovery of the natural and the social as hybrid and intertwined categories.94 His designs were not only
a mere manifestation of top-down modernist heroism. They served as a preliminary
framework, a way of thinking that gradually gave direction to the agglomeration’s
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development over time. In that sense Mennes’ plans symbolise his long-term social
commitment in sanitising the agglomeration by means of modern technologies, even
if he was aware that this largely invisible work would lead to “little fame.”95

►

Towards a metropolitan grid: the modern road as
urban project
The need for modern roads was pressing at the turn of the 20th century in
Antwerp. In the first place, a modern road network was indispensable to sustain the
city’s economic prosperity, especially with regard to Antwerp’s expanding transit harbour.96 The poor accessibility of the port had also been identified as one of the causes
of the heavy port strikes in 1907 which had put economic life in Antwerp (and the
entire country) on hold for weeks.97 A new and efficient road network was seen as an
indispensable improvement for the port’s commuting workforce and was presented as
part of the solutions to these social upheavals. Finally, the historical city itself was also
poorly accessible at the time. In his inaugural speech in 1908, Delbeke mocked the
dubious situation at the city’s gates: “Those who have frequently passed by the bends
and winding roads through the twelve exit gates in Antwerp’s walls, know very well
how much inconvenience and discomfort these exit roads cause to the urban population.”98 “What the public authorities need to do without delay,” Delbeke concluded,
“is to build new roads and perhaps widen (and straighten) the old ones, in order to
accommodate both incoming and outgoing traffic for today’s city.”99
To be sure, the question of modernising roads did not only concern the historical
city of Antwerp itself. “In order to achieve this common goal,” Delbeke concluded, “all
the fringe municipalities concerned, the Province of Antwerp and the Department of
Public Works, need to combine their designs and their ideas in order to implement
broadly conceived alignment plans so that current and future requirements of the
road network can be met.”100 The SCAA was meant to function as a platform where
national, provincial and local engineers could coordinate their road plans into a common project for the agglomeration. As a servant of the Ministry of Public Works and
at the head of a provincial department that had specifically been put in place to deal
95
96

Mennes, August. Provinciale en Intercommunale Drinkwatermaatschappij: p. 31.
Lemeunier, Richard, and Paul De Heem. “Mode d’exécution des travaux de voirie, d’éclairage et
d’adduction d’eau.” in IIe congrès – Bruxelles – 1910, 1. Section: Construction et entretien, sous-section B
: Construction et entretien dans les grandes villes, edited by Association internationale permanente des
congrès de la route. Paris: Imprimerie Générale Lahure, 1910
97 Van Isacker, Karel. Meesters en Huurlingen: De staking van 1907 aan de haven van Antwerpen.
98 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 33.
99 Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning:” p. 12.
100 Ibid.
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with the road project in the Antwerp agglomeration, engineer Paul De Heem clearly
represented the state and the province. Engineers like Verhoestraete and later Tessens
looked after the Province’s road interests. City engineers Lemeunier and his successor Roelandts took care of roads in the city of Antwerp. And as we will see, engineer
Mennes turned out representing the interests of the road project in most of the outer
municipalities.

Les Hommes de la Route and Urbanisons!
Obviously, the modernisation of Antwerp’s road network was part of a national
agenda, a national project of modernisation that started in the late 19th century and
was aimed at transforming a large number of earth and cobbled roads into asphalt
and concrete roads to meet the requirements of the growing volume of motorised traffic. In his dissertation Les Hommes de La Route, Peleman argues that this
transformation was not only “the product of a mere technological or technocratic
enterprise,”101 driven by the “hegemonic role of state engineers at the Department
of Bridges and Roads.”102 Instead, Peleman argued that the modern road became
the product of a wider group of people, consisting of industrials, engineers, tourist associations, car manufacturers, oil companies, automobile clubs, among others,
“who displayed an increasingly broad social engagement with road infrastructure.”103
Distinguishing themselves as Les Hommes de La Route, this group of people made “a
considerable contribution to the urbanisation of Belgium.”104 Not simply by virtue of
building roads, but “by creating the context for this road to exist as a part of a rapidly
industrialising and modernising society.”105 These men mainly focused on Belgium’s
so-called Grand’Routes, that were built under the auspices of the provinces and the
Department of Bridges and Roads – as opposed to la voirie urbaine, which was conceived of at the municipal level.
Some SCAA members such as Minister Delbeke and Paul De Heem make
their appearance as Hommes de La Route in Peleman’s work. Based on the fact that
Peleman considered the road conferences or the Annales des Travaux Publics as one
of the topoi where these men were active, people like Lemeunier or Schobbens could
pass for Hommes de la Route. De Heem and Lemeunier both attended the international road conference in Brussels in 1910. Moreover, a variety of SCAA-members,
including Schobbens and engineers De Heem, Tessens and Roelandts (who succeeded Lemeunier from 1924 onwards as Antwerp City Engineer) had a significant part
101
102
103
104
105

Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route: p. 13.
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in organising the second Belgian Road Congress in Belgium in Antwerp in 1933
- an event that was officially hosted by then Governor and SCAA-president Baron
Holvoet.106 (Fig. 2.15) Not only government engineers were involved in the organisation, but also figures such as Jacques Van Riel, who, as one of Antwerp’s largest
contractors, was chairman of the trade union chamber of the construction industry
(see Chapter 5).
The excursion organised by De Heem and Tessens on the last day of that congress is remarkably representative of Peleman’s description of the Les Hommes de La
Route’s contributions to the urbanisation of the country. This excursion, along asphalted and concrete roads, brought the congressmen to the picturesque country house
of Mr. Speth, mayor of Capellen, where the members enjoyed a walk through the
park-like garden while Mrs. Speth served a delicious cup of tea. (Fig. 2.15) Arguably,
events like these can be seen as exemplary for the repositioning of the modern road
in society, bringing the most remote places within easy reach of an urbanising society,
propagating a certain ‘culture urbaine’ far beyond the traditional city. It is probably
no coincidence that this excursion’s suggestive imagery was reproduced in Peleman’s
work.
However, throughout these paragraphs, I will try to argue that efforts of the
Hommes de La Route who were active within the SCAA contributed to a different,
more purposeful kind of urbanisation – and to the agglomeration’s project of programmatic urbanisation, to be more precise. To the SCAA’s Hommes de la Route, the
modern road became a tool that allowed them to perform a more consolidated kind
of urbanism. For them, urbanisation was a predetermined objective of road works,
not an implicit effect of them. In his work, Peleman refers to Dehaene in saying
that Belgium’s urbanisation can be understood as “a project initiated by engineers
but brought to fruition by gardeners who continue to cultivate with great care and
attention the possibilities that have been injected into the territory.”107 “Sometimes,”
Peleman continues, Les Hommes de La Route “even acted as gardeners themselves, cultivating their infrastructure project as a basis for further urbanisation.”108 I will argue
that the work of the SCAA must be regarded as such an exceptional moment in the
Belgian context when road engineers managed to elevate their work into an explicit
urban project.
Just as with the Hommes de l’Egout, the SCAA’s activities would prove to be an
inspirational platform where road engineers were encouraged to venture into more
106 Bestendige vereniging der Belgische Wegencongressen. Tweede Belgische Wegencongres: Verslag over de
werkzaamheden van het congres en verslagen. Antwerp: De Vos-Van Kleef, 1933.
107 Dehaene, Michiel. Tuinieren in het stedelijk veld / Gardening in the Urban Field. Ghent: A&S, 2013: p.
101.
108 Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route: p. 279.
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Figure 2.15
Engineer Paul De Heem frequented the International and Belgian
road conferences from the turn of the 20th century onwards.
In 1933, several SCAA members (engineers Tessens, Cooreman,
Roelandts, …) hosted the second Belgian Road Conference in Antwerp. By way of excursion, they drove around the Campine region
to sample the construction of a number of new roads.
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urban ways of engineering. The urban aspirations of the SCAA’s road engineers were
inherent to their specific assignment of urbanising the agglomeration. As a result,
they not only attended road congresses, but also turned their attention to many of the
planning congresses that were organised around the turn of the century.109 Moreover,
two early publications of SCAA-members testify to the ambition of turning the road
into a prime tool for urban development. Both these texts would put a strong mark on
the SCAA’s take on road infrastructure, as they both deal differently with the ‘urbanisation’ of Grand’Routes, which as we have seen, were the main concern of Belgium’s
Hommes de la Route.
A first publication concerns the contribution “Mode d’Exécution de Voirie,
d’Eclairage et d’Adduction d’Eau” by engineers De Heem and Lemeunier to the
second international road conference in Brussels in 1910. (Fig. 2.16) The article was
a summary of the work both engineers had done in the SCAA’s subcommittee on
underground utilities.110 In that subcommittee, two different engineering backgrounds
had merged together: that of the city engineer and that of the engineer of bridges
and roads. As a city engineer, Lemeunier had become familiar with the requirements
of modern urban facilities such as water, gas, electricity, sewerage systems, urban
tram lines and their impact on La Voirie Urbaine, especially during the first decade of
the twentieth century.111 For him, the road project was more than a surface made of
asphalt or concrete; it included the organisation of a complex underground world that
held the promise of a modern urban lifestyle. As a chief engineer of the Department
of Bridges and Roads, De Heem, in turn, brought the knowledge of the construction
of Grand’Routes to the design table. He had a sense of the scale of the future agglomeration - “about 7800 ha, whereas the present city covers only 1930 ha”112 - that city
engineer Lemeunier lacked. Their involvement in the SCAA from 1907 onwards had
109 Engineer De Heem was present at both the international conferences in London 1910 and in Ghent in
1913.
De Heem, Paul. L’art de la construction et de l’embellissement des villes : l’exposition et le congrès de Londres
(Town Planning Conference): rapport de mission. Brussels: Goemaere, 1912.
Union Internantionale des Villes (eds). Premier Congrès International Et Exposition Comparée Des Villes.
Brussels: Union internationale des villes, 1913.
110 SCAA, subcommittee 14. Utilisation du sous-sol pour les canalisations diverses [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 March 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 14. Exposé par les délégués de la Cie du Gaz, de la Cie des Eaux et de la Cie Electrique
de leur manière de voir concernant l’utilisation du sous-sol des rues pour les canalisations diverses [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 15 March 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 14. 1°) Exposé de Mr. Cornet, directeur du réseau téléphonique d’Anvers, concernant
l’utilisation du sous-sol des rues pour les canalisations diverses - 2°) Rédaction du questionnaire à envoyer aux
différentes entreprises intéressées [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 March 1909.
111 The Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp contain hundreds of files from Lemeunier from
between 1900 and 1910 concerning the modernisation of the city’s infrastructure.
See file Ruimtelijke Ordening en Openbare Werken, archief afdeling wegenis van het bureel van de hoofdingenieur, Richard Lemeunier, straten: aanleggen nieuwe straten, onderhoud bestaande straten in Antwerp City
Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
112 Lemeunier, Richard, and Paul De Heem. “voirie, éclairage et adduction d’eau”: p.2.
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brought the two men together, fostering a merger of their respective knowledges.
“This is how we were prompted to investigate the most suitable lay-out of the underground construction of the new boulevards, with regard to the coordinated development of various underground pipelines, and in harmony with the most efficient
methods of constructing roads, lighting, electricity, gas, water pipelines and sewers,”
both engineers wrote. As such, the modern exigencies of La Voirie Urbaine merged
together with the scale of the agglomeration’s Grand’Routes.
The large arteries in the future agglomeration were conceived as true Ways à la
Cerdà, equipped with amenities that supplied the agglomeration’s extended territory
with urban potential. The way in which De Heem and Lemeunier thought best to
integrate these amenities into the road section did not stem from scientific engineering ideals alone. It was the result of detailed and patient surveys with local companies
supplying gas, electricity and water; an extended field of agents who indeed helped
determine the Hommes de la Route’s agenda.113
A second publication, Des Plantations routières et des Constructions en recul le long
de la Grande Voirie was written by Joseph Schobbens in 1908. (Fig. 2.17) It started
from the observation that the prospect of urbanisation beyond the historical city had
“given a new impetus to everything that concern[ed] the Grand’ Routes in any way.”114
Schobbens pointed to the fact that the 1836 legislation on large roads was no longer
sufficient in times of urbanisation beyond the city. The law did not provide the central
government nor the provinces with sufficient tools to control plantations and building
activity along major roads.
According to Schobbens, that situation had resulted over time in an impoverishment of public greenery along roads. “Where are the old public alleys with eight rows
of trees in our country? Where are the kilometre-long rows of centuries-old oaks or
beech trees, the outside branches of which descend to the ground? Where do we see
roads planted with forest trees the intervals of which are filled with low bushes?”115
Schobbens claimed that many trees were cleared on the pretext of replenishing the
provincial or national treasury. However, he stated that this argument only concealed
the real reasons of such ‘deforestation’, such as ‘supposed’ damages to roadside owners
or farmers by protruding roots or branches.116 Often, injudicious planting by private
residents caused damage to the public greenery along the road as well. In addition
113 See the minutes of the SCAA subcommittee 14 mentioned in note 108.
114 Schobbens, Joseph. Des plantations routières et des constructions en recul le long de la grande voirie. Brussels:
Sanders, 1908: p. 3
115 Ibid. p. 8
116 According to Schobbens, the actual gains of these trees were very limited to non-existing. Schobbens
was in fact part of a generation that preferred to regard roadside trees as an aesthetic landscape rather
than a productive landscape.
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Figure 2.16
In 1910, city Engineer Lemeunier and provincial Engineer De Heem, participated in the second
international road conference in Brussels in 1910. In their contribution, the urban problematic
of pipes and utilities (Lemeunier) met the large scale of regional road works (De Heem). In the
SCAA’s subcommittee 14, both engineers further explored an urban road layout at the scale of the
agglomeration.
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to these concerns about trees, the uncontrolled proliferation of private dwellings,
alternately en recul or on the very edge of the Grand‘Routes gave the road landscape a
messy appearance. Moreover, such haphazard construction impeded possible enlargements of these roads in a near or distant future. “In this regard, one may wonder
whether the wise principle - dictated by the legislator - to protect the public interest
against private claims has not been lost sight of by the public authorities themselves,”117 Schobbens concluded.
“What remedy can be found for this situation?” Schobbens wondered. The
obvious way was “to build new roads, to decree extended widths for existing roads,
to expropriate inconvenient buildings wherever necessary, and to replant!” “No
doubt!,” Schobbens continued, “but how can such a program ever be accomplished?
Is it not beyond the capacity of any government or province to consider expropriating thousands of kilometres of land and buildings? This would be madness, because
no country’s treasury could ever cover such vast operations.”118 As befitted a lawyer,
he scrutinised Belgian legislation and case law on the Grand’Routes in search of an
alternative solution. He found solace in another instrument that the legislator had
assigned to public administrations: the general alignment plan. Schobbens convincingly argued that alignment plans were not only a static instrument, preventing
encroachment by roadside owners on the road, but that they also had “an immeasurable preventive influence” for the future widening of roads and for the restoration of
roadside plantings.119
According to Schobbens, the concept of alignment should not be confused
with that of demarcation: “In my mind, there are several alignments along the roads,
and one could rightly say that there is an alignment to mark a property’s outside as
there are several alignments to regulate its inside. The latter relate to buildings and

117 Schobbens, Joseph. Des plantations routières: p. 10.
118 Ibid. p. 12.
119 Schobbens based his assertions on many publications regarding alignment plans: “’Les plans généraux
d’alignement consistent,’ disent de Brouckere et Tielemans, ‘dans le dessin des limites longitudinales de
la voie publique, tracé sur le papier, d’après des proportions convenues et indiquant les propriétés qui le
bordent, la largeur et la direction qu’elle a ou qu’elle doit avoir à travers les propriétés.’ Retenons bien cette
double nuance. – Et encore, du même auteur : ‘l’alignement est la limite fixée entre la voie publique et
les propriétés limitrophes, soit qu’elle résulte de l’état de possession actuelle, soit qu’elle ait prescrite pour
l’avenir, par l’autorité administrative.’ Marcotty ajoute : ‘L’opération d’alignement se réduit à un simple
bornage quand elle n’a pour objet que de constater les limites existantes entre la voie publique et les
propriété joignantes, mais elle est souvent plus compliquée parce que dans l’intérêt de la rectification et
de l’amélioration de la voirie, il y a lieu de modifier ces limites d’après un plan préalablement fixé, soit en
réunissant à la route une parcelle de terrain appartenant à un particulier, soit, au contraire, en laissant
en dehors de l’alignement un partie de cette route ». Labye est peut-être plus complet lorsqu’il dit :
‘L’alignement se présente comme une opération de bornage, une mesure de police et de conservation, enfin
comme servitude légale.’”
Ibid. p. 13-14.
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plantations.”120 Outside alignments defined the boundary between public and private, defining rights-of-way including areas for planting public rows of trees. Inside
alignments did not demarcate the property, but were considered as ‘legal servitudes’,
which were free of expensive indemnities or expropriations. They just could not be
privately built nor planted. As such, buildings could be harmoniously aligned, public
plantations could grow unharmed while extra margins kept future road widenings
feasible. In fact, Schobbens drew inspiration from legislation on La Voirie Urbaine, in
which police law offered municipalities the opportunity to install zones de recul in the
public interest.121
As a true policy-entrepreneur, Schobbens urged the Minister of Public Works to
give similar powers to the Departments of Bridges and Roads and the Provinces to
“draw up alignment plans for the Grand’Routes throughout the entire country.” “In the
long run,” he assured, “they will be as effective as large-scale expropriations, yet less
intrusive and less painful to the national treasury.”122 “The widths we keep free today,
must have as a future effect that we can double the width of the roads we build today;
in some cases even triple. We have to replant all the major roads in Belgium or buy
back the beautiful plantations from roadside owners.”123
This all was not only Joseph Schobben’s merit, but it is remarkable, to say
the least, that on 28 May 1914, on the initiative of the Minister of Public Works
Helleputte, a law was voted in which many of Schobbens’ suggestions were incorporated. “A new law for the preservation of trees and rural aesthetics!”124, that is
how prominent urban planners like Raphael Verwilghen enthusiastically welcomed
the new law (Fig. 2.18) The law’s 15th article effectively granted the King and the
Provinces’ permanent deputations the right to install servitudes non-aedificandi along
Belgium’s Grand’Routes. Article 16 withheld local authorities from granting building
permits for constructions closer than 8m to the road’s exterior alignment (or 20m
from the road’s edges when no alignment plans were in place yet) without the explicit
approval of the King and the Provinces. The law thus ensured a more sustainable
urban embedding of Belgium’s Grand’Routes - a measure which would turn out to be
particularly useful in the context of the urbanising agglomerations.
Arguably, both publications demonstrate how the SCAA’s overall assignment
of urbanising the agglomeration stimulated an urban take on La Grand’Voirie. In
these publications, large roads were not only pieces of infrastructure that had to meet
120
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Ibid. p. 24.
Ibid. pp. 24-27.
Ibid. p. 13.
Ibid.
Verwilghen, Raphael. “Une nouvelle loi pour la protection des arbres et l’esthétique rurale.” Art et
Technique 4, no. 3 (1914): pp. 17-18.
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Figure 2.17
After just a few months as SCAA secretary, Schobbens came up with a study in 1908 to better regulate
building activity and the planting of trees along major roads. The work of a true policy-entrepreneur.

Figure 2.18
In 1914, Schobbens' preliminary study resulted in a new law that was celebrated by urban planners such as
Raphaël Verwilghen, who wrote a laudatory opinion piece in the journal Art et Technique. Today's planted
roads in the countryside will become tomorrow's urban assets.
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supra-local traffic requirements, they were a basic layer of Urbanisons!, carrying the
promise of a modern urban lifestyle, and offering some tools to conduct a more urban
management of adjacent land. Both publications can hardly be dissociated from the
authors’ involvement in the SCAA’s mission to urbanise the Antwerp agglomeration.
And just as with the sanitary engineers, the committee’s activities provided the right
context for road engineers to claim a role as urban engineers – albeit in a somewhat
different way.

Building a one-mile metropolitan grid: a work of long haul
Throughout its existence, the SCAA was responsible for the construction of
many major road works around Antwerp. Undoubtedly, their project to cross the river
Scheldt appeals most to the imagination. From the early 20th century onwards, a series
of bridges were proposed, one even more spectacular than the other. These proposals exemplify what Peleman described as Les Hommes de La Route’s fascination with
the ‘technological sublime’ – the extraordinary but also aesthetic fascination for the
products of technological progress – a fascination that was exemplary for the instalment of their own distinctive culture. The tunnels that were eventually built from
1933 onwards, both for motorised traffic and pedestrians, were indeed prime examples of technological excellence at that time (Fig. 2.19). Although this river crossing
was an iconic achievement in the work of the SCAA (one which has received much
attention),125 this paragraph aims to recollect the contours of yet another, probably
more important road project. A project that went much more unnoticed and that got
attenuated over time and that was quite anonymous from the start.
Only five years after the SCAA’s enactment, chairman Delbeke felt it necessary
to list and publish the road works that had already been achieved; because “the crowds
tend to deny you the results of your hard work, simply because they don’t know your
work and don’t see its immediate results.”126 The lack of recognition for this major
project may be due to the fact that it was, as we will see, only very gradually established. And the separate steps of the project were, in themselves, not excessively spectacular. Nevertheless, after 30 long years, these seemingly fragmented road initiatives
amounted into a consistent urban grid for the entire agglomeration. Between 1907
and 1939, the SCAA succeeded in patching up a systematic road grid out of a motley
collection of national, urban and inter-municipal roads – both radial and tangential.
In his work, Peleman referred to Homme de La Route Georges Labrique’s proposal
125 See, for example, Franki, and Generale Bankmaatschappij. De tunnels onder de Schelde, Waaslandtunnel –
Sint-Annatunnel, 1931-1933: Retrospektieve tentoonstelling. Liege: Franki, 1983.
126 Delbeke, Auguste. Openingsredevoering gehouden op de algemeene vergadering van donderdag 12 december
1912 [pamphlet]. Antwerp: Van Os-De Wolf, 1912: p. 7.
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for the Grand’Routes which “looked like broad [urban] boulevards flanked by houses
(Fig. 2.20).”127 I will argue that the SCAA had a very similar profile in mind for the
agglomeration’s Grand’Routes. They had roads in mind that could both guarantee
smooth traffic flows but that could also be appropriated by roadside residents, make
urban address. And in the long run, the systematic piecing together of these large
urban boulevards ultimately gave shape to an unadulterated metropolitan grid structuring the agglomeration’s fabric.

Radial Roads: enlarging state roads, extending and
building new urban roads
As Delbeke’s quote on the state of the roads at the city’s gates already demonstrated, there was a strong need of new arterial roads connecting the city with its
larger agglomeration and to the national territory in general. The SCAA worked on
this assignment from different angles and on different scale-levels. In doing so, the
committee each time made use of different instruments.
First on the agenda were national roads that were supposed to connect the city
of Antwerp with the rest of the country. “These major roads, radiating outwards from
the city centre,” were not new, but “were in need of re-evaluation and new alignment plans.”128 This issue was mainly tackled in sub-sections 4 to 8 that were most
active between 1908 and 1919. Each of these sub-sections dealt with a different
Grand’Route, i.e. the state roads Antwerp-Brussels, Antwerp-Turnhout, AntwerpBreda and Antwerp-Bergen-op-Zoom. From the moment these state roads entered
the agglomeration all the way to the heart of the city, these arteries fell within the
competence of the SCAA. The committee’s guiding principle was to be as provident
as possible, not to jeopardise the future in any way. “What seems too big today will
be considered small tomorrow,”129 Delbeke stipulated. And so the first broad breaches
in the old ramparts around the city were made at those places where state roads had
to connect the city to the outside world.130 (Fig. 2.21) Although in principle, these
127 Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route: p. 155.
128 Schobbens, Joseph. Lettre de Joseph Schobbens à Paul De Heem. 1 June 1910. Retrieved from provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp, as part of file 506/108 (folder 1910).
129 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 29.
130 SCAA, subcommittee 29. Brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 30 November
1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 30. Brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte actuelle. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6
August 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 30. Brèche de la porte d’Eeckeren - visite sur les lieux. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4
April 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 30. Brèche à la porte d’Eeckeren, discussion. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 7 April
1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 30. Nouvelles brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte - Evacuation de certains bâtiments
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Figure 2.19
The technological sublime was not absent in the
Antwerp agglomeration and particularly came to the
fore in the crossing of the River Scheldt by means of
bridges and tunnels. Finally, a tunnel was opened in
1933 under the SCAA’s auspices connecting Antwerp’s
historical centre with the city’s left bank.

Figure 2.20
Less spectacular, but more in line with the SCAA’s urbanisation mission:
the construction of major roads as a carrier of new urbanity. Georges
Labrique’s 1935 schemes for urban super-routes compared with contemporary pictures of the Antwerp Agglomeration in the making.
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Figure 2.21
New breaches were made in the ramparts where the major roads would connect the city to its
hinterland – here at the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan in 1914. The city is freed from its 19th century corset,
urbanisation is channelled along major infrastructures.
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roads stood alone, their widths were more or less attuned to each other. In general, the
average width was agreed somewhere between 40 and 50 meters, including zones de
recul in the form of front garden strips.131
To ensure these desired widths, and to enable the modernisation of these state
roads at all, the SCAA sporadically had to rely on expensive expropriations. In general, these plans were implemented by municipalities, on behalf of the state. (Fig. 2.22)
As such, expenses were mostly for the account of the State, while eventual profits
from the resale of land were left to the municipalities. “Can one dream of a more
beautiful gift?”132 Delbeke wondered in 1910. However, the committee tried to be
economical in the use of expropriation plans. It remained a somewhat controversial
and expensive way of working. Wherever it could, the SCAA preferred making use
of Schobbens’ insights with regard to general alignment plans. “We don’t necessarily
have to expropriate by zoning. It is enough to decree an alignment plan which will
be realised incrementally, as construction progresses,”133 Schobbens argued on several
occasions. It was a much softer and friendlier method, which cost the state much less,
and which accepted urbanisation as a project immersed in the thick of time.
In general, engineer Paul De Heem authored these expropriation and alignment plans under direct supervision of Minister and SCAA-president Auguste
Delbeke. After approval by the Minister of Public Works, these alignment plans were
militaires. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 May 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 31. Brèche à la porte du Kiel. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8 December 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 13. 1°) Passage des ponts militaires des portes Léopold, d’Edeghem et de Kiel; 2°)
Lettre de l’association des employés belges “UNITAS”, au sujet du déclassement de l’enceinte. 3°) Lettre de Mr. Le
Ministre de la Guerre, concernant l’exécution de nouvelles brèches; 4°) Maintien des portes de l’enceinte; lettre de
l’association des Artistes anversois. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 May 1911.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Brèche à pratiquer dans l’enceinte pour le prolongement de l’avenue Van Ryswyck.
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 April 1913.
131 SCAA, subcommittee 4. Route Anvers à Merxem : Discussion sur la largeur des ponts en de la chaussée.
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 April 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 7. L’Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bruxelles dans la traverse de Berchem, Mortsel,
etc. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 June 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 6. Elargissement de la route Anvers-Turnhout dans les traverses d’Anvers (Rue
Carnot), de Borgerhout et de Deurne. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 July 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 5. Détournement de la route Anvers (Schyn)-Wyneghem, aux abords de la route de
Turnhout [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 11 January 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 6. Plan général d’alignement de la route Anvers-Wyneghem, traverse de Wyneghem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 11 January 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 8. Boulevard du Nord [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 April 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Plan d’alignement de la route d’Anvers à Bréda, dans la traverse de Maria Ter
Heide (Brasschaat) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 October 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 8. Création du nouveau Boulevard du Nord [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 13
October 1913.
132 s.n. De waarheid over de werken in Antwerpen en het omliggende en Minister Delbeke. Antwerp: Van Os-De
Wolf, 1910.
133 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Alignement nouveau de la rue Lozanne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 3 March
1910: n.p.
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established by royal decree.134 As such, the committee was working towards a uniform
system of exit roads across all municipalities in the agglomeration. An intervention
by Schobbens on the width of a new bridge in Merxem in one of the SCAA’s early
meetings, demonstrates this urge for consistent road development well. “A 16m bridge
will not be large enough, especially since the state road to Brasschaet will be 50m wide!
The road through Merxem must therefore also be 50m wide, and the new bridge at
least 30m,”135 he argued.
From its provincial position, the SCAA was able to project large roads from
above onto the agglomeration’s territory. But as an inter-municipal body, it had
an affinity with local sensitivities as well. That might explain why the committee
wasn’t too dogmatic, as far as uniform roads widths were concerned. In places where
a valuable urban street life had developed, the committee usually proceeded less
drastically to expensive expropriations. For instance, widths were limited on the
Turnhoutschebaan through Antwerp and Borgerhout (22m), on the main road through
Berchem intra-muros (25m), or at the passages of a number of villages, such as Mortsel,
Merxem or Wyneghem (30m). (Fig. 2.34) Historically valuable or economically viable
buildings were saved from demolition.136 In spite of increasing traffic demands, the
Grand’Routes were perpetuated as urban spaces. This urban approach is emphasised by
the fact that the committee insisted on creating public squares at those places where
the Grand’Routes changed widths.137 “In order to accommodate the difference in
width, a small public place needs to be constructed,” De Heem argued in the case of
the passage of the road from Antwerp through Wyneghem. “Such a square,” Schobbens
added, “makes it possible to end the double rows of trees in a symmetric way, clearly
marking the entrance of the municipality.”138 The SCAA’s road project, in other words,
was not only inspired by considerations of national traffic planning but aimed at turning the national road into a genuine piece of public space.
Interestingly, these state roads were extended and widened deep into the historic
134 s.n. De waarheid.
135 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 4. Route Anvers à Merxem : Discussion sur la largeur
des ponts en de la chaussée [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 April 1908: n.p.
136 SCAA, subcommittee 6. Elargissement de la route Anvers-Turnhout dans les traverses d’Anvers (Rue
Carnot), de Borgerhout et de Deurne. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 July 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bréda, sous Brasschaet (confidentiel) [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 13 July 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 7. Route Bruxelles-Breda, traverse d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 July
1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. 1°) Tracé de l’avenue Plantin; 2°) Demande d’ouverture de rues sur les terrains
Marinis, dits “Blijkhof ” à Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 December 1911.
SCAA, subcommittee 11. Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 April 1913.
137 SCAA, subcommittee 6. Plan général d’alignement de la route Anvers-Wyneghem, traverse de Wyneghem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 11 January 1910.
138 Ibid. n.p.
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Turnhoutsebaan

Figure 2.22
Between 1908 and 1910, engineer Paul De Heem drew various plans for major arterial roads
around Antwerp - mostly at the request of public works minister Auguste Delbeke. Usually three
different plans recur: design plans of the new or enlarged roads, expropriation plans and reallocation plans for the resale and redevelopment of land. Some of these plans are printed on roll and
are tens of metres long. The road layout of the agglomeration and the reallocation of adjacent
land were drawn in very precise ways. A number of plans from the 1930’s confirm that these road
works were in fact a long-term project that was never really finished.
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city. Roads such as the state roads to Brussels and Turnhout were continued right
through the heart of the city. (Fig. 2.23) The case of the Meirbrug and the Schoenmarkt
is exemplary in this respect. Both streets in the heart of Antwerp belonged to the
state’s road grid. After the devastation of the war the state requested that they be
widened, just like all other state roads. It became one of the preconditions in the competition for the reconstruction of this district that the SCAA organised in 1919.139
(Fig. 2.23) The modernising national road-scape permeated the historic city, but it
also worked the other way around. As soon as the nation’s Grand’Routes entered the
agglomeration, they were all given typically urban features, such as extensive footpaths
on both sides, public lighting, etcetera. In this way a new infrastructural layer gradually attenuated the difference between the city and its outer agglomeration.
One after the other royal decree was voted in these early years.140 By 1912, many
kilometres of road had been built or were in the process of being built. (Fig. 2.24)
Shortly after the Great War, the unfavourable economic climate urged the SCAA
to fight hard in order to keep these Royal Decrees afloat.141 They succeeded, but the
pre-war momentum did not return. Nevertheless, throughout the 1920s and 1930s,
sporadic waves of expropriations aimed to further improve the conditions of these
state roads. Rather than a rigid engineering project, building these radial roads was
an ongoing process that required permanent evaluation and that was never really
finished.
In addition to these national roads, the SCAA also extended some of the historic
139 “Dierckx signale le Pont de Meir et le Marché aux Souliers font partie de la voirie de l’Etat, et qu’il y a à
tenir compte de ce fait dans la discussion. L’Etat n’a dans la question qu’un intérêt de voirie et non celui
de l’Embellissement de la Ville d’Anvers. De Heem : Je crois au contraire que nous devons faire en cette
matière comme nous avons toujours fait : ne pas nous préoccuper des modalités d’exécution et arrêter le
plan que nous voudrions voir exécuter, quitte à examiner ensuite la question d’exécution.”
SCAA, subcommittee 18. Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 August
1919.
140 See Royal Decrees such as those of 19 January 1909 for Berchem (intra muros), of 24 March 1909 for
the Turnhoutsebaan in Deurne, of 25 February 1909 for Mortsel, of 9 September 1909 and of 30 June
1910 for Berchem.
141 Shortly after the first World War, however, all that hard work was in danger of being lost. In 1919,
SCAA-member François Destryker, inspector at the administration of registration and domains who
had helped preparing all pre-war expropriation plans, had written a letter to the Minister of Public
Works. In the light of post-war economic recovery, Destryker had suggested that the infrastructure
project in and around Antwerp could do with much less state funding. He proposed to expropriate only
in those places where problems of congestion were most pressing. The committee, led by Schobbens,
reacted with a great deal of resentment. They felt that the Destryker’s proposal was rather short-sighted
and that postponing investments would only cost the state more money in the long run. The SCAA
acted quickly, arguing that all its “plans had been drawn up with the greatest care, without exuberant excesses, and that state investments for such a work of national importance were only a drop in the ocean.”
After a firm and unanimous response letter to the Minister of Public Works (excepting Destryker, who
withheld himself from any further comment), all pre-war plans were preserved.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Elargissement des routes de l’Etat, expropriations par zones. - Rapport de M. Le
Président De Stryker (confidentiel) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 September 1919: n.p.
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Figure 2.23
Adapting and widening the major roads was not just a project for the outer agglomeration. This modernised national
road network was also extended into the historic city, which
can already be inferred from an early 1912 map. Note the
many breaches that were projected in the ramparts at each
exit road. Moreover, the 1919 project to widen the Schoenmarkt and Eiermarkt in the heart of the city is exemplary
for this transformation of the historic city through modern
(national) roads.

Figure 2.24
Aguste Delbeke congratulated the SCAA members in a speech in 1912
by listing the road works they had carried out in the past five years. The
number of kilometres of major and provincial roads that were planned
and implemented in five years’ time is impressive. Clearly, building road
infrastructure was an important driver of urbanisation.
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city’s major arteries into the agglomeration’s urbanising territories. Sections 11 and
12, for instance, dealt with the development of important city arteries such as the
Plantin-Moretuslei and the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan beyond the city walls. Strictly speaking, these roads were not of state importance and the SCAA mainly cooperated with
the city of Antwerp to realise these extensions. Yet despite their different nature and
origins, both urban avenues were given profiles similar to those of the state roads, to
which they were considered equivalent. “One of the major advantages of the extension of the Plantin-Moretuslei,” De Heem said, “is that it will relieve traffic pressure
on the state lane Antwerp-Turnhout; which is a very urgent necessity.”142 Thus, state
and city roads became indistinguishable from one another. They performed the same
traffic function at the scale of the larger agglomeration. The trajectories of prolonged
city avenues were discussed many of the SCAA’s meetings – a work that was mainly
managed by engineers De Heem and Lemeunier.143 These extended urban exits were
built at the city’s own expense.144 Later on, the finished Jan Van Rijswijcklaan was
handed over to the state and became a national road, while the city got the land of
the abolished railway line Antwerp South - Wilryck in return. In this way the city was
able to develop yet another urban exit road with the Jan De Voslei which was realised
on top of the former railways.145
From the mid-1920s onwards, it became clear that widening and extending
existing arterial roads alone would not suffice to cope with increasing traffic in the
agglomeration. In 1925, on the initiative of Joseph Schobbens, sub-committee 36 was
set up with the aim of carrying out a more general study of the city’s arterial roads.
“After plans were made to widen the existing arteries between the city of Antwerp
and its surroundings,” Schobbens admitted in 1925, “we didn’t pay enough attention
to creating new ones. When looking at a schematic map of the radial arteries running
from Antwerp City to different points in the Province, we are struck by the large gaps
in-between them.”146 In 1926, Engineer Mennes drew a flow chart of traffic in the
entire agglomeration with an indication of places where traffic congestion occurred as
a result of this lack of arterial roads. (Fig. 2.25)
In response, Schobbens presented a self-drawn sketch indicating about ten
new road connections he thought the SCAA should realise (Fig. 2.26) “It is not the
immediate execution of costly road works that I am pleading for,” Schobbens clarified,
142 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Verlenging van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie (grondgebied Antwerpen en
Borgerhout) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 5 September 1935: n.p.
143 Almost all meetings from sections 11 and 12 were attended by both De Heem and Lemeunier.
144 See file 1059#4265, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ],
Antwerp.
145 See file BE SA 272416, Totstandkoming Groot Antwerpen 1920-1940. Retrieved from the Antwerp City
Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
146 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 17 December 1925: n.p.
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“but the development and approval of general alignment plans, which are aimed to
prevent random building activity from compromising the agglomeration’s future
development.”147 Schobbens planned to make use of the 1841 law on vicinal roads,
that stated that “in the event that the municipalities [were] reluctant to take action, it
[was] up to the permanent deputations of the provinces to decree the development of
new roads it [deemed] essential.” 148 At strategic locations, as yet imaginary roads were
proactively cut out from the future urban fabric. Moreover, the SCAA envisioned incorporating this “new network”149 of inter-municipal roads into the general municipal
development plans that it began to impose on the municipalities from 1925 onwards,
fully in line with De Bruyne’s bill of that same period (see Chapter 1). Despite the
fact that this law was never voted, the SCAA nevertheless made use of it to ratify the
new road network. Again a clear example of the committee’s provisional and entrepreneurial working methods.
Schobbens’ initial sketch was further elaborated by De Heem, after which it was
presented to the municipalities concerned in a series of meetings in January 1926.150
Most of the municipalities were in favour of these new inter-municipal roads. In one
of the plenary sessions, on 6 January 1926 to be precise, the municipal secretary of
Hove made a remark that would not go unheeded. “I believe that developing such an
inter-municipal grid will only be fully effective for all the municipalities concerned
if it is conceived by one single technician” the secretary said. “Otherwise, there is a
risk that only incomplete solutions will be reached. (…) Moreover, in general, a plan
drawn up in the common interest of all municipalities will be more easily approved
by the various municipal councils than a collection of different local plans.”151 After
many years of meetings, it seems as if the municipalities themselves began to adopt
147
148
149
150

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 December 1925.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 December 1925.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 December 1925.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville et aménagement général des communes de l’agglomération anversoise. - Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - I Merxem - Eeckeren - Brasschaet [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 6 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Plan général d’aménagement des communes de l’Agglomération anversoise. Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - II Deurne, Schooten, Wommelghem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 9 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Aménagement des communes de l’agglomération anversoise - passages à prévoir
dans le chemin de fer de ceinture III - Mortsel, Borsbeek, Vremde, Edegem, Contich, Bouchout, Hove, Wyneghem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Plans généraux d’aménagement de diverses communes de l’Agglomération anversoise. Passages à prévoir dans les chemins de fer projetés. IV - Hoboken, Hemixem, Wilryck [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 14 January 1926.
151 SCAA, subcommittee 36. Plan général d’aménagement des communes de l’Agglomération anversoise. Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - II Deurne, Schooten, Wommelghem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 9 January 1926: n.p.
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Figure 2.25
Due to increasing traffic flows, widening existing roads alone was not sufficient to solve all congestion problems. A 1926 traffic flow map by August Mennes, for instance, clearly shows increased
traffic pressures at the Schijnpoort – on top of the map.

Figure 2.26
In order to cope with increasing traffic pressure, the SCAA and Joseph Schobbens in particular
proposed to develop new exit roads in-between the existing ones in order to divide growing
traffic flows. This maps is drawn by the author based on a description made by Joseph Schobbens
of his plan for ten new road connections in an SCAA meeting in December 1925. Urbanisation
beyond path-dependent development.
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the SCAA’s rhetoric and perspective of programmatic urbanisation.
As such the SCAA again created the opportunity for engineer August Mennes
to work on an assignment at the level of the agglomeration as a whole. As “All present
mayors agreed to entrust Engineer August Mennes with the mission of planning
their territory,”152 Mennes was unanimously elected as the expert who would draw
up their joint plan. The municipalities asked “him to send them a sketch that further elaborate[d] on the preliminary roads that were indicated by the SCAA”153 At a
single stroke, Mennes became the principle designer of the road network and of all
municipal plans in the Antwerp agglomeration. In the French context, Vivian Claude
has argued that a 1919 law that obliged municipalities to work with architects as
their main planners curtailed the urban ambitions of sanitary engineers. In Belgium,
however, such a law was never instated, and here we are witnessing the very moment
when sanitary engineer August Mennes became many municipalities’ principal urban
designer, a position he managed to maintain until his death in 1953. (Fig. 2.27) From
1946 onwards Mennes’ urban planning activities even earned him a place on the High
Council of Urban Planning - an organism, presided by Emile Vinck, that was instated
in the context of the provisional law on urbanism for post-war reconstruction.
Mennes thus became the principal designer of renowned new arteries such as
the Prins-Boudewijn avenue in the south of the agglomeration and the Noorderlaan
avenue in the north (Fig. 2.28). Again, these new roads were given dimensions similar
to the previously widened national roads and extended urban roads. They all became
branches of the same metropolitan network. New roads also meant new junctions,
and Mennes designed new junctions such as the roundabout of the Kleine Bareel,
at the intersection of the Bredabaan and the road to Capellen. More important than
these individual pieces of infrastructure, however, was the fact that Mennes, just as
with the sanitary utilities, was put in a position that enabled him to tinker with the
agglomeration’s infrastructural bits and pieces as constituents of a larger whole.

Tangential Roads: four circular roads within and outside
the historic city
As we have seen, the SCAA was able to work towards a layered system of homogeneous exit roads. The committee’s merits in assimilating these roads can hardly be
overestimated. And yet the true contribution and real significance of their work probably lies in the fact that they also managed to interlink these radial roads by means of
new tangential arteries. As such, the SCAA’s road engineers were able to exceed the
152 Ibid.
153 Ibid.
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Figure 2.27
August Mennes evolved from a sanitary engineer to an urban
road engineer from the mid-1920’s onwards. He managed to
become the principle designer of many municipalities’ general
development plans from 1925 onwards. In the archives, for
example, general alignment plans from Mennes were found for
Wyneghem (1925), Merxem (1929), Brasschaet (1930), and Mortsel
(1932). These were certainly not one-off final plans, but should
be understood as tentative steps in a long-term evolution of
joint planning with the municipalities concerned. The successive
plans found for Deurne illustrate this process nicely: a preliminary
study from 1919, a first proposal in 1923 followed by further elaborations, trials and errors in 1933, 1938 and 1942.

242

Ur b a n is on s !

rather self-evident and path-dependent radial development logic of urbanisation by
supplementing it with a more laborious transverse development logic. In doing so, the
committee interconnected the agglomeration’s municipalities in multiple and non-hierarchical ways. As a consequence, these municipalities were recollected in a metropolitan road grid that established a typically ‘urban’ ecology of choice: they were no
longer only oriented towards the mother city alone, but became new centralities in a
polycentric, isotropic and laddered network.154 Many different SCAA meeting reports
reveal how Joseph Schobbens in particular repeatedly argued in favour of new direct
transverse connections between many different municipalities.155 In interlinking the
various exit roads with these new tangential roads, we will see that the SCAA once
again perfectly played its part as interlocutor between several policy levels, administrations and Ministries.
Initially, the study committee found a partner in the Ministry of War to build
these tangential roads, as the demolition of the old ramparts and the need for a new
defensive belt offered some opportunities. In section 13, the reconversion of the
former fortification walls into an urban boulevard was investigated. Subsections 28
and 30, in turn, examined whether the new outer ramparts could be accompanied by
the development of an inter-municipal public road, serving the common good apart
from its strict military functions. The idea of creating a new boulevard on the old and
demilitarised ramparts around had been the reason and main objective in the international competition organised in 1910. Although Prost’s winning scheme was never
really executed (see introduction), a less formal road would be constructed along the
trajectory of the old ramparts. Piece by piece, a continuous road emerged that provisionally served as a boulevard around the city. (Fig. 2.29) As such, the first circular
road (CR1) around the city took shape.
As early as 1909, the committee investigated whether a second circular and
inter-municipal public road (CR2) could accompany the new fortification belt that
was projected from Hoboken to Wyneghem, deep into the agglomeration.156 In 1912,
154 For contemporary descriptions of isotropic and laddered territories see:
Viganò, Paola, and Bernardo Secchi. Water and Asphalt: The Project of Isotropy. Edited by Lorenzo Fabian.
Zürich: Park Books, 2016.
Pope, Albert. Ladders. Hudson: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997.
155 SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 December 1925
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 December
1925.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Sorties de ville et aménagement général des communes de l’agglomération anversoise. - Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - I Merxem - Eeckeren - Brasschaet [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 6 January 1926
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Deurne: Wijziging aan het stratenplan voor de gronden der N.V. DeurneBorgerhout-Uitbreiding. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 December 1937.
156 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Largeur de la route le long de la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6
August 1909.
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a

b

Figure 2.28
August Mennes became the principle designer of new exit roads such as the Noorderlaan (1923-1935)
in the north (a) and the Prins-Boudewijnlaan (1927-1932) in the south of the agglomeration (b). Both
roads were given traffic functions that were important for the agglomeration's further development.
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the Minister of War reacted positively to this proposal. In times of peace, he reasoned,
nothing prevented the urban appropriation of the military route and it would be open
to inter-municipal traffic and even hikers.157 Conceived as a “ring road”158 for the
future agglomeration, a width of 40m was considered insufficient, and the SCAA decided to add another 10 to 12m to the road’s profile. In one of the meetings, member
Geyselinck argued that “It [was] not necessary to use the entire width of the rampart
for a new road straight away, nor to expropriate an additional 10 or 12 meters of land
in advance.” For a number of different reasons, he argued that “a simple alignment
plan would be enough.”159 Indeed, if a lot of building activity would take place along
the second circular road, this alignment plan would guarantee orderly urban development. If, on the contrary a so-called building frenzy would never come, the countryside could simply be “preserved in its current state and any premature expenditures
would be avoided.”160
157 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart, longeant la nouvelle enceinte; lettre de Mr le
ministre de la Guerre [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 3 April 1912.
158 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 2 May 1912: n.p.
159 Ibid.
160 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 2 May 1912: n.p.
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Figure 2.29
Along the former fortification walls a new informal radial road developed connecting all widened
and new exit roads. We see parts of this road in Berchem (on top, 1934) and Deurne (below, 1939).
Pieces of this ‘informal’ circular road also show on Mennes’ 1926 traffic scheme. (See Fig. 2.25)

“We’ve had alignment plans drawn up for most of the radial state roads’,
Schobbens added, “and we could easily do the same in this case.”161 “If so,” he continued, “we certainly cannot leave it to the municipalities to take the initiative. The
new road (CR2) should be included in the service of the Department of Bridges and
Roads. Only then, we can be really sure of well executed and maintained paving, sidewalks and plantations.”162 Therefore, the SCAA urged the Minister of Public Works
to convince the Minister of War to turn the military road into a Grand’Route. Once
that was done, the SCAA communicated to all mayors that the military route would
be turned into a paved public road at the expenses of the state. The use of alignment
plans gave the municipalities the possibility to coordinate urban development along
this new public state road. The SCAA, in other words succeeded in turning an originally strictly military feature into an urban fact. (Fig. 2.30)
161 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart, longeant la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 15 April 1912.
162 Ibid.
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In addition to these military tangents, the SCAA also worked on new supplementary intermediary and inter-municipal bypasses in close cooperation with the
agglomeration’s municipalities themselves. A third circular road (CR3) ran from
Antwerp, over Wilryck, Berchem, Mortsel and Deurne all the way to Schooten. A fourth
one (CR4), a little further afield, was envisioned to connect Hemixem, Wilryck,
Edeghem, Hove, Bouchout and Wyneghem.163 Although these bypasses had been on
the SCAA’s agenda from the onset, and although bits and pieces had here and there
been approved by royal decree,164 it would not be until the mid-1930s before these
intermediary boulevards really gained momentum. The time of the CR3 and CR4
came when then Minister of Public Works Hendrik De Man established the “Office
for Economic Recovery” (OREC). The OREC had the competence to allocate funds
for countercyclical purposes (e.g. through the commissioning of public works). The
OREC’s main objective was to deal with socio-economic phenomena in an integrative way and in a long term perspective.165 The SCAA, and Schobbens in particu163 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Intercommunale ring op het grondgebied van Hove [minutes of SCAA meeting].
11 July 1938.
164 SCAA, subcommittee 24. Tracé du ring intermédiaire, sur le territoire de la commune de Deurne [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1923.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Tracé du boulevard circulaire (ring sur le territoire des communes du Nord:
Merxem, Schooten, Deurne, Mortsel 2°) Plan d’alignement à Schooten [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 7 March
1928.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Tracé du Ring, sur le territoire des communes de Berchem, Wilryck et Mortsel 2°) Différentes affaires relatives à l’aménagement de la commune de Mortsel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8
March 1928.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Intercommunale Ring - Wijziging aan de wegenis in den omtrek van de Kempische
Vaart en de Turnhoutsche Vaart, op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Schooten, Wijneghem, Deurne, Merxem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 December 1930.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Borsbeek - Aanleg van een nieuwe wijk; 2°) Deurne - A) aanleg van de
gronden tusschen de Turnhoutsche baan en de grensch van Schooten. B) Ringlaan. C) Steenweg naar Borsbeek;
3°) Schooten - Lijnrichtingsplans voor de Heikant - de Kuipersakker - en de Fluitbergstraten [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 23 June 1931.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1) Aanleg van nieuwe straten en dokken in de wijk “Boschuil”, te Deurne; 2) Tracé
van de Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Deurne en Schooten; 3) Aanleg van een nieuw kwartier te Wijnegem,
op de gronden van de fabriek L. Meeus [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 January 1932.
SCAA, subcommittee 8. Verbetering van den steenweg Santhoven-Oelegem-Deurne (zuid), in de kom van
de gemeente Oelegem, nabij het Albertkanaal in verband met brug n°33 [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 9
November 1932.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Deurne - 1) Aanleg van een gedeelte van de Ringlaan, tusschen de SintRochtusstraat en de Van den Hautelei; 2) Openen van een straat tusschen de Ringlaan en de Maquinaylaan
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 April 1936.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. De intercommunale ring: middelen tot uitvoering; algemene bespreking [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 21 December 1936.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. Gedeelte van den Intercommunalen Ring, gelegen op het grondgebied van Merksem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 26 July 1937.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1938.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. Intercommunale ringlaan op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Wilrijk, Berchem,
Mortsel en Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 July 1938.
165 Van De Maele, Jens. Architectures of Bureaucracy: An Architectural and Political History of Ministerial Offices
in Belgium, 1915-1940 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2019: p. 267.
Dupriez, Léon-Hugo. Les Réformes monétaires en Belgique. Brussels: Office international de librairie,
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Figure 2.30
Further afield, the SCAA managed to turn the military road connecting different forts around
the city into an urban road. The map depicts a part of this road between Mortsel and Deurne
(1913). Subcommittee 30 of the SCAA was especially installed to cope with this transition from
strictly military to urban road.

Figure 2.31
As the principle designer of
most of the agglomeration’s
municipalities, August Mennes
was able to work towards an
entirely new intermediary ring
road. This piece of inter-municipal infrastructure is highlighted
by the author on top of a map
drawn by August Mennes in
1932. This circular road was never fully completed after WWII.
It is striking that it mainly ends
on national infrastructures such
as railways and canals, and not
on local municipal boundaries.

Figure 2.32
Inter-municipal road works were a common theme in the
early 20th century agglomerations – as can be inferred
from Albert Dumont’s well-known study Etude de la Voirie
Intercommunale from 1918 in the context of Brussels. Such
programmes of inter-municipal road works were a condition
sine qua non in building metropolitan environments in the
Belgian context.
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lar,
knew they had to act fast to profit from “credits for major works provided by
institutions such as OREC that might quite possibly no longer be available in a few
years’ time.”166 Reason enough for the committee to start a new section 37 in order to
put the issue of supplementary inter-municipal bypasses (CR3 & CR4) on top of the
agenda once again.167
In the following years, the CR3’s trajectory was set out and approved by Royal
Decree. All the municipalities “drew up alignment plans for those specific pieces of
the circular road that lay on their territory.”168 Of course, it was engineer Mennes who
authored all these plans (Fig. 2.31). The resulting overview was sent by Schobbens
to the Minister of Public Works with the question as to which extent the state could
intervene in the costs. In general, an agreement was made that municipalities transferred the required land to the State that, in turn, paid for the construction of the new
boulevards.169 When state subsidies gradually dried up in the course of 1938, many
municipalities became reluctant to continue. “State aid will come back”, Schobbens
appeased, “and we must not let this cyclical dip slow down our work.”170 “In Brussels,”
De Heem added, “inter-municipal roads have been planned for years and they have
systematically been built. In case of difficulties, a viable solution was always found.”171
Arguably, De Heem referred to practices such as described by Albert in his Etude
de la voirie intercommunale du Grand-Bruxelles in 1918.172 The topic of inter-municipal roads seems to have been a common method to structure urbanisation of large
agglomerations such as Antwerp and Brussels.173 (Fig. 2.32) Publications such as
Dumont’s cannot be seen in isolation from the tangible problems and real questions
that the urban agglomerations were faced with at the turn of the 20th century.
In the Antwerp agglomeration too, the SCAA turned to inter-municipal road
works to bring some hierarchy in the urbanisation process. Municipalities that were
lagging behind were put under pressure by concrete proposals from neighbouring
1978: p. 116.
166 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 37. De intercommunale ring: middelen tot uitvoering; algemene bespreking [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 21 December 1936: n.p.
167 In a letter dating from 29 December 1936, the committee urged all the municipalities to resume working on these ring infrastructures.
168 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 37. De intercommunale ring: middelen tot uitvoering; algemene bespreking [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 21 December 1936: n.p.
169 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Gedeelte van den Intercommunalen Ring, gelegen op het grondgebied van Merksem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 26 July 1937.
170 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 37. Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het
grondgebied van Antwerpen [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1938: n.p.
171 Ibid.
172 Dumont, Albert. Etude de la voirie intercommunale du Grand-Bruxelles, partie est. Brussels: Dumont,
1918.
173 For a contemporary understanding of Dumont’s publication, see : Leloutre, Géry. “Une culture ‘commune’: L’urbanisme communal Bruxellois ou la construction concertée d’une agglomération capitale.”
Bruxelles Patrimoines, no. 18 (2016): pp. 20-39.
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boroughs and after a few years, the trajectory of the CR3 was entirely agreed upon.
Sometimes the avenue was 40 m wide, sometimes only 30 m, depending on the situation of the municipal treasury and the amount of State subsidies obtained.174 Projects
were started to provide bridges or tunnels where the ring-road crossed national
railways and canals. However, WWII put a hold on these works before they were
finished. Remarkably, the CR3 was mainly deadlocked on national infrastructures
rather than on municipal boundaries. This does not mean that negotiations with the
municipalities were always smooth.
In 1937, for example, the municipality of Wilryck decided to approve a development plan right on the spot where it had previously promised the SCAA to build the
CR3.175 Governor Holvoet fulminated: “You only reason from your personal point
of view when you claim that a circular road is not needed. First of all, this should be
examined in greater depth; secondly, it should be pointed out that, in any case, in addition to the private interest of your own municipality, the solidary interest of all the
municipalities united in the Antwerp agglomeration is at stake here (…) Behind our
backs you have taken a decision the consequences of which may be disastrous.”176 The
SCAA examined whether it could overrule Wilryck’s approval and permit by Royal
Decree. But when it realised that that wouldn’t solve the problem, it quickly moved on
to negotiate an alternative trajectory for the CR3.177 It testifies to the SCAA’s persistence and versatile approach. The committee’s objectives did not fall apart at the first
setback: alternatives were explored, redesigned and reconsidered.
The plans for a fourth circular road (CR4) progressed a lot more slowly. Even
if municipalities like Wilryck and Bouchout had quickly taken this fourth and final circular road into account, other municipalities were “much more difficult to
convince.”178 Nevertheless, arguing that urban land along these new roads would significantly increase in value, the SCAA managed to convince municipalities like Hove
and Edeghem to incorporate the CR4 in their development plans.179 Several maps
by August Mennes announced this final circular road. (Fig. 2.33) Yet again, WWII
174 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Gedeelte van den Intercommunalen Ring, gelegen op het grondgebied van Merksem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 26 July 1937.
SCAA, subcommittee 24. Tracé du ring intermédiaire, sur le territoire de la commune de Deurne [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1923.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1938.
175 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Wilrijk - 1) Rooilijnplan voor weg n°38; 2) Protest tegen het bouwlijnplan van de
Ferdinand Itschertlaan (Vallaer) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8 March 1937.
176 Ibid: n.p.
177 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1938.
178 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Intercommunale ring op het grondgebied van Hove [minutes of SCAA meeting].
11 July 1938: n.p.
179 Ibid.
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Figure 2.33
From the mid-1930’s onwards a second
circular road was being conceived in the
agglomeration. Again, it was engineer
August Mennes who authored all of these
plans. Several parts of this second circular road were found for the municipalities
of Edeghem, Wilryck and Hove, all dating
from 1934.
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abruptly interrupted the SCAA’s efforts to fully implement it. Although some parts of
the CR4 were realised, they lie somewhat lost in the agglomeration today, and it has
long been forgotten that they were once conceived as segments of a larger whole.

Radial Roads and Tangential Roads adding up to a
Metropolitan Grid
Over several decades, the SCAA managed to perpetuate the conditions in which
road engineers not only modernised the agglomeration’s main roads, but also engineered the agglomeration’s general urban lay-out by working towards what I would
label a ‘metropolitan grid.’ Contrary to the sanitation plans, the road system was not
mandated to one expert road engineer whose overall plan could be realised afterwards,
and piecemeal. This time, the conception of the metropolitan grid itself grew step by
step and was spread over the course of many years. The SCAA negotiated with the
city, the state, the ministries of public works and agriculture, no less than 21 municipalities and even private stakeholders (See Chapter 4) to conceive this metropolitan
grid. Moreover, it relied on multiple instruments to realise it, ranging from straightforward expropriations, over general alignment plans and municipal development
plans to the reallocation from Voirie Urbaine to Grand’Route.
This metropolitan grid was by no means a rigid top-down engineering project that was projected upon the agglomeration from above. Different urbanisation
dynamics at different scales, occurring at different moments in time were patiently
transformed and reassembled into one metropolitan figure. It was a work of many
hands and minds that was gradually built in time. Initially, the metropolitan grid was
not a plan, but rather an idea that was realised where opportunities presented themselves. “Were we supposed to wait until the final urban development plans for the
entire agglomeration were agreed before we could start with new alignment plans?”
Schobbens wondered. “Of course not! The SCAA developed proposals as surveys progressed and different plans were conceived, but it always took into account the existing situation and future possibilities of diverting, splitting or doubling major arteries,”
180 Schobbens argued. That doesn’t mean these roads were randomly built. “Wouldn’t
the SCAA run the risk of making mistakes as to the respective importance of the major communication roads?” Schobbens asked before concluding that such a thing “was
unlikely, since most of the members were very well acquainted with the historical
development of the city of Antwerp and its surroundings.”181 Situated knowledge was
one of the committee’s strongest assets. The meeting reports reveal many purposeful
excursions during which situated knowledge was permanently monitored, expanded
180 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
181 Ibid.
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Figure 2.34
Throughout several decades, the SCAA was steadily working towards what turned out to be nothing less
than a metropolitan road grid, which is shown here on a 1932 map by August Mennes, further elaborated
by the author. The ambition was to provide the agglomeration with major roads every kilometre and a
half – i.e. every mile. As described in the text, this one-mile grid was not the expression of rigid top-down
engineering. The roads were laid out with respect for valuable existing pieces of urban development (a).
Roads were provided with wide footpaths and cycle paths, as well as so-called terre-plains suitable for all
kinds of urban appropriation (b). The acquisition of existing valuable roadside greenery or new plantings
(c) gave the major roads a pleasantly picturesque character. As a consequence various pleasant urban
environments were able to emerge along the road grid (d).
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and kept up to date. Arguably, it is precisely this long-term situatedness, rooted in the
agglomeration’s actual urbanisation dynamics, that turned the SCAA into an ideal
platform for road engineers such as Lemeunier, De Heem, Mennes and others to
become ‘urban’ engineers in the long run.
The result of all that work was a road network that bears remarkable resemblances to a typical one-mile grid (Fig. 2.34). Although this reference is mostly apparent
from plans, it also explicitly surfaced in the committee’s own rhetoric, even if it was
only once. On January 6 1926, SCAA-president Baron Georges Holvoet was happy
to see that two new roads were planned, because they “fortunately obviated the traffic
problems that would result from a distance of more than one and a half kilometres
without intermediate connection.”182 The committee did not just develop a bunch
of roads, but deliberately tinkered with what over time became a one-mile grid for
the entire agglomeration. A road grid that transformed and reassembled both the
historical city and its pre-urban surroundings into one urbanised agglomeration. In
other words, urbanisation was not a process simply rolling out from the historic city
to its fringes, but a place-based phenomenon that transformed both the city and its
periphery simultaneously. Just as with the agglomeration’s sewerage system, it was
again Engineer August Mennes who became key in completing the agglomeration’s
road grid in time. This time, he did it from the bottom up, mandated with several
assignments by separate municipalities and even private parties (See Chapter 4) with
shared interests that were made explicit by the SCAA. The metropolitan grid was not
suddenly projected upon the territory, but was carefully cultivated and was able to
slowly grow from within the agglomeration’s territory. It was, in sum, built in time.

Towards an urban profile for the modern road
The SCAA’s urban approach towards the road project was not only expressed by
its zeal to piece together a metropolitan network out of individual branches. The very
same ambition was also reflected in discussions on the Grand’Routes’ profile. From
these discussions it becomes clear that the agglomeration’s main roads were not only
conceived as to accommodate growing traffic flows. They were also supposed to facilitate new havens of human habitation and appropriation. In other words, they were
meant to become the bearers of a new urban ecology in the agglomeration.
First and foremost, these Grand’Routes did not belong to motorised traffic alone.
It is as banal as it is symbolic that the SCAA urged to provide sidewalks along the
182 SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville et aménagement général des communes de l’agglomération anversoise. - Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - I Merxem - Eeckeren - Brasschaet [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 6 January 1926: n.p.
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Grand’Routes as soon as they entered the agglomeration. “Five-meter-wide footpaths
are not exaggerated along the agglomeration’s major arteries,”183 Schobbens argued.
In general pedestrian walkways ranging between 2.5 and 5 m were provided on
either side of the road. In some cases, there was even a plea for much wider footpaths. Engineer De Heem, for example, campaigned for the broadest possible profile
for the military route, “to be able to turn it into a wide and beautiful promenade.”184
Moreover, the organisations such as the Union of Cavalry, or the Antwerp Bicycle
Club also campaigned for the construction of equestrian paths and separate bicycle
paths along the new avenues on several occasions.185 On the Prins Boudewijnlaan,
space was reserved for a horse path that in the end would never materialise. Yet, the
surplus space was gratefully used by a growing number of cyclists – who started to
claim their own share of the modern road.186 In a few cases, the construction of separate bicycle paths was explicitly discussed, albeit only sporadically.187 These demands
for separate bicycle or horse paths may not always have been met, but the wide ‘terreplains’ that were invariably provided in the middle of the road generated the necessary
space for informal appropriation. With their widths of 10 to 15 metres, often between
two stately rows of trees, they became popular refuges for hikers and cyclists in the
urban context. (Fig. 2.35) Many Grand’Routes were endowed with the potential to
turn into such urban facts once they entered the agglomeration.188 (Fig. 2.35)
The subsurface of the major roads served various purposes as well. As already
suggested, SCAA-engineers De Heem and Lemeunier were well aware of the importance of underground utilities in order to urbanise the agglomeration. In March
1909, the SCAA heard delegates of the Water, Gas, Electricity and Phone companies
in Antwerp. The aim was to integrate the work of all these companies more intelligently into the road profile, especially for the construction of new avenues in the
outer agglomeration. In conclusion, and after surveying the different companies, it
was decided that sewage was best placed beneath the main roads, while provisions for
electricity, water, gas and telephone were best provided separately below the footpaths.
183 19/05/1908
184 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 2 May 1912: n.p.
185 See, for example, SCAA, subcommittee 12. Discussion du profil transversal de la route (nouveau boulevard
de la Pépinière) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 December 1908.
SCAA. Lettre de l’union des Cavaliers pour la conservation de routes cavalières dans l’agglomération anversoise [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 January 1913.
186 Wyckmans, Paul. “Kontich – Berchem in sneltreinvaart (1933-2008)?” for Wilrica (2020). Accessible
online via https://www.wilrica.be/kontich-berchem-in-sneltreinvaart-1933-2008, last accessed January
2021.
187 See, for example, SCAA, subcommittee 12. Détermination du profil transversal du nouveau boulevard de
la Pépinière, partie extra-muros (largeur 50 mètres, et 20m de jardinets) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17
February 1910.
188 It was exactly this transformative potential that Verwilghen referred to in his enthusiastic review of the
1914 law on the protection of trees and rural esthetics.
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Figure 2.35
This new metropolitan road-scape gave rise to a new phenomenon. The typical nineteenth century urban flaneur extended his range of action far beyond the historic city. A certain urban culture
urbanised along with the 'ecological' one-mile grid and spread throughout the wider agglomeration. Picture taken in the vicinity of Sint-Mariaburg (ca. 1925).

(Fig 2.16)
The SCAA, to be sure, was not in charge of the development of the structural
networks of all these utilities. That remained the task of established companies such
as AWW189, CEA190 and CICG.191 But the SCAA’s project of urbanising the agglomeration, and more specifically their attention to integrate these utilities into the
agglomeration’s Grand’Routes, seem to have boosted these networks’ development and
collective consumption. During the SCAA’s active period, several companies were set
up specifically to supply these utilities in the large agglomeration, such as the SEE,192
PIDPA193 ARGIM194, AVIG195 and IGA.196
Although several of the SCAA’s meeting reports make mention of utilities like
gas, water or electricity and some road profiles provide partial information, they
189
190
191
192
193
194
195
196

Antwerp Water Works, 1880.
Compagnie Electrique Anversois, 1900.
Compagnie Impéréale et Continentale du Gaz, 1860.
Société de l’Electricité de l’Escaut, 1905.
Provinciale en Intercommunale voor Drinkwatervoorziening in de Provincie Antwerpen, 1913.
Antwerpsche regionale Gasbedeling Intercommunale, 1922.
Antwerpsche Voorsteden Intercommunale Gasbedeling, 1922.
Intercommunale Gasbedeling Antwerpen – Hoboken, 1922.
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do not allow a full and systematic reconstruction of the spreading of these utilities
throughout the entire agglomeration. But given the rapprochement between the
SCAA and these utility companies, it seems reasonable to assume that the committee’s road project functioned as an important incubator of these companies’ distribution networks. It may explain why almost the entire agglomeration benefitted from
these utilities at a very early stage in history. Arguably, the SCAA’s road project undergirded the urbanisation of these utilities, spreading the possibility to gain access to
a modern urban lifestyle far beyond what was considered to be ‘the city’ at that time.
The combination of kilometre-long footpaths and the integration of modern
urban utilities offered the possibility to turn any parcel or piece of land along the
agglomeration’s Grand’Routes into an urban address. Using expropriation plans, re-sale
plans and general line direction plans, the SCAA even had a number of tools at its
disposal to control urban development along these roads. A 1936 discussion on the
development of the Noorderlaan, initiated by Schobbens, illustrates this very well:
“It is worth pointing out another major administrative shortcoming. A plan
for a new neighbourhood is in fact meaningless if it is not accompanied by clear
guidelines with regard to the way it will be built. If here, along the Noorderlaan,
plots of 5 to 6 meters are built at the buyer’s discretion, or if everyone is allowed
to build as high or low as he pleases, then this avenue’s appearance will turn into a
fiasco. Because all lands belong to the city, we have a perfect opportunity to develop a well-thought-out plan, a plan that means a lot more than just a figure-ground
plan. Given the importance of the Noorderlaan, it is necessary to define an overall
silhouette, all the more so because it is a very long and straight road. We should
develop clear guidelines as to determine how this roadside will be built, where the
buildings’ front and rearward lines lie and what their appropriate height profile
is.”197
Arguably, Schobbens’ reasoning was the starting point for a long history of
special attention in terms of urban planning that was given to the development of
the Luchtbal neighbourhood along the Noorderlaan. A special attention that allowed
architect van Kuyck to build his famous Canada-blocks from 1938 onwards and to
develop an overall urban scheme for the entire neighbourhood in 1944.
In principle, the expropriation and resale of land for the construction of every
Grand’Route in the agglomeration could have given rise to similar initiatives elsewhere. Even though there was nothing really against it, it never happened in the
197 SCAA, subcommittee 21. Deurne - 1) Aanleg van een gedeelte van de Ringlaan, tusschen de SintRochtusstraat en de Van den Hautelei; 2) Openen van een straat tusschen de Ringlaan en de Maquinaylaan
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 April 1936: n.p.
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same concerted way as it did along the Noorderlaan. The fact that the public debate
on building heights and typology only really started from the early 1930’s onwards
in the Belgian context may be part of the explanation (see Chapter 5). And as has
been argued before, large-scale expropriations were avoided as much as possible and
they generally remained limited in length and depth. Moreover, it remained the strict
responsibility of the individual municipalities to grant building permits. It was, in
other words, not so easy to conduct a concerted urban development policy along the
agglomeration’s metropolitan grid.
By relying on general alignment plans, according to the law of 1914, the SCAA
nevertheless had the means of at least enforcing a ‘zone de recul’ along the agglomeration’s grid. In general, this tool give way to the development of front gardens of some
5 to 10 meters. Over the years, a varied urban landscape emerged from behind these
front gardens along the Grand’Routes in the agglomeration. The metropolitan grid was
gradually domesticated, and some of its branches were turned into urban boulevards,
others in parkways with detached villas and farms - or a combination of the two. (Fig.
2.34) The Grand’Routes, in other words, started to attract a kind of street life that
already existed along the thoroughfares of many villages. The urban and artistic imaginations underlying these developments will be discussed further on. (see Chapter
5) For now, it suffices to confirm that these roads had to meet more than just traffic
requirements. On some images, it almost feels as if the nineteenth-century ‘flaneur’
was unleashed from the enwalled city, freed from his historical cage and now able to
explore landscapes of 20th century urbanisation. (Fig. 2.35)
An aspect that played a crucial role in this imaginative treatment of the road was
the great care and attention the SCAA paid to public road plantations. As a member
of the Touring Club de Belgique, Schobbens belonged to an influential interest group
of nature conservationists who campaigned for “a more aesthetic management of road
plantations.”198 It was argued that shady trees turned roads into a pleasant place to
stay for travellers and trees should no longer be cut down just like that for ‘profits’ that
were, all in all, very relative.199 In his review of the 1914 law on the protection of trees
and rural aesthetics, Verwilghen had argued that the “preservation of the right-of-way
including trees in today’s countryside was necessary for the possible construction of

198 Notteboom, Bruno. “Ouvrons les yeux!” Stedenbouw en beeldvorming van het landschap in België 1890-1940
[unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2009.
199 Schobbens made this argument in 1908.
Also in more recent publications this argument is reiterated: “De provincie maakte ook veel middelen
vrij om het wegennet af te zomen met bomenrijen. Die waren niet alleen fraai, maar boden ook schaduw
aan de reisigers. Bovendien brachten die bomen, nadat ze waren gerooid, ook wat geld in het laatje. De
onderhoudskosten van het wegennet werden echter nauwelijks gecompenseerd door die opbrengsten.”
Heylen, Steve, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt. Geschiedenis van de Provincie Antwerpen: Een politieke
biografie. Antwerp: Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: p. 70.
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the urban boulevards of tomorrow.”200 Arguably, Schobbens’ role in the SCAA made
him adhere to a similar urbanisation perspective. Planting and saving trees served a
dual purpose: today’s nature conservation ensured tomorrow’s urban beauty. Trees
were both natural objects and urban assets. This view became common at the beginning of the twentieth century, for instance in publications of the Royal Society for
Nature and Urban Beauty, with which Schobbens maintained close ties.201
Unsurprisingly, it was often Joseph Schobbens himself who ensured that sufficient
space was safeguarded for the planting of proper rows of trees.202 Yet planting new
trees was not his only greening strategy. In case they were valuable, Schobbens also
proposed to buy back trees that roadside residents had planted along the edges of their
property. “In this way we can enjoy nice plantations from the beginning, instead of
starting with small trees with all the risks that entails,” Schobbens argued. After an excursion to Berchem, for instance, De Heem made mention of “a series of very beautiful
trees, magnificent plantations well aligned, composed of lime trees, elms, Canadas etc.”
Because the “width between the double row of planted lime trees (...) [was] on average
3.30 meters,” De Heem thought “this space could well be used to establish a bridle-alley or a cycle lane.” Therefore, he suggested that “it would be useful for the SCAA to
express the wish to buy these trees back from the owners, so we’re sure the opportunity
to save them will not slip away.”203 This strategy required a profound local knowledge
and the necessary energy to bring negotiations with many roadside residents to a successful conclusion. And yet the SCAA managed to preserve existing plantations in this
way, for instance along the Antwerp-Brussels road in Berchem and along the road from
200 Verwilghen, Raphael. “Une nouvelle loi.”
201 Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn waardevolle bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen, 18591973. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2016: p. 205.
202 SCAA, subcommittee 7. L’Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bruxelles dans la traverse de Berchem, Mortsel,
etc. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 June 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 6. Elargissement de la route Anvers-Turnhout dans les traverses d’Anvers (Rue
Carnot), de Borgerhout et de Deurne. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 July 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Plans généraux d’alignement des routes Anvers-Breda et Anvers (Porte du Schyn)Merxem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 July 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Décision concernant le nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 16 September 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Discussion du profil transversal de la route (nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 December 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 28. Route militaire, Plan général d’alignement de la traverse de Borsbeek [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 12 February 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Détermination du profil transversal du nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière, partie
extra-muros (largeur 50 mètres, et 20m de jardinets) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 February 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 32. Aménagement de la rive gauche [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 November
1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 11. Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 June 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Plan d’alignement de la route d’Anvers à Bréda, dans la traverse de Maria Ter
Heide (Brasschaat) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 October 1913.
203 SCAA, subcommittee 7. L’Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bruxelles dans la traverse de Berchem, Mortsel,
etc. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 June 1908: n.p.
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Antwerp to Brasschaet.204 (Fig. 2.34) In some cases, finally, road profiles were carefully
planned so as to preserve existing rows of valuable trees. Such was, for instance, the
case along the Bredabaan, the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan and the outer military Route.205
Today, almost a century after these roads were planned, most of them are flanked by
mature trees, undeniably contributing to the sojourn qualities of these major roads.
From the moment the Grand’Routes entered the agglomeration, they were
treated as constitutive elements of an urbanising structure. They were more than large
traffic arteries jeopardising and compartmentalising the agglomeration’s urban and
social ecology. Quite the contrary, the Grand’Routes were reassembled into a one-mile
grid that undergirded the unfolding of modern urban lifestyles - both within and
beyond the city. As such, this road network must be regarded as a kind of equaliser,
providing similar conditions both within and beyond the historical city for a growing
number of citizens. Under the SCAA’s reign, these roads became carriers of an urban
promise, designed by engineers who acted as true agents of programmatic urbanisation. Engineers that turned into gardeners indeed, cultivating the urban potential of
the roads they were engineering themselves in the first place.

►

From industrial relic to urban project: the urbanisation
of Railway Infrastructures
In addition to utilities and roads, the national railways represented a third and
final infrastructure challenge for the SCAA - a task that would prove very difficult.
For when the SCAA started working in the agglomeration in 1907, it found itself
confronted with railway infrastructures from a past era. As long as the city had been
walled, it had been necessary to incorporate large railway sites and shunting yards
within its walls. Now that the ramparts were about to disappear, these infrastructures
prevented the city’s further development. According to Delbeke, the major railways
formed “a kind of second wall”206 around the city at the turn of the 20th century – an
outdated configuration that “[seemed] to be of little rational use in the context of the
new agglomeration.”207 According to SCAA-president Auguste Delbeke, an impor204 SCAA, subcommittee 7. L’Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bruxelles dans la traverse de Berchem, Mortsel,
etc. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 June 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Plans généraux d’alignement des routes Anvers-Breda et Anvers (Porte du Schyn)Merxem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 July 1908.
205 SCAA, subcommittee 28. Route militaire, Plan général d’alignement de la traverse de Borsbeek [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 12 February 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 4. Plan d’alignement de la route d’Anvers à Bréda, dans la traverse de Maria Ter
Heide (Brasschaat) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 October 1913.
206 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 32.
207 Ibid.
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tant aspect of the SCAA’s mission was “to attune the major railways with (...) an efficient design of the newly available urban territories.”208 Delbeke referred to “the South
Station that [blocked] the passage to Hoboken and Wilryck; the Borgerhout station that
cut off the future Plantin-Moretuslei; the 1200m long station of Stuyvenbergh and the
Antwerp Docks (called station of 1000 wagons), which [prevented] the urban expansion to the North, and the direct line from Antwerp-South to Mechelen (Muisen)
that made all extensions and intersections of the future road network impossible.”209
Clearly, these railway infrastructures were developed with very little consideration for
the city’s extended urban development.

Beyond the dispersed industrial realm: railways and
Urbanisons!
Arguably, these railway infrastructures were all relics from an industrial past, or
at least from a development phase prior to that of programmatic urbanisation. From
its origin in 1830, the Belgian state had promoted the construction of extensive
infrastructure networks as a preferred means to establish a unified economic space.
Railways had an important part in that policy, and many authors have described
Belgium’s nineteenth-century railway system as the world’s most dense network of its
time. Its legacy is nothing less than legendary: almost the entire territory was involved
in a process of generalised industrialisation that brought Belgium to the forefront of
economic prosperity in Europe. Exceptionally high degrees of mobility perpetuated
and stimulated the further fragmentation and dispersion of both the commuting
workforce and the industrialisation process itself.210 Both the national railway network
and a finely branched network of vicinal railways supported this industrial distribution policy. Unsurprisingly, many authors have framed the Belgian railways as part
and parcel of strategies of dispersed spatial development.211
The Antwerp agglomeration was no exception to this rule and several maps suggest that the railway project was not exactly initiated from a strong urban perspective.
The Plan Industriel de la ville d’Anvers et des communes environnants from 1914, for
instance, clearly shows the legacy of the state’s nineteenth century infrastructural policies in the Antwerp surroundings. The map depicts the rather hazardous spreading of
208 Ibid.
209 Ibid.
210 Seebohm Rowntree, Benjamin. Land and Labour: Lessons from Belgium. London: Macmillan and Co,
1910.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een gedecentraliseerde nederzettingsstructuur: Het netwerk van de buurtspoorwegen in de tweede helft van de negentiende eeuw,” in Stadland België: Hoofdstukken uit de geschiedenis van
de stedenbouw, pp. 45-59. Ghent: A&S, 2011.
211 See, for example, Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme: pp. 103-175.
De Block, Greet, and Janet Polasky. “Light Railways and the Rural–Urban Continuum.”
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Figure 2.36
Railway infrastructures as a relic from a 19th century
industrialisation policy, indicated on the Plan Industriel
d’Anvers from 1914. And maps by Engineer Cremers
(1912) and August Mennes (1930) depicting the desired
railway infrastructure as an urban (albeit paper) fact.
The new circular railway was to be elevated not to
impede the agglomeration’s urbanisation. Several
municipalities were given small shunting yards to participate in the industrial development and the urban quays
along the river Scheldt were to be unburdened from
heavy railway traffic. Finally, a very disruptive stretch of
railway through the Antwerp neighbourhood Kiel was
to be suppressed.
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industrial activity along national infrastructures such as railways and canals. The only
connection between the industrial shunting yards to the north and south of the city
ran straight through the city centre, along the quays of the River Scheldt. Moreover,
crisscross railways at ground level cut straight through neighbourhoods, impeding
their further development, as Delbeke’s quote at the start of this chapter already
explained. (Fig. 2.36) Urbanising the agglomeration, was, to say it in the words of
Schobbens, impossible without “the adaptation of the current railway installations,
which now are an undeniable obstacle for the city’s rational expansion.”212
A lot has been written on the historical evolution of the Antwerp railways
around the turn of the century.213 However, the SCAA’s role in these early 20th-century transitions has remained underexposed. Throughout the following paragraphs,
I will build the argument that the committee aimed at recycling some of these
industrial railway relics in order to adapt and incorporate them into their project of
Urbanisons! Under the impulse of the SCAA, a number of ideas were launched that
were aimed at bringing national railway policies more into line with the agglomeration’s urbanisation. Compared to the sanitary and road projects, this proved to be a
very difficult mission. The committee had difficulties in getting a grip on Belgium’s
national railway companies. This was perhaps reinforced by the fact that there was no
‘railway engineer’ present among the SCAA’s permanent members and staff. All they
could do was to engage in difficult negotiations with the national railway companies’
rigid engineers.

From ambitious plans to fragmented pleas for urban
degrees of porosity
As soon as the SCAA was founded, it immediately convened a number of
meetings with the national company of the Belgian railways (NMBS). And the
NMBS soon declared its willingness to take account of the committee’s urbanisation plans. On 16 November 1908, engineer Van Bogaert, on behalf of the NMBS,
unofficially presented the broad outlines of its new railway project for the Antwerp
Agglomeration. Now that the fortification walls were to disappear, it was no longer
necessary to keep the large shunting yards within the city centre. A new outer circular
railway would connect the emplacements along the river Scheldt to the south of the
city with a gigantic new railway yard in the northern polders, right next to the port
212 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
213 Van Acker, Maarten. From Flux to Frame: pp. 335-342 & 348-351.
Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram, Van paardetram tot premetro, 1873-1979. Antwerp: MIVA, 1980.
Welter, Herman, and Marius Broos. Antwerpen op het spoor. Antwerp: De Vlijt, 1986.
Neyens, Jos. De buurtspoorwegen in de Provincie Antwerpen, 1885-1968. Lier: Van In, 1969.
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expansions. This new circular railway had to relieve the old connections running
through the historic centre and it would be provided at height, not to impede the
future urbanisation of the larger agglomeration. Local ‘gares de marchandises’ were
planned along the circular railway circuit, so that municipalities such as Merxem,
Deurne, Borsbeeck and Mortsel could take part in the agglomeration’s expanding economic activities. The unfortunate position of the south station was also to be reconsidered in such a way that it would no longer impede the city’s outward urbanisation.
In addition, the direct connection between the south station and Wilryck/Mechelen,
which cut right through planned city districts, was planned to be abolished, even
though it had only been in use since 1907.214
The SCAA embraced the main characteristics of these proposals without
hesitation. Plans drafted by engineers like Cremers, Lemeunier and later Mennes,
all consequently adopted these provisional railway plans and their implications for
the agglomeration’s urbanisation as if they were already a tangible reality. (Fig. 2.36)
In 1912, for instance, Schobbens encouraged the city of Antwerp to proceed with
large expropriations land that would come within reach of the city in case that the
line Antwerp South-Wilryck-Mechelen – even if it was far from certain that the line
would ever be effectively abolished at that time (See chapter 4). The city accepted that
proposal and whenever the closure of this railway line was questioned in the following
decades, the SCAA wrote to the minister-in-charge to point out that this decision
could not be reversed, because otherwise a “large investment by the city to develop
a new 60ha neighbourhood would remain interest-free.”215 This far-sighted tactic of
the committee ensured that the plan remained on the table, until the then 30-year-old
connection finally disappeared in 1937.216 By treating provisional ideas as urban facts
long before they were realised, the SCAA finally succeeded in having the obstructive
line disappear.217 (Fig. 2.37)
Nevertheless, the SCAA’s grip on the NMBS’s master plan wasn’t all too strong.
Tinkering with unwieldy and expensive national railway infrastructures proved more
difficult than expected and large parts of the original master plan remained unimplemented. Unsurprisingly, the cooperation and understanding between the SCAA
and the NMBS was not always smooth. Schobbens, for example, denounced the fact
that until the year of 1913, the SCAA had “only received partial and mostly unofficial
plans at scales too small to be able to assess the exact dimensions and impact of the
214 Welter, Herman, and Marius Broos. Antwerpen op het spoor.
215 SCAA, subcommittee 2. 1) Doortrekking van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie, te Antwerpen. 2)
Verplaatsen van Zuidstatie te Antwerpen; afschaffing van het baanvak Antwerpen Zuid-Wilrijk [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 25 February 1936: n.p.
216 Welter, Herman, and Marius Broos. Antwerpen op het spoor.
217 It reminds of Rossi’s assertion of the permanence of urban facts, even in the case that these facts only
exist on paper. Rossi, Aldo. De architectuur van de stad. Nijmegen: SUN, 2002.
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Figure 2.37
After long but imperturbable insistence, the disturbing stretch of railway through the Kiel district was removed and
made way for the new Jan Devos Avenue. The local press celebrated the fact that southern Antwerp could finally be
'urbanised' in a decent way.

railway works” and that in most cases, these plans were only obtained “right before
execution.”218
As a consequence, the SCAA was condemned to act reactively, and on a relatively small scale. It soon focused on providing sufficient viaducts and fly-overs in order
not to fragment and isolate the existing or future urban fabric. The committee mainly
advocated new passages, but also took a stand when existing crossings were in danger
of being suppressed.219 Although punctual, these interventions show the SCAA’s
commitment to an urban fabric as porous as possible, anywhere in the agglomeration.
In terms of permeability, it didn’t distinguish between inner city sites and the agglomeration’s outer territory. Schobbens, for instance, didn’t hesitate to compare a given
situation in Merxem with one in the Antwerp city centre, advocating similar solutions,
even though the degree of urbanisation was still incomparable at that moment.220
“You take too much account of the current situation,” Schobbens said to railway
representatives at one of the meetings, “yet all the works we are investigating are
218 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Chemin de fer stratégique. Projet de gare à établir à Wommelghem, à la
Boterlaerbaan [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 January 1913: n.p.
219 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Demande de l’administration des Chemins de fer tendant à la suppression de viaducs
biais à proximité de la gare de Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 June 1925.
220 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Passages au chemin de fer de ceinture . Desiderata des communes du nord [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1926.
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Figure 2.38
The SCAA advocated high degrees of porosity, even in peripheral municipalities such as Mortsel.
The railway-line Antwerp-Brussels cut right through the parts Mortsel Dorp and Mortsel Oude
God. The SCAA advocated a large number of level crossings and flyovers, which ensured good
connectivity between the two sections - even to this day. Indications made by author on a map
(1930) by August Mennes.

done primarily for the future.”221 Driven by this foresighted attitude, the Committee
co-created strategic underpasses and fly-overs in several municipalities.222 (Fig. 2.38)
221 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Déplacement des gares de marchandise du Nord d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 22 May 1909.
222 SCAA, subcommittee 2. 1°) Passages sous le chemin de fer à Eeckeren - 2°) Relèvement de la ligne de Hollande
au droit de la chaussée de Bréda, et de la rue de Merxem - 3°) Situation future du chemin de fer au droit de la
route de Boom et de la route de st Bernard [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 March 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Détournement de la route militaire et passage sous la ligne de chemin de fer
stratégique, à proximité du fort 4 (Mortsel) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 16 April 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 10. Création d’un parc public à Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 13 May 1911.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Chemin de fer stratégique. Projet de gare à établir à Wommelghem, à la
Boterlaerbaan [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 January 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Nouveaux chemins de fer à Mortsel et Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22
February 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Plan des nouveaux chemins de fer sur le territoire de Merxem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 14 June 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Relèvement de la voie ferrée vers la Hollande - viaducs à établir sur le territoire de
la commune de Merxem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 September 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Construction de viaducs pour le chemin de fer à Mortsel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 April 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Passages au chemin de fer de ceinture . Desiderata des communes du nord [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Nouvelles voies ferrées sur le territoire de la commune de Mortsel [minutes of
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As such, it managed to mitigate the intersecting and compartmentalising effects of
railway infrastructure at strategic locations.
After WW1, the committee started to take a more pro-active stance in the
railway question. Again, it was engineer August Mennes who became a driving force.
His role as a spatial planner for many municipalities gave him a better overview of
all the tunnels and fly-overs that the agglomeration’s municipalities themselves were
asking for.223 The SCAA again organised a number of meetings to make an extensive
list and overview of all these desired crossings. The SCAA forwarded these numerous
requests to the NMBS, asking for new underpasses for several exit roads under the
circular railway,224 for underpasses connecting the Noorderlaan to the municipalities
in the north,225 and for several viaducts in the southern edge, such as in Berchem and
Mortsel.226 The SCAA stressed that the state should carry the costs of these interventions as much as possible. “It is the state,” Schobbens argued, “that has imposed
many railway barriers upon the agglomeration, and it is therefore the State that has
to bear all the costs of the conversion works needed to develop an uninterrupted road
network and urban fabric.”227 The municipalities themselves made a similar reasoning.
“The traffic between Antwerp and the rest of the country necessitates the construction of broad roads and railways,” Mortsel mayor Mathys stated. “And this necessity
makes that the municipalities of the Antwerp Agglomeration have to bear the heavy
burden of extensive railways and the consequences of heavy traffic requirements. They
have no choice but to suffer their inevitable fate. Yet they can in no way accept the
idea that they themselves should bear the costs resulting from these circumstances.”228

223
224

225
226
227

228

SCAA meeting]. 31 March 1927.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Communications de la Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer sur ses nouveaux projets
relativement à la gare d’Anvers-Sud, à la gare d’Anvers-sud, à la gare internationale de Borgerhout, à la gare
de marchandises de Zurenborg [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 October 1928.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Wijzigingen aangebracht aan het ontwerp voor des spoorwegen ten Zuiden van
Antwerpen op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Berchem, Mortsel, Hove en Edegem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 19 May 1931.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Kunstwerken op de spoorbaan Antwerpen-Brussel (lijn der sneltrijnen), op het
grondgebied van de gemeenten Berchem en Mortsel) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 9 May 1933.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Verlenging van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie (grondgebied Antwerpen en
Borgerhout) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 5 September 1935.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Nouvelles voies ferrées sur le territoire de la commune de Mortsel [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 31 March 1927.
SCAA, subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville et aménagement général des communes de l’agglomération anversoise. - Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - I Merxem - Eeckeren - Brasschaet [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 6 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. Passages au chemin de fer de ceinture . Desiderata des communes du nord [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 37. Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1938.
SCAA, subcommittee 2. 1) Doortrekking van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie, te Antwerpen. 2)
Verplaatsen van Zuidstatie te Antwerpen; afschaffing van het baanvak Antwerpen Zuid-Wilrijk [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 25 February 1936: n.p.
Ibid.
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Clearly, the state was expected to assume its responsibilities. From the mid 1930’s
onwards, engineer Paul De Heem again managed to draw OREC-funding to the
Antwerp agglomeration to push through a number of railway crossings.229 Playing a
mediating role between the national railway company and several municipalities, the
SCAA managed to urbanise the NMBS’s straightforward supra-local railway policy,
adapting it to local exigencies and requirements. As a result, the railways’ permeability
increased, providing the agglomeration with a fabric as porous as possible. This may
seem rather banal, but these crossings helped preventing the development of all too
isolated quarters, alleviating the negative side effects of social segregation in the long
run.230
Moreover, engineer Mennes’ entrepreneurial skills drove him beyond these basic
achievements. In 1925, his critical research attitude made him question the NMBS’s
initial master plan, which hadn’t changed much since its inception in 1908. Together
with railway official and technical director De Bock, Mennes re-assessed the NMBS’s
overall plans to come up with an alternative.231 (Fig. 2.39) Both men meticulously
studied the fluxes of incoming and outgoing freight railway traffic. They found that
freight transport around Antwerp was rather complex. In the immediate vicinity
of the city, there were no less than 7 shunting yards: 3 arrival stations (Austruweel,
Eeckeren-Wilmarsdonck and Antwerp-South) and 4 departure stations (Austruweel,
Eeckeren-Wilmarsdonck, Hoboken and Zurenborg). Their research pointed to the many
communication problems, misunderstandings, late deliveries and efficiency losses
caused by this confusing situation. In addition, the exploitation costs were rather high,
because each of these stations needed its own infrastructures, and each of them had to
call upon the services of specialised technicians and labourers.232
According to Mennes, the 1908 plans of the NMBS didn’t solve all these problems, they would rather perpetuate this situation, leaving many inefficiencies unsolved.
Preliminary calculations led Mennes and his companion to the conclusion that it
would be much more solvable for the NMBS to build only one large shunting yard,
both for arrivals and departures, to the north of the city, right next to the expanding
port activities. Mennes’ plan not only served the internal logic of the national railway
company, it also served the interests of the SCAA. In his plan, all the obstructive
railyard sites, remnants from an industrial era, made way for the agglomeration’s
229 Ibid.
230 This may seem banal in itself, but today many neighborhoods in metropolitan regions that are lacking
such porosity are struggling with problems of social segregation.
For an actual description in the context of greater Paris, see: Secchi, Bernardo, and Paola Viganò. La ville
poreuse: Un projet pour le grand Paris et la métropole de l’après-Kyoto. Geneva: MetisPresses, 2012.
231 Mennes, August. Projet des installations de chemins de fer à créer pour desservir l’agglomération et le Port
d’Anvers: Note explicative, January 25 1910. Retrieved from the provincial archives of Antwerp, Antwerp,
as part of file BE-A0511 / PAA745/76, map 2.
232 Ibid.
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Figure 2.39
Mennes’ explanatory notes
(1925) on his improved railway
proposals for the agglomeration,
accompanied with the letter he
sent to SCAA-president Georges
Holvoet. Mennes' ideas were
not immediately accepted, but
today, almost a full century later,
Mennes’ entire programme has
more or less been realised.
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contiguous urbanisation. Moreover, the NMBS would be in the position to sell their
former shunting yards as urban development land. Clearly, Mennes tried to improve
and rationalise the conditions for the agglomeration’s urbanisation. Yet he didn’t try
to do so from an ideological point of view, simply stating that the NMBS should
clear its yards for the sake of urban development per se. Instead, Mennes adopted the
point of view of a railway engineer, turning the displacement of obstructive shunting
yards plausible from the point of view of the railway company itself. Mennes handed
his plans over to the railway administrations and to the SCAA’s president - Baron
Georges Holvoet at that time. For some reason, the plan didn’t find much immediate
resonance. Today, however, the most important features of Mennes’ plan are all realised, or in the process of being realised.
Clearly, the SCAA had difficulty breaking into the development rationale of
national railway infrastructures. But its project for the Antwerp agglomeration did
create the right context to mitigate the impact of these large national infrastructures
on the urbanising fabric. Once again Mennes became an important figure in the
railway question. Apart from his more organised approach to negotiating railroad
crossings, Mennes took matters into his own hands in questioning the NMBS’s larger
project for the Antwerp agglomeration. The SCAA brought him in contact with
officials from within the NMBS, with whom he developed alternative plans, allowing
him to anchor the committee’s urbanisation ambitions in the nation’s railway agenda.
Arguably, by 1925, sanitary engineer Mennes had above all become an urban engineer
who then turned to railway engineering to pursue a more urban railway policy – one
that had more consideration for the agglomeration’s urban ecology.

►

Radically careful infrastructures for an urban
ecology?
The question of urbanising the urban agglomerations was clearly dependent on
different forms of engineering, science and technology that were becoming part of
daily life and were acknowledged as prime tools to organise daily life at the turn of
the 20th century. In various ways, the SCAA created the conditions in which distinct
disciplines such as sanitary, road and railway engineering could merge into a fully-fledged and transdisciplinary form of urban engineering. These forms of engineering were not merely used as a technological way of solving problems. They also defined the outlines of an urban agglomeration in the making. Thus, engineers became
prime agents in the SCAA’s project of programmatic urbanisation.
Engineer Mennes can indeed be seen as the personification of this fusion of
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different kinds of technical and structural know-how. Starting his career as a sanitary
engineer, he quickly found his way to road and railway engineering. Weaving together
different infrastructural layers, this savvy engineer managed to manoeuvre himself
into the role of the agglomeration’s main urban designer. The SCAA’s mission enabled
Mennes to provide the agglomeration’s territory with all the infrastructural potential
necessary to make a certain ‘urban-ness’ come to fruition. (Fig. 2.40) The Jan Van
Rijswijcklaan, for instance, embodies the way in which urban characteristics almost
spontaneously appeared as a positive externality resulting from a seamless integration
of infrastructural layers such as roads, trams, but also all modern amenities such as
water, gas, electricity and sewerage systems. Arguably, the SCAA relied on a combination of infrastructures to “irrigate the territories” of the agglomeration with urban
potential.233
The infrastructural layers that were discussed all bear witness to the same ambition of providing similar infrastructural conditions in what was considered to be the
historic ‘city’ and the extended agglomeration that was only on the brink of urbanisation. These infrastructures all responded to tangible social concerns and gave way
to collective arrangements at the scale of the entire agglomeration. Arguably, these
technological infrastructures were deployed by the SCAA as socio-spatial equalisers
that promoted a comparable degree of modern comfort, both inside and outside the
city for a growing range of citizens. In this sense, these infrastructures brought about
a certain spatial quality in the agglomeration that nowadays is referred to in urban
planning literature as ‘isotropy’ - referring to a certain connectivity and urban potential that lurks around the - even in ex-urban territories. In that sense, the SCAA’s
project of urbanising the agglomeration must readily be interpreted as a radical kind
of social engineering, a typical brainchild of the heroic phase of the Promethean
Project of Modernity.
That does not mean, however, that the SCAA’s project can be cast as an unambiguous example of bold, top-down (state) engineering. The SCAA may have been a
supra-local body, but we have seen that it was also in touch with the agglomeration’s
social and natural substrate. As a consequence, urbanisation was understood from
a local and grounded perspective. The SCAA took questions and desires from local
councils seriously, respected established community life and tried to obtain a detailed
and grounded understanding of the agglomeration’s environmental characteristics,
such as its hydrographic dynamics. In sum, SCAA was well-placed to understand and
articulate the various scales at which urbanisation processes were played out in the
agglomeration. The committee was in the perfect position to define concrete settings
within which variously scaled dynamics could be made the object of concrete and
233 Koolhaas, Rem. “Whatever happened to urbanism?” in S, M, L, XL, edited by Koolhaas, Rem, Bruce
Mau, Hans Werlemann, and Jennifer Sigler, pp. 959-971. New York: Monacelli press, 1998: p. 969.
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Figure 2.40
August Mennes evolved from a sanitary
engineer to an urban engineer in the
Antwerp Agglomeration. In his 1922
pamphlet De Grootstad Antwerpen [The
Antwerp Metropolis] Mennes summarised
his personal view of the infrastructure
challenges in the agglomeration. However,
he also referred to the great commitment
and merit of the SCAA for its incremental
but decisive approach to the big questions
at stake. The small images were all
retrieved from Mennes’ pamphlet. Mennes’
large map showing the ‘future state of the
Antwerp agglomeration’ is also from the
year 1922.
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locally supported actions. The inter-municipal one-mile grid, composed of components induced at different scales, is a clear example of the SCAA’s approach. As such,
the committee assisted local communities in converting the collective burden of
urbanisation into collectively shared opportunities. The urbanisation of infrastructures
took place with sincere consideration and caution for these various local sensibilities,
peculiarities and contingencies. Arguably, the SCAA’s suspended position between the
abstract level of the state and the grounded reality of everyday municipal life protected them from the pitfalls of both universal determinism and local navel-gazing.
Thus, urbanising the agglomeration was not simply a question of distant state
engineering – from the outside. It was also carefully constructed and tinkered with
from within, with respect for natural patterns, topographical peculiarities, and the
municipalities’ right to local autonomy and self-governance. Distinct interventions
were always implemented within a disposition formed by a (limited) number of rules
that took into account the collective imperatives of the agglomeration as a whole.
This patient and cautious attitude led to the incremental development of collectivised
infrastructures, that may not have been flawless from a scientific-deterministic angle,
but that nevertheless launched the agglomeration on a contemplated path of steady
progress. An achievement that held the middle between engineered continuity and
practical contingency; between dirigisme and path-dependent evolution. An achievement that adhered to the SCAA’s philosophy of the relative ideal and that could only
be gradually ‘built in time’. The committee’s careful, meticulous and cautious approach
ensured that infrastructural interventions were carried out in relative harmony with
the agglomeration’s socio-natural ecology.
The SCAA’s engineers may have operated in what has been described as the
Promethean Project’s heroic phase. Yet, engineering the agglomeration’s territory was
a patient, incremental, relatively unpopular, slow, largely invisible and at times somewhat clumsy work of long haul. If there was anything ‘heroic’ in the SCAA’s engineering projects, then it was its perseverance and its unwavering engagement to keep
addressing basic needs of permeability, porosity, accessibility, hygienic requirements as
a means to urbanise the agglomeration, for more than 30 long years.
In sum, the legacy of the SCAA’s engineering projects is not unequivocal. On the
one hand, they undoubtedly contributed to the Promethean Project of Modernity, but
they did so in a modest and cautious way. Perhaps, the work of the SCAA’s engineers
can be interpreted as an answer avant la lettre to Bruno Latour’s recent call for more
modest and hybrid engineering practices in order to build more ecological infrastructures: “It is as though we had to combine the engineering tradition with the precautionary principle; it is as though we had to imagine Prometheus stealing fire from
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heaven in a cautious way! (…) We have to be radically careful, or carefully radical!”234
Unravelling the three primordial infrastructural layers of the SCAA’s project,
this chapter revealed the radically-careful role infrastructural engineers played in
urbanising Belgium’s larger agglomerations at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Their practices were not necessarily grounded in ideological ecological beliefs per se.
Yet they did not deploy their engineering skills from the presumption that they could
simply project new laws upon the territory, imbued with “an impious disregard of the
limits governing men’s actions in an orderly universe,”235 using Kaika’s definition of
the Greek word ‘hubris’. Technology was not projected upon the territory (from the
outside) to conquer, overcome or alter the natural course of events, but it was fused
into the territory (from within) to give it a helping hand. The urban as a socio-natural
category appeared as the result of common sense, a cautious approach of the natural
world, and a considerate use of technological possibilities. As such, this chapter contributed to framing contemporary concepts such as ecological infrastructures (as the
expression of socio-nature) in a broader critical-historical perspective.236

234 Latour, Bruno. “A Cautious Prometheus? A Few Steps Toward a Philosophy of Design (with Special
Attention to Peter Sloterdijk).” In Networks of Design: Proceedings of the 2008 Annual International
Conference of the History of Design, edited by Fiona Hackney, Jonathan Glynne, and Viv Minton, pp.
2-11. Irvine: BrownWalker Press, 2009: pp. 3-5.
235 Kaika, Maria. City of Flows: p. 24.
236 De Block and Thompson stress the rather a-historical approach of the fields of Landscape and
Ecological Urbanism as a field that claims to start from a ‘new beginning’ mainly reacting ‘against’ wilful
(post-war) engineering practices.
De Block, Greet. “Ecological Infrastructure in a Critical-Historical Perspective.”
Thompson, Ian Hamilton. “Ten Tenets and Six Questions for Landscape Urbanism.” Landscape Research
37, no. 1 (2012): pp. 7-26.
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“Il est incontestable que l’ouverture de ces rues n’est demandée que dans un simple
but d’exploitation intensive. Les plans ne tiennent aucunement compte de l’intérêt
commun général”
JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, PLANS D’ALIGNEMENT DE DIVERSES RUES À
WILRYCK (SUITE), SCAA MEETING MINU TES 09/04/1910.

“Waarom moeten gemeentebesturen dadelijk ingaan op het eerste het beste voorstel
om een landelijken eigendom te verkavelen? Voorlopig is er te Berchem geen behoefte
aan nieuwe bouwgronden (…). Het vraagstuk strekt overigens heel wat verder dan
het eenvoudig openen van twee straten. Vroeger werd de wensch uitgedrukt, dat het
Troyentenhof door de gemeente Berchem als openbaar park zou aangekocht worden.
Wat denkt de gemeente dan van het thans voorgelegde plan?”
JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, AANLEG VAN NIEUWE WIJKEN TE BERCHEM
EN WILRYCK, SCAA MEETING MINU TES 27/06/1932
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The Question of Urban Amenity
Generative Urbanisation or the Urbanisation of
the Right to the City

►

Urbanisons! Generative urbanisation beyond parasitic
(sub)urbanisation
In a 1912 speech, SCAA-President August Delbeke reminded his audience of
the fact that urbanising the agglomeration was a project that - over time - had to
accommodate at least 1 million people. “These crowds,” Delbeke argued, “have to be
provided with abundant space to breathe and live, to set up a pleasant home, and to be
able to enjoy a sweet tranquillity, once their day job or work week is finished.”1 Such a
statement seems imbued with the classical ideal of subjecting urbanising societies to
what urban reformers on both sides of the Atlantic referred to as ‘the moral influence
of the suburbs’ at the turn of the 20th century.2 This recipe of suburbanisation allowed
the affluent classes to escape the imminent threats of cities in full hygienic crisis and
alleviated the ‘revolutionary dangers’ associated with the high concentration of the
working poor and ‘dangerous classes’ in congested urban neighbourhoods.3

1

2

3

Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting der commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie
gehouden in het Provinciaal bestuur van Antwerpen den 8 februari 1908 [pamphlet]. Antwerp: Aug. Van
Neylen, 1908: p. 29.
This response took shape steadily throughout the 19th century. The revolutions of 1848 across Europe,
the Paris Commune of 1871, the urban violence that accompanied the great railroad strikes of 1877 in
the United States and the Haymarket incident of 1886 in Chicago, clearly demonstrated the revolutionary dangers associated with the high concentration of the “dangerous classes” in certain areas. For a
reconstruction of this argument, see, for instance:
Harvey, David. The Urbanisation of Capital. Oxford: Blackwell, 1985: p. 29.
Ibid.
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As Delbeke’s quote suggests, this kind of ideology was not totally absent in the
process of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration.4 Moreover, contemporary pamphlets such as Le Nouvel Anvers, Cité-Jardin testify to a paternalistic belief in the
ordering effects of suburbanisation. Nevertheless, I will argue that the kind of urbanisation that the SCAA preached and practised cannot simply be reduced to suburbanisation pur sang. Urbanising the agglomeration was not shaped by suburbanisation
dynamics that were typically deprived of meaningful social or public dimensions. It
was not the spatial crystallisation of downright ‘economic planning’5 nor the mere
expression of the coordinated pursuit of ‘private capital growth’6 as suburbanisation
has been portrayed by such scholars as Gottdiener or Molotch, among others.
To explain the difference between suburbanisation and the SCAA’s project of
Urbanisons!, I will build a similar line of argumentation to the one writers such as
H. Masotti & J.K. Hadden developed in the 70’s to talk about the urbanisation of
the suburbs; or E. Dunham-Jones and J. Williamson to propose design solutions for
retrofitting suburbia; and most recently N.A. Phelps to speculate on a post-suburban
world as a second-modernity sequel to suburbia.7 What these authors share is their
critical reading of the extractive nature of (sub)urbanisation and their common ambition to propose alternative strategies to make suburbia “less ‘sub’ and more ‘urban’”8 to
say it in Masotti’s words.
These authors lean on the idea that the city and urbanisation are historically the
locus not only of private capital formation, but also of the development of redistributive welfare economies.9 From the very beginnings of economic science, the concept
of social welfare had an important function in the writings of economists and in the
definition of economic policies in Western countries in general.10 Bernardo Secchi
saw in this kind of welfare policies one of the raisons d’être of urbanism altogether.11
Likewise, I will argue that urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration was a project in
4
5
6
7

8
9
10

11

See, for example, De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le nouvel Anvers: Cité-jardin. Antwerp: Nederlandsche
boekhandel, 1907.
Gottdiener, Mark. Planned Sprawl: Private and Public Interest in Suburbia. Berverly Hills: Sage, 1977.
Molotch, Harvey. “The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of Place.” American
Journal of Sociology 82, no. 2 (1976): pp. 309-332.
Masotti, Louis H. and Jeffrey K. Hadden, eds. The Urbanisation of the Suburbs. Beverly Hills: Sage, 1973.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: Glimpses of America’s Post-Suburban Future. Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2015.
Dunham-Jones, Ellen, and June Williams. Retrofitting Suburbia: Urban Design Solutions for Redesigning
Suburbs. Hoboken: Wiley, 2009.
Masotti, Louis H. and Jeffrey K. Hadden, eds. The Urbanisation of the Suburbs: p. 17.
Secchi, Bernardo. La ville du vingtième siècle. Paris: Editions Recherches, 2009: p. 123.
Pigou, Arthur Cecil. Wealth and Welfare. London: Macmillan, 1912.
Pigou, Arthur Cecil. The Economics of Welfare. London: Macmillan, 1920.
Schumpeter, Joseph Alois. Ten great economists, From Marx to Keynes. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1951.
Secchi, Bernardo. “Ville, Individu et Société,” in La ville du vingtième siècle : pp. 123-150.
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which social welfare was envisaged and constructed through the provision of collective amenities, green spaces, sports facilities, public transport etc. It is the presence of
these collective layers that allows the agglomeration to be classified as urban rather
than suburban. The urbanising agglomeration did not merely rely on the amenities of
the central city, but also provided new urban functions that were lacking in the core
and that were relatively evenly distributed over society. It are such interpretations that
will allow to link up with the notion of ‘generative’ cities, a concept that development
economist Bert Hoselitz first coined as opposed to ‘parasitic’ cities in his book The
sociological aspects of economic growth in 1960.12 More recently, Hoselitz’s concept
resurfaced in Merrifield’s writings in terms of generative urbanisation as opposed to
parasitic urbanisation.
In this chapter, I will build the argument that the SCAA was practising a generative kind of urbanisation, with a shared ‘welfare agglomeration’ as vantage point
and the collective reserves of which provided all the chances for continued accumulation – as opposed to more extractive or parasitic ways of urbanisation running dead
in privatised suburbia. Before examining how the SCAA provided the conditions
in which parks, sports infrastructure, squares, facilities of all kinds and an optimised
public transport system could develop, I will first explain the conceptual framework at
work in these paragraphs in more detail.

The parasitic nature of capitalist (sub)urbanisation and
uneven development.
Although authors like Masotti, Dunham-Jones or Phelps all seem to acknowledge that suburbia covers too diverse a palette of environments to be summed up under one conclusive definition,13 they still point to a number of recurring characteristics
that earmarked the earliest waves of suburbanisation. In essence, these characteristics
echo what H.P. Douglass already described in his pioneering book ‘The Suburban
Trend’ as early as 1925.14 In all these writings, suburban means as much as ‘resorting
under a central city’, being “dependent”15 on it. In this strict sense, early waves of
suburbanisation produced relatively low-density, residential-only neighbourhoods
that strongly relied upon central cities in terms of economic activity, public services,
12
13

14
15

Hoselitz, Bert F. The Sociological Aspects of Economic Growth. Glencoe: The Free Press, 1960.
Apart from these authors, Harris and Larkham, for instance, develop a notion of the suburban condition
that is itself a complex reflection of the great variety of suburbs apparent historically and today.
See Harris, Richard, and Peter J. Larkham. “Suburban Foundation, Form and Function.” in Changing
Suburbs: Foundation, Form and Function edited by Richard Harris and Peter J. Larkham, pp. 1-31.
London: Spon, 1999.
Douglas, Harlan Paul. The Suburban Trend. London: Century, 1925.
Masotti, Louis H. and Jeffrey K. Hadden, eds. The Urbanisation of the Suburbs: p. 17.
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supply of goods, public life, and even community-building. Notwithstanding that
suburbs have “rarely been as residentially mono-functional as is often presumed,”16 it
is this imbalance between the residential and all other urban functions that became a
hallmark of suburbanisation. Throughout the 20th century, suburbanisation gradually
developed into an idealised artificial system supported by so-called “growth machine”
politics, led by land-based business interests (converting cropland into large aggregations of single houses) and enabled by (sub)national state infrastructure investments,
as Molotch stated.17 Thus, suburbanisation and urban sprawl did not occur ‘naturally’
or ‘spontaneously’. These phenomena were thoroughly planned, as a result of interventions by all tiers of government and aimed at expanding or stabilising the economy at large.18 Therefore, authors like Gottdiener claim that these processes were the
expression of downright economic planning, rather than spatial, social or community
planning.19
Yet this optimistic ‘spatial fix’ of the ‘suburban dream’ soon ran into a number of
internal contradictions. “It costs [the suburbanite] something to be the sort of man he
is,” Douglass wrote in 1925, “the attempt at simplifying life by living in the suburbs
complicates it at new points. For the voluntary suburbanite does not really give up
the city. He is trying to hold on to all its advantages and annex those of the country as well – to keep his cake and eat it too. This effort seriously hampers his social
relationships.”20 Many authors pointed out the lack of opportunities to commune in
suburbia, the low density form of which is considered to be “deprived of public spaces
and stimulates privacy to the detriment of social capital.”21 Thus, suburbanisation has
been considered to revolve around lucrative “tract building rather than comprehensive
community building.”22 Undersupplied suburbs soon “ran up against their own limits
as viable settlements in their own right.”23 They fed off a mother city without giving
much in return, besides bedroom communities. It has been argued that the financial
viability of the suburbs was “flawed from the start” because “the lower-density pattern
of development didn’t yield enough tax revenue to pay for the infrastructure needed
to support them.”24 Moreover, the low-density and detached physiognomy of the
suburbs hardly lent itself to densification and progressive accumulation.25
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Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: p. 60.
Molotch, Harvey. “The City as a Growth Machine.”
Harvey, David. The Urbanisation of Capital.
Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville, 3rd edition. Paris: Anthropos, 2009.
Gottdiener, Mark. Planned Sprawl.
Douglas, Harlan Paul. The Suburban Trend. London: Century, 1925: cover.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: p. 65
Ibid.: p. 55.
Gallagher, Leigh. The End of the Suburbs: Where the American Dream is Moving. New York: Penguin,
2013.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia.
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Many authors have argued that the inherent contradictions and unintended consequences of capitalist suburbanisation and accumulation do not necessarily entail the
adequate reproduction of the conditions for continued accumulation.26 Thus, the very
nature of capitalist (sub)urbanisation became a barrier to its own continued accumulation. From that point of view, the nature of suburbanisation has been described as
parasitic and extractive from the early 50’s onwards.27 Criticism that is not only true
of suburbanisation but of capitalist urbanisation in general.28 Without leaning on the
city’s amenities and services, suburbanisation or parasitic urbanisation would not be
able to come about, let alone survive. And as these amenities, over time, are increasingly put under pressure, the liveability of the city (hence of parasitic suburbia itself )
is put to the test. It is, in other words, a kind of urbanisation that, if not remediated, is
on a dead end by definition.
Moreover, a range of scholars have pointed not only to the structural undersupply that urbanisation under capitalism is faced with, but also to the fact that
amenities that were nevertheless created were generally unequally distributed among
society.29 The assertion that those positive and negative externalities of urbanisation
were, in general, not evenly distributed over society, is, among other things, what
urban geographers started coining with the term uneven development.30 Within the
academic discipline of human geography, uneven development has most commonly
been understood as an inevitable – or at the very least, highly likely – manifestation
of the capitalist mode of production that can be seen at a variety of different scales.
At the local level, for example, uneven development, was alleged to cause the division
of cities into rich, relatively well-served and-networked suburbs, and poor, isolated
neighbourhoods, deprived of adequate facilities etc.31
26
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Harvey, David. The Urbanisation of Capital.
Gottdiener, Mark. Planned Sprawl.
Castells, Manuel. La Question Urbaine. Paris: François Maspero, 1972.
For recent discussions on re-inventing reproduction and production in general, see:
Peleman, David and Michiel Dehaene, eds. On Reproduction: Re-Imagining the Political Ecology of
Urbanism [proceedings of the 9th international PhD seminar in urbanism and urbanisation, 7-9
February 2018, Department of Architecture and Urban Planning, Ghent University]. Ghent: Ghent
University, 2018.
Hoselitz, Bert F. The Sociological Aspects.
Merrifield, Andy The New Urban Question. London: Pluto press, 2014.
Brenner, Neil. Critique of Urbanisation: Selected Essays. Basel: Birkhauser, 2016.
The uneven distribution of the benefits of urbanisation has proven a recurring theme in academic
research, particularly in(critical) human geography:
For the 1970s, see, for example, Harvey, David. Social Justice and the City. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University press, 1973.
For the 1990s, see, for example, Merrifield, Andy, and Erik Swyngedouw, eds. The Urbanisation of
Injustice. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1996. For the 2010s, see, for example, Brenner, Neil. Critique
of Urbanisation.
Smith, Neil. Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space. 2nd ed. Oxford: Blackwell,
1991.
Harvey, David. Social Justice and the City.
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Generative urbanisation: redistributive (welfare) policies
and spatial differentiation
The lack of sufficient levels of amenity in capitalist urbanisation is such a truism,
Phelps wrote in reference to Manuel Castells, that urbanism and the “urban question
have been considered to revolve around the provision for the collective consumption
needs that underpin the reproduction of labour in particular.”32 Yet given the latent
and structural under-supply of collective consumption that marked suburbanisation
in particular, Phelps added that “it could be argued that this urban question was never
strictly an urban question at all but most often a suburban question”33 - or, more generally put, a question of urbanisation beyond the historic city.
It explains why Masotti’s, Dunham-Jones’ and Phelps’ strategies all revolve
around “a rounding out of traditional suburbs into cities in function but not in
form”34 with the aim of bringing about a “transition from [suburbia’s] traditional role
as dependent urban fringe to independent neo-city.”35 This transition is achieved by
providing for “industrial parks, office complexes, major retail (shopping) centres, or
some combination of the three”36 and by meeting collective consumption needs such
as “schools, fire and police services, public transportation infrastructure and so forth.”37
In other words, the urbanisation or retrofitting of extractive (sub)urbanisation comes
down to the remediation of the fact that suburban citizens had first been deprived of
sufficient access to collective consumption funds to support their daily routines and
everyday life.
Yet, the idea of urbanising the suburbs or building a post-suburban world is about
more than meeting basic functional needs alone. (Sub)urbanisation as ‘residential-only’ development - as part and parcel of zoning policies; a leading principle in modern
urban planning - may have allowed to avoid some of the negative externalities typically
associated with urbanisation. But in that process, all the positive externalities, advantages, pleasures and thrills of urban life were brushed aside as well.38 Those positive
externalities are closely related to typically urban qualities that scholars such as Jean
Remy or Henri Lefebvre attributed to the collective oeuvre that is the city.39 Qualities
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For a contemporary description, see Secchi, Bernardo. La ville poreuse: Un projet pour le Grand Paris et la
métropole de l’après-Kyoto. Genève: MétisPresses, 2011.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: p. 65.
Ibid. p. 63.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: p. 41.
Masotti, Louis H. “Prologue - Suburbia Reconsidered: Myth and Countermyth.” In The Urbanisation of
the Suburbs, edited by Louis H Masotti and Jeffrey K. Hadden, pp. 15-25. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015:
p. 15.
Ibid. p. 17.
Phelps, Nicholas A. Sequel to Suburbia: p. 65.
Remy, Jean. “Signification de la juxtaposition spatiale,” in La ville: Phénomène économique, pp. 9-50.
Brussels: Editions Vie Ouvrière, 1966.
Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville.
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that are not individually reproducible but that are indispensable in satisfying the
“social needs”40 of urbanising societies, such as “the need for creative activity, for oeuvre
(not just products and consumable material goods), the need for information, symbolism, imagination, play and physical activities such as sports.”41
Thus urbanising the suburbs (or urbanising urbanisation, if you will) is also about
providing public spaces bordered with cafés, parks filled with sports facilities, cultural
centres and theatre schools, provoking unexpected encounters etc. It is about providing all those places that not only support people in their daily work-routines but that
enable them to unfold a ‘second life’ as Marx called it – a life in which people don’t do
what is necessary to survive (to make a living), but in which they are able ‘to do what
they love’ (to live their life).42 That is, in a nutshell, how different authors defined the
‘Right to the City.’43 A right that was at first more or less coined as a geographical
right to the urban core, but that was more recently framed as the right to a meaningful life, even when living in the margins.44 The urban question, in sum, not only revolves around providing consumption needs that underpin the reproduction of labour;
it also revolves around meeting all those ‘social needs’ that ensure the reproduction of
a rich and meaningful (urban) life.
The interpretation of ‘urbanism’ in these discussions has been highly ambivalent.
Those who mainly focused on urbanism as a means to underpin the social reproduction of labour have mostly dismissed it as a compromised ideological project that gave
legitimacy to the process of capitalist development. Urbanism, in short, as a vehicle
that perpetuates the possibility of private capital accumulation while socialising
the external costs. In addition, rationalised planning was designated as the ultimate
denial of the city as oeuvre and as the alienation of social and cultural capital under
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Remy, Jean. La ville: Phénomène économique. Brussels: Editions Vie Ouvrière, 1966.
Lefebvre defines ‘social needs’ as follows: “Les besoins sociaux ont un fondement anthropologique ; opposés
et complémentaires, ils comprennent le besoin de certitude et celui d’ouverture, le besoin de certitude et le besoin
d’aventure, celui d’organisation du travail et celui de jeu, les besoins de prévisibilité et d’imprévu, d’unité et
de différence, d’isolement et de rencontre, d’échanges et d’investissements, d’indépendance (voire de solitude) et
de communication, d’immédiateté et de perspective à long terme. L’être humain a aussi besoin d’accumuler des
énergies et celui de les dépenser, et même de les gaspiller dans le jeu. Il a besoin de voir, d’entendre, de toucher, de
goûter, et le besoin de réunir ses perceptions en un «monde».”
Lefebvre, Henri. “Le Droit à La Ville.” L’homme et la société, no. 6 (1967): pp. 29-35; p. 29.
“A travers ces besoins spécifiés vit et survit un désir fondamental, dont le jeu, la sexualité, les actes corporels comme le sport, l’activité créatrice, l’art et la connaissance sont des manifestations particulières.”
Ibid. p. 29.
On this topic, see Merrifield, Andy. “The city of Amateurs,” in The Amateur: The Pleasures of Doing What
You Love, pp. 63-88. London: Verso, 2017.
Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville.
Merrifield, Andy. “The Amateur Revolution,” in The Amateur: The Pleasures of Doing What You Love, pp.
171-203. London: Verso, 2017: pp. 184-186.
Harvey, David W. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution. New York: Verso, 2012.
Merrifield, Andy. “The Amateur Revolution:” pp. 184-186.
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the crushing weight of capital.45 The “right to the city” was, in this respect mostly
interpreted as reclaiming the right to self-determination and grassroots auto-gestion46
beyond the sphere of governmental urbanisms.
Others, however, such as the Belgian sociologist Jean Remy or development
economist Bert Hoselitz were able to move beyond this ideological reading of urbanism and the extent to which it is the fixer of capital accumulation. They paid equal
attention to the fact that urbanism, as a moment of socialisation and consolidation of
the city, is the moment in which the urban surplus value is actually being produced.47
Urbanism, in that sense, is not only the repression of the city as oeuvre, but also the
necessary consolidation of urbanising landscapes, whereby through the investment in
infrastructure and public programs the city becomes available as a collective good. In
that sense, Dehaene argued, the struggle over the right to the city “is not only a struggle against alienation, against the commodification of traditional urban qualities, but
first and foremost revolves around the social reproduction of the city as a collectively
produced use value, and subsequently around the struggle over the unequal capacity
of individuals and groups to appropriate this collectively produced advantage.”48 The
right to the city then becomes what scholars defined as “the right to institute new
modes of urbanisation,”49 or the right to “alter-urbanisations.”50
Modes of urbanisation that are less parasitic and uneven, yet more generative,
to say it with Bert Hoselitz’s alternative term.51 A form of urbanisation that “reallocate[s] the bulk of its surplus and accumulated wealth, giving it back in the form
of investment that benefits production and people, public infrastructure and human
capital.”52 A kind of urbanisation, in short, that is marked by an expanded interpretation of accumulating capital, including the building of spatial, social and cultural
capital. Framed as such, the urban question becomes a question of urbanisation, or
more precisely, a question of preventing urbanisation from becoming parasitic in the
first place. That does not mean that generative urbanisation is supposed to produce
45
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Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville.
This argument is elaborated in more detail in Dehaene, Michiel. Tuinieren in het stedelijk veld /
Gardening in the Urban Field. Ghent: A&S, 2013.
Lefebvre, Henri. Le droit à la ville.
See, for instance, Dehaene’s interpretation of Jean Remy:
Dehaene, Michiel. Gardening in the Urban Field: pp. 80-85.
See also Remy, Jean. “Le développement urbain en tant qu’objectif d’une politique économique,” in La
ville: Phénomène économique, pp. 197-232. Brussels: Editions Vie Ouvrière, 1966.
Dehaene, Michiel. Gardening in the Urban Field: p. 82.
David, Harvey. “The Right to the City.” New Left Review, no. 53 (2008): pp. 23-40.
Brenner, Neil. Critique of Urbanisation.
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completely ‘even’ or ‘homogeneous’ urban landscapes. Rather, generative urbanisation
produces ‘spatial differentiation’ or a ‘differentiated spatial ecology’53 adapted to the
different aspirations and needs of an urbanising society at large while engendering the
possibility of choice and the necessary support to gain access to this ecology of choice.
This is where we run into the interpretation of urbanism as “a patient search for the
physical and concrete dimensions of individual and collective well-being.”54 A search
that, according to Bernardo Secchi, “took place largely before the construction of the
welfare state proper, with the conviction that well-being, welfare exactly, is an important aspect of individual and collective freedom.”55
This plea for ‘alter-urbanisation’ may seem rather ambitious, yet it is no utopia. Phelps, for instance, argued that some suburbs were “born post-suburban.”56
But that was in many cases as much the result of luck as it was of adequate policy:
“Economic development and collective consumption are arguably internally related,
but not necessarily at the local level; and the conflicts within and between those with
interests in economic development and collective consumption respectively do not
necessarily generate jurisdictional projects. Whether they do is a contingent matter.”57
Nevertheless, I will argue that the SCAA at least tried, and sometimes managed, to
systematically practise such a ‘generative’ kind of urbanisation, keeping the provision
of and access to social and collective consumption needs in pace with the pursuit of
private accumulation and economic growth throughout the Antwerp agglomeration.
In the next chapter, we will see that urbanising the agglomeration was, indeed, to a
large extent dependent on the provision of (private) housing by real estate speculators.
In this chapter it is emphasised that the committee kept this housing boom in balance
by encouraging the development of a whole series of collective urban programs which
not only served the new citizens, but even engendered new benefits for the residents
of the old core.
Pursuing such goals at a metropolitan scale, Phelps argued, requires a certain “in
between-ness of political relations”58 merging local, regional and national dynamics.
As already suggested in the previous chapters, such a ‘political in between-ness’ was
53
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pretty much the SCAA’s raison d’être. It makes it all the more plausible to suggest
that the SCAA conceived the agglomeration as an instant ‘independent neo-city’
rather than as a ‘dependent suburb’ from the very onset. They practised a generative
kind of urbanisation aimed at constructing a ‘welfare-agglomeration’ filled with parks,
sports facilities, all kinds of amenities and public transport. Programs that were explicitly mentioned in their mission statement59 and that altogether expressed the right
to a meaningful (urban) life – even beyond the historical core.

The SCAA’s approach to generative urbanisation:
balancing private accumulation with collective welfare
It must be stressed that a number of things played into the SCAA’s hands. As
argued before, the Antwerp surroundings were no terra nullius as they consisted of a
whole series of small municipalities, each with their own administrations and community life. Research like that of Bénédicte Grosjean convincingly showed that aspects
of a diffuse urbanity have a long history in the Belgian territory60 - a diffuse urbanity
that to a certain extent also characterised the municipalities of the Antwerp agglomeration at the turn of the twentieth century. Popular Antwerp literature from that
time tells of taverns somewhere halfway, like the Dikke Mee or the Gitschotel, where
citizens spent their weekend afternoons over a “brown farmer’s sandwich with quark
and radishes.”61 (Fig. 3.1) Moreover, new urban areas were already being developed,
such as the neighbourhood Sint-Mariaburg to the north of Antwerp city. This neighbourhood had been founded by the insurance company Société d’Assurances Antverpia
for its own employees. However, as the number of inhabitants increased, “the need
[was felt] for the most indispensable things in life, and shops, boutiques and manual
professions soon settled alongside the first bourgeois houses. Soon a church was built,
around which small retailers, innkeepers etc. gathered. (...) In summer, a swimming
pool became the joy of the many residents and holidaymakers.”62 (Fig. 3.2) A neighbourhood like Sint-Mariaburg was a clear and illustrious example of generative rather
than parasitic urbanisation. Arguably, it was SCAA’s mission to elevate such isolated
initiatives into standard practice, and to convert the first signs of a dispersed and
59
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Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting.
Delbeke, Auguste. “Ministerie van Openbare werken, Verslag aan den koning.” In Studie-commissie tot
inrichting der Antwerpsche agglomeratie: Wedstrijd voor het benuttigen der beschikbare gronden ten gevolge de
slechting der versterkte omheining van Antwerpen, by Ministerie van Landbouw en Openbare Werken, pp.
12-13. Antwerp: Studiecommissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie [SCAA], 1911.
Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme: Une histoire de la «ville diffuse». Wavre: Mardaga, 2010.
Lode Baekelmans as quoted in Van De Maele, Jens. “’Ik heb sinds jaren geen buiten meer gezien’: De
beleving en verbeelding van stads- en plattelandsnatuur in de vroege romans van Lode Baekelmans.” in
Tussen beleving en verbeelding: De stad in de negentiende-eeuwse literatuur, edited by Inge Bertels et al., pp.
181-203. Leuven: Universitaire Pers Leuven, 2013: p. 193.
De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le nouvel Anvers: pp. 65-66.
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Figure 3.1
The territory beyond the city walls was not a no man's land. Popular literature from the early
twentieth century shows that cafés, taverns and inns such as the Kursaal (ca. 1905) on the Left
Bank and De Gitschotel (ca. 1905) and De Dikke Mee (ca. 1906) right outside the city walls were
embedded in the collective consciousness of all Antwerp citizens.
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Figure 3.2
The neighbourhood Sint-Mariaburg became very renowned and wanted in the early 20th century.
The district was built by insurance company Antverpia as an urban but green enclave in the northern woods of the agglomeration. The district was soon called 'Green Antwerp’: plenty of culture
urbaine, but with more air, space and trees. Arguably, this neighbourhood became a vantage point
for the development of the entire urban agglomeration. Plan ca. 1913 and pictures ca. 1920’s.

diluted urbanity into a more consolidated state of aggregation.
The committee seemed only too well aware that in order to balance collective
consumption with private accumulation, it was not wise to develop too quickly and
feverishly. More than once, and for several reasons the committee slowed down
excessively rapid and opportunistic development. “It is indisputable that the opening of these streets is demanded only for the purpose of intensive exploitation,”63
63

SCAA, subcommittee 20. Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Wilryck (suite) [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 9 April 1910. Retrieved from the provincial archives of Antwerp, Antwerp, as part of file
506/108(28).
All minutes of the meetings of the SCAA and its subcommittees to which this chapter refers can be
found in the provincial archives of Antwerp in Antwerp and Antwerp. An overview of these documents
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Schobbens argued in response to a 1910 development application, before turning it
down. Sometimes, urban development was purposely slowed down in order to avoid
rising land values and speculation, especially in those places where the state planned
expropriations in the public interest.64 “Why should the city councils just accept
any proposal to parcel out rural property? For the time being there is no need for
new building land in Berchem,”65 Schobbens stated in an attempt to safeguard the
Troyentenhof in Berchem as a public park. And sometimes development was simply
put on hold so as “not to jeopardise future development.”66 Moreover, the SCAA
also sought to cooperate with organisations such as La Ligue du Coin de Terre, which
aimed at protecting at least some of the lands owned by industrialists from urban development in order to make them available for small-scale (urban) agriculture.67 This
philanthropic initiative was intended to curtail the total commodification of land,
giving the working class the opportunity to appropriate and cultivate their very own
patch of land.
However, as will be discussed in chapter four, the committee had hardly any legal
grounds to slow down (let alone stop) the conversion of rural land into urban land.
Moreover, the SCAA also realised and acknowledged that “individuals ha[d] their
rights, just like the state.”68 The SCAA’s main task then became to protect what they
recurrently referred to as the ‘public interest’ from a myriad of private development
claims. In terms of road construction, the previous chapter already pointed out that la
Grand’Voirie was projected as a one-mile grid upon the agglomeration, in the common interest of all municipalities. A similar rationale applied to local roads as well. In
general, the SCAA denied the building of roads that did not contribute anything to
the public realm. “The whole street is not much more than a cul-de-sac, a dead end,”

64
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and exact references to the their location within the archives can be found in annex 1.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. 1°) Plan d’ensemble à Mortsel entre l’église et la limite de Bouchout; 2°) Ouverture
de rue à Mortsel, demandée par la Burgerlijke Maatschappij Van Havere; 3°) Ouverture de rues à Contich,
demandée par MM. della Faille et de Villermont [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 February 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aanleg van nieuwe wijken te Berchem en Wilrijck [minutes of SCAA meeting].
27 June 1932.
SCAA, subcommittee 24. 1°) Plan d’alignement de la Kromme Lei et de la chaussée Wyneghem-Wommelghem
sur le territoire de la commune de Wyneghem; 2°) Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Wommelghem
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1926.
Delbeke, Auguste. “Verslag aan den koning.”
Abbé Gruel and Joseph Goemaere. Plus de Socialistes! Ligue du coin de terre et du foyer pour la reconstitution
de la famille ouvrière [leaflet]. Brussels: Œuvre de Saint Paul, s.d.
Tibbaut, Emile. L’œuvre du coin de terre: Manuel de propagande de la ‘Ligue nationale du coin de terre’:
Comment généraliser l’œuvre dans les milieux industriels, semi-industriels, ruraux? [leaflet]. Brussels: J.
Goemaere, 1907.
Ligue nationale du coin de terre et du foyer, ed. Le coin de terre et le petit élevage en Belgique: Rapports
édités à l’occasion du congrès-exposition des 1-2-3 septembre à La Louvière. La Louvière: Editions Labor,
1928.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. 1°) Plan d’ensemble à Mortsel entre l’église et la limite de Bouchout; 2°) Ouverture
de rue à Mortsel, demandée par la Burgerlijke Maatschappij Van Havere; 3°) Ouverture de rues à Contich,
demandée par MM. della Faille et de Villermont [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 February 1912.

290

Ur b a n is on s !

city secretary Geyselinck raged against a 1912 application. “It is a street with no use
for overall traffic whatsoever, it runs dead in the middle of a polder in a small track
without any importance. Our committee should not allow the opening of streets as
random as this one.”69 It is exemplary that cul-de-sac developments were pertinently
refused by the SCAA70 Or, in the words of road engineer De Heem, and on another
occasion: “the alignment of these streets only satisfies private needs, whereas it seems
appropriate to demand a boulevard on these lands that makes a direct connection
to Hoboken (...) All owners who wish to develop their lands must follow a general
alignment plan, otherwise their applications will not be authorised. We are working in
the general interest of all the municipalities.”71
Whether roads were of regional or local importance, the street pattern in the
agglomeration was conceived as an “undividable asset”72 - an urban feature for the
benefit of all; one that could not be privately claimed. It was this principle of ‘commoning’, of keeping strategic pieces of land out of the logics of private accumulation
that earmarked the SCAA’s efforts of balancing collective consumption needs with
unrestrained growth. In the SCAA’s project, this idea went far beyond road construction and the provision of basic amenities alone. The commission’s explicit task was,
for instance, to safeguard strategic plots of land for the construction of “large parks or
extensive public forests that act as ‘lungs’ in relation to the highly populated centres”73
and for the creation of “public gardens, ponds and lawns in order to support and
encourage the growing need of public sports facilities.”74 Moreover, the committee
was asked to “reserve space for public squares and buildings”75 and to keep an eye on
the development of an efficient public transport network.76 In other words, the committee’s task was not just to manage a mere process of tract building, but to steadily
implement all those infrastructures necessary to support the collective social needs of
an urbanising society – i.e. to build urban community beyond the city.
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SCAA, subcommittee 25. Demande d’ouverture de rues à Merxem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 3 April
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Polanyi, Karl. The Great Transformation. New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1944.
Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 12.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.

Chapter 3
►

Large parks as the agglomeration’s ‘thirdspaces’
incubating a new urban public
A first layer of public fortunes that the committee explicitly sought to develop in
the agglomeration were a whole series of public parks. The SCAA started working at
a time when the historic city was rapidly losing much of its green open spaces. Under
the pressure of increasing urbanisation, the green leftover spaces within the city
walls had systematically been built up, to many a citizen’s despair.77 Moreover, with
the central City Park and the Warande,78 the city of Antwerp only disposed of two
relatively small parks. Around the turn of the century, this situation begged for a political response and the issue of public parks regularly appeared on the City Council’s
agenda.79
However, because the main focus to realise parks was on outer-city plots and
sites beyond the ramparts, it would mainly be the SCAA that was in the position to
search for answers with regards to the park question. “The situation in Antwerp in
terms of [public parks] is far worse than in any other city of similar importance both
in Belgium and abroad,” Schobbens summarised the situation. Based on a comparison
of green spaces on offer in a number of leading European cities, Schobbens and the
SCAA stated unequivocally that the existing supply of public green space in Antwerp
was “ridiculously insufficient.”80 (Fig. 3.3) “Moreover,” they warned, “we have to hurry
to solve this problem, as it is becoming more pressing every day because of the
77
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80

Bart Tritsmans lists a number of novelists describing these new developments replacing the former
green spaces as “het faboert” (Broeders), “De vijfde wijk” (Cornette), “‘T Zuid” (Elebaers) or “Het
Zuidkwartier” (Horemans).
See Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn waardevolle bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen, 18591973. Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2016: pp. 2, 142, 152, 158, 307 & 327.
Today, Antwerp citizens know the Warande as the Albert Park.
Tritsmans, Bart. Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen.
The Park Question was very present on the SCAA’s agenda in 1908 and 1909:
See SCAA, subcommittee 10. Nombre, étendu, et emplacement des parcs publics à établir dans l’Anvers
nouveau [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 May 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 10. Création de parcs publics (confidentiel) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 April
1909.
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of SCAA meeting]. 24 April 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 10. Création d’un parc public au sud de la ville d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 1 May 1909.
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d’Anvers (confidentiel) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 May 1909.
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création d’un parc, au sud de la ville [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4 August 1909.
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Figure 3.3
Comparative SCAA research from 1908 on the number of square metres of park and inhabitants
in cities such as London (4830 ha of park for 4.5 million inhabitants), Berlin (6196 ha of park for
1.75 million inhabitants), Moscow (1273 ha of park for 1.2 million inhabitants), and Paris (1983 ha
of park for 2,7 million in habitants). In 1908, Antwerp had … 30 ha of park at its disposal. With an
expected population of 1 million inhabitants in the near future, it was high time to catch up!

Figure 3.4
The question of public parks was treated in subcommittee 10 of the SCAA. Joseph Schobbens
in particular became a pertinent advocate for
establishing new public parks in the agglomeration. In his 1924 publication Les Parcs Publics
de l’Agglomération Anversoise, he recapitulates
the ways in which the SCAA contributed to the
creation of public parks. Old noble land estates
in particular were targeted as ready-made park
infrastructure.
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agglomeration’s rapid population increase.”81 According to the committee’s first
calculations, the future agglomeration would need at least a 1000ha of extra park – a
mission that the members themselves considered impossible.82
The recognition of this lack of public green spaces in Antwerp coincided with
a period in which “the professionalisation of urban planning (…) had a major impact on how urban green spaces were being dealt with,”83 and in which public parks
“became an integral part of the planning process.”84 Public parks and greenery became
one of the spearheads of many international urban movements around the turn of the
century, many of which “converged and culminated in the 1913 UIV conference in
Ghent.”85 During this event, “28 of the 32 congress contributions in the session L’art
de bâtir les villes explicitly dealt with the question of public green spaces.”86 It helps to
put in perspective why Schobbens and De Heem, who both represented the SCAA at
this congress session, ended up incorporating the question of public parks so explicitly in their project for the Antwerp agglomeration. Somewhat counterintuitively,
the prospect of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration offered a unique opportunity
to develop a considerable amount of new public parks around Antwerp – i.e. to save
large stretches of land from tract building. Even more than the other members, it was
clerk Joseph Schobbens who turned this particular urban question into a primary
concern in the SCAA’s work – and of which the publication of his book ‘Les Parcs
Publics dans l’Agglomération Anversoise’ from 1924 is clear proof. (Fig. 3.4)
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Saving public parks from private allotment
As the province’s clerk, and through many years of close contact with successive
noble governors, Schobbens, and the SCAA in general, were well acquainted with
Antwerp’s aristocratic circles.87 Leafing through the committee’s meeting reports
reveals connections to Antwerp-based aristocratic families such as Legrelle, Cogels,
Mayer Van den Bergh, de Roest d’Alkemade, della Faille de Waerloos, Nottebohm,
van de Werve de Schilde, Moretus and so on. Moreover, relying on the extensive
knowledge of members like François Destryker, chairman of the committee charged
with the acquisition of landed properties in the Antwerp region, the committee knew
exactly who owned which lands in the Antwerp agglomeration. It may explain the
SCAA’s swift understanding that targeting the private estates of Antwerp’s high-society as ready-made urban parks was an interesting strategy.88 Many of these estates disposed of age-old majestic trees, a rich vegetation, idyllic ponds and winding pathways,
which in most cases went back centuries.89 Quite naturally, the SCAA found these
lieux de mémoire too valuable to be urbanised just like that. “The creation of public
parks is much more important than the opening of some more streets!”90 Schobbens
stated in an early SCAA meeting - a premise the SCAA would stubbornly stick to
until its last meetings in 1939. Their mission, would, however not prove to be a walk
in the park, because not all municipal councils were equally convinced of what they
saw as the SCAA’s expensive “lust for parks.”91
It was, on the other hand, helpful for the SCAA that some of these noble families themselves were interested in saving parts of their estates as public parks.92 This
may partly have been prompted by a certain “patronage and prestige”,93 but there was
also a strong commercial logic behind it. Indeed, the presence of new parks would
give considerable added value to the rest of their land (see CH.4). The safeguarding of
a first park, the Nachtegaelenpark to the south of Antwerp city, would learn the SCAA
to act swiftly, in order to stay ahead of soaring land values. In 1905 already, landowners della Faille de Waerloos (owner of the Den Brandt Domain), Legrelle (owner of
87
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domain Middelheim) and Latinie (owner of domain Vogelenzang) had offered the city
of Antwerp to sell 80 ha of their estates at 3francs/m² to develop a public park.94 In an
early meeting, SCAA-member Geyselynck admitted that the city had not accepted
this option because another consortium had made an even more attractive proposal.
This group, centred around tradesman Plissart, came with the idea of putting the city
in the position to expropriate some 375ha of land, of which 125 could be transformed
into a park, while the other 250ha would be re-sold at such prices that the city would
end up having its public park for free.95 In the end, this transaction didn’t go through
because a substantial part of the targeted 375 ha was located on the territories of the
neighbouring municipalities of Berchem and Wilryck. The constitution simply did not
allow the city of Antwerp to expropriate land on other municipalities’ territories and
attempts to annex the area to the city within Antwerp’s territorial boundaries ran into
practical objections at the level of the central government.96 “So in the end, the two
projects escaped us,” aldermen and SCAA-member Geyselinck pitied, “because in
the meantime the owners who had proposed to sell us these 80ha in the first place,
had put all their land in a building society, and formally refused to sell us a part of
it.”97 A fierce race for these lands had made the landowners aware of the soaring value
of their estates, and Paul della Faille de Waerloos started the Société Immobilière du
Nouveau Parc d’Anvers.98 An initiative for which he set up a close collaboration with
notaries, lawyers, architects, bankers and wealthy entrepreneurs such as Alfred and
Emile Grisar. The other landowners acted likewise, and different, often contradictory,
plans saw the light of day. In the end, it was not entirely clear if and where exactly
there would still be a public park. (Fig. 3.5)
In this uncertain context, the SCAA started a campaign of “obstinate opposition”99 against several land-owners wanting to develop their lands – a campaign
that “lasted for four years and without which the Nachtegaelenpark would’ve never
existed.”100 For example, the SCAA refused to authorise the della Failles’ request to
subdivide their entire domain den Brandt, even though the municipality of Wilryck
had already given its consent in 1906.101 At the same time, the SCAA also hosted
negotiations with the municipalities of Wilryck en Berchem in order to convince them
94
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95 Ibid.
96 As long as it was not entirely clear what would happen with the military belt, the central government
considered it to be inappropriate to start overly heavy administrative procedures in the vicinity of the
military belt.
Ibid.
97 Ibid.
98 Laure May makes mention of more than 20 bidders!
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99 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 8.
100 Ibid.
101 May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: p. 119.
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Figure 3.5
The SCAA’s contribution in developing a first park
in 1910 became exemplary for their merits in the
park question. Several land-owners proposed different development schemes in the period 1905-1910,
some of them including a park. However, this park
was usually projected onto the land of neighbouring landowners. It is significant that all those plans
had not a single patch of park in common: almost
the entire area would be parcelled out (b). The
SCAA played an important role in establishing a
concrete partnership with the della Faille family
thus safeguarding around 80 hectares of parkland
(a).

a

b
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to cede parts of their territories to the city of Antwerp. And finally, the committee
tried to renegotiate with the central government regarding its objections to inter-municipal land exchange. After long and arduous negotiations, the SCAA’s political
‘in-betweening’ started to pay off. “A royal decree intervened on December 30, 1909
refusing the opening of many requested streets as contrary to the public interest, while
the Parliament finally cut the Gordian knot, allowing to incorporate the future park
entirely within Antwerp’s territorial boundaries,” Schobbens wrote in 1924.
Remarkably, in the meantime, the della Faille family itself had undertaken
similar negotiations to push through the park project.102 Both clerk Schobbens and
SCAA-president de Baillet Latour maintained close relations and correspondence
with Paul della Faille de Waerloos,103 and it seems that the family had become the
SCAA’s preferred ally and confidant in the process of saving the Nachtegaelenpark.
On February 17, 1910, the city of Antwerp exchanged land with the municipalities
of Berchem and Wilryck and thus was able to buy the 80ha of land for a new public
park that was solemnly opened on the 7th of May 1911. “This historical chapter in
‘L’art de bâtir une ville’,” Schobbens concluded, “deserves that public officials and the
population in general retain a lesson from it. We have seen that the 80 hectares of
public park, have cost 12 million francs, while, less than five years before, these same
80 hectares were on offer for 2,4 million only. To govern, that is to say, to govern well,
is to anticipate!”104
The SCAA did not let itself be deterred by the tiresome and arduous negotiations it had just been engaged in to save a first park. In 1911, City Secretary
and SCAA-member Geyselinck, was quick enough to buy the beautiful domain
Schoonselhof (85ha), for about 1Fr/m² - a very reasonable price at that time. Although
located on the territories of Wilryck and Hoboken, the domain was transformed into a
large public park-like cemetery for the city of Antwerp.105 Moreover, parks were also
built on land already owned by the city itself. “The city of Antwerp should not try to
make a golden deal on these lands; it should above all look after the public interest
here,”106 city secretary Geyselinck said about some of the city’s edge properties in
an SCAA meeting. As such, he laid the foundations to save a beautiful park known
today as the Hof van Leysen - even if it was located within the former city walls. (Fig.
3.6)
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Ibid. p. 120.
Ibid. p. 122.
Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 10.
The cemetery at the neighbourhood Kiel had become too small and had to be displaced to enable the
further development of the neighbourhood.
106 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier St Laurent [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 14 June
1911.
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Figure 3.6
Sketch by Paul De Heem incorporating pocket parks in the city’s urbanising fabric. Typical of the
SCAA's approach is the fact that the continuation of the street pattern in the park ensures easy
access for residents of the surrounding urban fabric.

But the SCAA also managed to develop new parks in smaller municipalities
where only relative population pressures did not really require public parks yet.
“We had hardly solved the difficult question of the Nachtegaelenpark in the south of
Antwerp, when we were already facing the question of the Boeckenbergpark, to the
east of Antwerp in Deurne,” Schobbens remembered.107 At first, the SCAA tried to
convince the central government to expropriate 60 ha of land to save 20ha as public
park, covering the expenses by re-selling the remaining 40ha as building plots. A dispute between Minister of the Interior Helleputte and Minister of Finance Schollaert
impeded this deal, and the 60 ha of land were then bought by a development company. After persistent negotiations, the SCAA managed to close a very beneficial deal
with this company, which granted the municipality of Deurne with a free park of some
20ha.108 Strangely enough, this deal did not go through, according to Schobbens because of political games, incompetence and mistrust in the municipal council.109 Even
107 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 12.
Verslag van den Heer N.I. Crahay aangaande de goederen geheeten: Boeckenberg en Teboulaer onder
Deurne. Antwerp: Van Os – De Wolf, 1911.
108 For the modalities of this deal, see chapter 4 and 5.
109 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics.
See also SCAA, subcommittee 10. Création d’un parc public à Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 13
March 1911.
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Figure 3.7
1923 map by August Mennes depicting
the old Boeckenberg estate. A second
maps shows how the estate was partly
developed partly saved as a public park.
Again, public streets run adjacent to
the park, bringing it within reach of the
surrounding neighbourhoods in the
making.
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the interventions and reassurance of many experts like notaries and lawyers couldn’t
reverse the council’s opinion - to the SCAA’s great frustration.
Around that same period, an adjacent property, Te Boulaer, situated on Deurne’s
edges came on the market and the SCAA decided to play the game hard. “The
municipality of Deurne had sufficiently demonstrated its dislike for public parks,”
Schobbens recapitulated. “So the idea came to us to try our luck with the neighbouring municipality, which was Borgerhout.”110 Without Deurne’s knowledge, the SCAA
checked with the municipality of Borgerhout whether they were interested in buying
the domains Te Boulaer and Boeckenbergh to set them up as joint public parks. When
it turned out that the municipality of Borgerhout had an ear for this, the SCAA turned
to the central government, to negotiate a modification of municipal boundaries, in
the public interest. The municipal council of Deurne had to learn “unofficially that the
land on which these properties were located was to be handed over to Borgerhout.”111
The public opinion feasted on this story and the newspapers triumphed: “If this
doesn’t teach them [the Deurne councillors] a lesson, then we’re better off by dividing
the whole of Deurne among the surrounding municipalities.”112 In the end Borgerhout
saved the Park Te Boulaer (15ha), and not to lose too much of its territory, Deurne
agreed to buy the Boeckenberg Park (10ha) after all.113 (Fig. 3.7) Given this story, the
municipal council of Deurne would probably not agree with the assertion that the
SCAA only had a strictly advisory role. The least we can say is that the committee had
not particularly adopted the wait-and-see attitude.
The tone had been set and in the following decades, the SCAA continued to preserve beautifully planted areas and pleasure gardens as public parks. I could fill dozens
of pages with the modalities describing agreements between the noble land-owners
and municipal councils. In essence, however, they all came down to about the same
thing. The SCAA ensured that each large domain with significant green qualities was
not developed “solely on the basis of a valorisation of private interests.”114 Park areas
were systematically advocated on the basis of “public interest” and the tried and tested
tactics of territorial adjustment by adapting administrative boundaries were applied
where necessary. In this way, the SCAA created a climate in which the preservation of
land for public parks became a standard practice – even in the agglomeration’s more
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SCAA, subcommittee 22. Création de parcs publics à Borgerhout et Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting].
22 December 1913.
Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 23.
Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: pp. 24-25.
Commentary in the newspaper Antwerpen Vooruit, as quoted in Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: p. 131.
Both deals were officially registered on 24 November 1913. The new territorial boundaries were approved by law on 26 May 1914.
See Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 25.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8 July 1927.
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Figure 3.8
A map by August Mennes from 1932 shows the large amount
of parks that the SCAA succeeded to develop throughout
the entire agglomeration. Private estates were systematically
turned into important public assets for an urbanising society.
The SCAA did this wherever the opportunity arose - but
what also stands out is the relatively even distribution of
the parks throughout the agglomeration’s territory. We see
pictures of parks scattered throughout the entire agglomeration. Such as Kielpark and Sorghvlietpark in Hoboken;
the Rivierenhof, Boelaerpark and Bisschoppenhofpark in
Deurne; Steytelinckpark in Wilryck; Veltwijckpark in Eekeren;
Stadspark in Merxem; Boeckenbergpark in Borgerhout; and
domain De Mik in Brasschaet.
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remote municipalities. (Fig. 3.8) The total number of hectares of public park that were
safeguarded throughout the agglomeration during that period is impressive.115
Two major parks however, two exceptions to the general modus operandi of
the SCAA deserve some extra attention here. A first one concerns the Peerdsbosch.
This forest of some 155 ha had long belonged to the Saint-Elisabeth hospital in
Antwerp, before it passed into the hands of the committee of public welfare. Fully
understanding the potential of this forest, the SCAA urged the city of Antwerp to
make this forest accessible as a public park.116 For a long time the forest could only be
used informally, but from 1 July 1935 onwards the domain was leased to the city of
Antwerp for a symbolic rent of 1 franc a year for the duration of 99 years, under the
strict condition that it had to be opened up to the general public as a vast recreation
area. Needless to say that this this soft deal meant an incredible boost for the SCAA’s
park mission.
A second exception, the preservation of the Rivierenhof in 1921, comes with a
very exciting story that reveals Schobbens as nothing less than a keen policy-entrepreneur and even a militant civil servant. Schobbens was well acquainted with the owners
of the Rivierenhof, the family Bosschaert de Bouwel.117 The family had told Schobbens
in confidence that they wanted to parcel out their domain and sell a part of 7ha
publicly on April 22, 1921 at 10 a.m. in the morning. To stand a chance, Schobbens
understood that he had to act “boldly, yet discreetly to avoid all competition and
speculation.”118 “The only public authority that hadn’t contributed anything to the
park question yet,” Schobbens wrote, “were the provincial authorities themselves.”119
So he put the subject on the agenda of the permanent deputation, asking whether the
provincial authorities could buy up the entire domain before the public auction. In
the greatest secrecy, Schobbens approached the landowners he had befriended with
the question for what amount they were willing to sell the entire domain. Yet, the 5
million frs. that were asked for the full 87 ha of potential park, strongly divided the
permanent deputation. Provincial authorities purchasing land was a very rare event
and for the purpose of developing a park, it was even unprecedented. As a result, the
permanent deputation was still undecided on the eve of the public auction.
In a final attempt, Schobbens called a special session of the deputation the next
115 The 1919 international competition for a greater Paris, for instance, yielded many ideas for new parks,
none of which were realised, because the authorities lacked the right levers to turn these paper parks into
reality.
116 It even urged the city to provide new walking trails to the Peerdsbosch.
See Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 43.
117 Ibid. p. 34.
118 Ibid.
119 Ibid.
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morning at 9 a.m. – something that could only be done for “urgent reasons”. As a
compelling reason, Schobbens argued that the salvation of the entire domain was at
stake, which was, of course, not entirely true, because only 7 of more than 80 ha were
officially for sale. Anyway, it was that morning, at the last minute, that Schobbens
“managed to plead his case with so much fire and with so much love that he finally
managed to persuade the permanent deputation.”120 “At last,” Schobbens wrote, “fifteen minutes before the public auction, the vote was taken. Two votes were in favour,
two votes against, and one abstention. And then, with the last vote, Governor van
de Werve de Schilde (the SCAA’s president at that time) tipped the balance and the
Rivierenhof was saved! To their great amazement and distress, the notaries then had
to inform all the attendants that the public auction was not going to take place anymore!”121 Saving the Rivierenhof was widely remembered as one of Schobbens’ greatest
achievements – one for which he received a bust at the entrance of the Rivierenhof in
1941.122 Once again, Schobbens had found a way to protect the public interest against
private claims, to protect a beautiful estate from private allotment.

Incorporating the new parks in the agglomeration’s urban
fabric
So much daredevilry raises the question of what the underlying reasons were for
Schobbens and the SCAA to strive for the preservation of parks so stubbornly. Part
of the answer may have to be sought in the rise of nature conservation that emerged
around the turn of the century, and of which the creation of associations such as the
League of the Friends of the Forêt de Soignes (LAFS, 1909) and the Royal Association for
Natural and Urban beauty (KVNS, 1910) are clear examples in the Belgian context.123
The latter had its roots in Antwerp and functioned mainly as a pressure group that
encouraged local authorities to preserve the aesthetic qualities of historical cities and
to protect the traditional landscapes around the cities from urbanisation. Thus, it must
not surprise us that an organisation like the KVNS was at times at odds with a committee that was in charge of urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration. But despite the
fact that the KVNS was rather critical of the committee’s work,124 the organisation
120 s.n. Nécrologie Monsieur Joseph Schobbens ... Décédé À Anvers, Le 22 Juin 1939 [obituary]. Brussels:
Imprimerie E. Heyvaert, 1939.
121 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 35.
122 An achievement for which he received a bust at the Rivierenhof ’s entrance in 1941.
s.n. Onthulling van het borstbeeld van den heer J. Schobbens, griffier der provincie Antwerpen [pamphlet].
Antwerp: De Schelde, 1941.
123 Notteboom, Bruno. “Ouvrons les yeux!” Stedenbouw en beeldvorming van het landschap in België 1890-1940
[unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2009: p. 217.
124 The tone in a number of articles in the KVNS’s monthly magazine, which was published from 1922
onwards, was often rather conservative in nature and always boiled down to the fact that “nature was
razed to the last tree” by urbanisation.
See for instance:
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found “a like-minded soul in Joseph Schobbens.”125 Indeed, Schobbens went down in
history as a rather harsh and unshakeable man, yet with an incredible weakness for
nature in general and a soft spot for trees in particular - as a man who “considered
greenery as the most precious jewel, trees as his friends and parks as his lovers.”126 It
is certainly true that Schobbens could become lyrical when describing natural beauty.
But I will nevertheless argue that his (and the SCAA’s) motives to save many of the
agglomeration’s parks were mostly inspired by social democratic beliefs rather than by
the urge for natural preservation per se.
Schobbens and the KVNS may have found each other in their fight for the
preservation of parks, but their ideas about the eventual use of these parks were
completely opposed to one another – a divide that may explain why Schobbens never
became a registered member of the KVNS.127 Whereas the members of the KVNS
“fulminated against any form of human intervention in the ‘natural’ green zones in
and around the city,”128 Schobbens “allocated important social functions to these places.”129 The KVNS, for instance, heavily criticised the measures taken by the municipality of Deurne to transform the Boeckenberg domain into a public park. Especially
the intention to use the domain’s ponds for recreational purposes was a thorn in the
association’s flesh.130 In turn, the KVNS was faced with the fierce criticism that it only
wanted to safeguard these parks as pastoral and picturesque settings for affluent villa
builders and real estate speculators - and not as an urban right for society at large.131
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De Lattin, Armand. “De uitbreiding van Antwerpen.” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en
Stedenschoon 11, no. 11 (1932): pp. 130-131.
De Lattin, Armand. “De Antwerpsche omgeving.” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en
Stedenschoon 4, no. 3 (1925): p. 35.
De Lattin, Armand. “Antwerpen.“ Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en Stedenschoon 12, no. 7
(1933): pp. 108-109.
Tritsmans, Bart. Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen: p. 205.
Ibid.
See also: Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: pp. 127-129.
Tritsmans, Bart. Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen: p. 205.
Ibid. p. 286.
Ibid. p. 284.
“Wie bij de laatste warme dagen het Boekenbergpark bezocht, zal zich stellig afgevraagd hebben:
Ben ik hier nu in een park ofwel in een zwemdok? Waarlijk, waar vindt men nog één plekje rust in dit
allerprachtigst doch, helaas bitter klein natuurgewrocht? Niet alleen is het er een over en weer geloop,
meest per velo, van honderden baders en baadsters (op zekere dagen blijken er 5.000 geweest te zijn),
maar de wonderschoone vijver aan den Chineeschen toren, met de heuvelachtige boorden, is volledig
afgesloten. Het water zelf is verdeeld in vakken, bij middel van plompe hooge bekkens, met overgroote
borden-opschriften. En, zooals bij elke zwempartij, is er een drankgelegenheid rondom, verhuring van
ligstoelen, enz. Hoe is het mogelijk, dat zulk miserabel geknoei tot stand kome, in onzen verlichten tijd
van beschaving en vooruitgang? Tot overmaat van vandalenwerk, is men er thans nog een Vlaamsche
kermis met allerlei spelen, barakken en afsluitingen gaan bijvoegen. En precies daar waar er nu geen
zwemgelegenheid is! Zou men zekere gemeenten niet onder voogdij moeten stellen? Het blijkt volstrekt
noodig.”
s.n. “Deurne. Heet dat nog een park?” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en Stedenschoon 14, no. 9
(1935): p. 126.
The mayor of Deurne, the young socialist Maurice Dequeecker (1905-1985) reproached the KVNS
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For someone like Schobbens, on the contrary, it was precisely in this kind of recreational use and general access that the raison d’être and social value of public parks
was lying. He did not shy away from emphasising his vision in the monthly magazine
of the KVNS itself. “In the end,” he wrote in 1926, “I am so concerned with public
parks, because they have a critical social role to play. The rich have their own property,
their own garden, their country estates; they visit seaside resorts; they travel whenever
they want to - and so it will always be. The public park fills a gap: it is the garden of
the poor, and of the worker, and of all humble and disenfranchised people - it is the
garden of the nameless crowd. To create parks, to make them more available to the
people, is not a sumptuous expense, but a democratic work (…) To create parks and
gardens is to do good to one’s fellow human beings, and for me it is a target, a steady
pursuit, to which I want to dedicate my best efforts.”132
In his text Les Parcs Publics dans L’Agglomération Anversoise, Schobbens had
already written that the creation of public parks and the provision of open spaces free
of all construction is one of the most important factors in public health and general
well-being. Originally, this publication appeared as a contribution to the Annales des
Travaux Publics, issued by the Belgian Ministry of Public Works, and Schobbens
thought it was clearly in place there. “The establishment of large parks,” he argued,
“is in fact a matter of public works in more than one respect: they are works of art,
comprised of hydraulic works, sanitary works, road works, etc...”133 To Schobbens’
and the SCAA’s mind, the agglomeration’s parks were not just stretches of preserved
nature, but hybrid socio-natural constructs. Saving them from construction was not
enough. In order to make them available to the agglomeration’s urbanising society,
they also had to be redesigned, equipped and embedded within the agglomeration’s
larger urban fabric
The accessibility of these parks became an important point of attention for the
SCAA. Schobbens was one of the first to point out the poor accessibility of the first
few parks that were created. Bringing these parks within reach of citizens became an
explicit argument in choosing the right spot to make the first breaches in the former
fortification walls134 and in designing the trajectory of major arterial roads in generto support the interests of the landowners. As a champion of social tourism, he accused the KVNS of
having taken over an article of a journal that, according to Arbeiderstoerisme, was intended for wealthy
landowners: “Of course these people despise a public pool. They were afraid that their silent neighbourhoods and the value of their land would decrease in value because of the thousands of swimmers that
would come along.”
See Dequeecker, Maurice. “Wat dient gezegd.” Arbeiderstoerisme 7, no. 9 (1935): p. 149.
132 Schobbens, Joseph. “Openbare parken.” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en Stedenschoon 5, no. 4
(1926): pp. 62-63.
133 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics: p. 2.
134 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Nouvelles brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte - Evacuation de certains bâtiments
militaires [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 May 1910.
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al.135 The opening up of these public parks was a recurrent topic in discussions on the
preferred trajectories of the intermediate ring roads. As a result, these radial roads
ended up “meandering in between the agglomeration’s parks.”136 Moreover, other radial infrastructures were used to reclaim military infrastructures as public greenery as
well. “If on the one hand, the military fortifications were, and still are, a nuisance that
should be removed until they are forgotten, on the other hand, they appear to many
as a crown of greenery that only needs a few adjustments to make them beautiful and
loved,”137 Delbeke summarised the ambiguous position towards the old fortification
walls. The informal boulevard that grew there, strongly encouraged the informal use of
these ramparts well into the 20th century. (Fig. 3.9) The new military rampart further
afield was equally considered. “One day,” Geyselincks stated, “the new military belt
will disappear just like the old one has disappeared, and all the present forts will then
constitute a set of parks already very well planted, with beautiful ponds etc.. They will
obviously have to be joined together by an artery which will be a “ring” of the future
agglomeration (...) I am of the opinion that we should push for the creation of a civil
street alongside this military road - one that would be paved and could function as a
promenade in-between the fort-parks.”138
In an overly optimistic attempt to optimise park accessibility, Schobbens advocated the construction of what he called “Green streets” [Rues de Verdure], an established concept he hoped to recover from Germany, in order to connect all parks with
each other and with the city centre by means of pedestrian pathways. “It would be an
enticing thing to build similar “Greenways” between the City Park and the Elsdonck
Park; it would allow the people living in the Elsdonck neighbourhood to get to the city
jumping from one park to the other, using shadowy paths where they would be safe
from all the inconveniences of heavy traffic, etc.”139 A plan was even drawn to build
such a greenway between the city’s Warande and the Peerdsbosch some 10 km further
afield. (Fig. 3.9) Unfortunately, such “green streets” were never realised and Schobbens
in turn pleaded that “all the arteries that lead from the city centre to the parks, should
be planted.”140 A number of beautiful plans from the SCAA’s archives, suggest how
new roads were conceived as pleasant connections between the parks and the city. (Fig
3.10) The parks were, as it were, incorporated into the agglomeration’s urban fabric.
135 SCAA, subcommittee 19. Création d’une avenue au Kiel, sur le territoire de la ville d’Anvers (terrains Van
Tichelen et consorts) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 January 1920.
136 SCAA, subcommittee 37. Intercommunale ringlaan op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Wilryck, Berchem,
Mortsel en Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 July 1938.
137 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 93.
138 SCAA, subcommittee 30. Destination de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 2 May 1912.
139 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Tracé des rues nouvelles autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 15 January 1913.
140 SCAA subcommittee 20. Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc des Rossignols (derrière la Minerva)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 May 1922.
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Figure 3.9
Map from 1910 of a so-called Rue
de Verdure free of motorised traffic
and intended to connect the inner
city to the Peerdsbosch in Brasschaet some 10 km further afield.
The pedestrian and cyclist avenue
was to be built in the extension
of the former ramparts, creating
a long walk between the river
Scheldt and the Peerdsbosch. As
images (1910’s) from the surroundings of Sint-Mariaburg suggest, the
imaginary of such green streets
was far from a distant utopia in the
early 20th century agglomeration.
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Figure 3.10
Preserving parks was not enough for the
SCAA. Not only the preservation of parks
was important to the SCAA. They also had
to be made accessible by pleasant walking
routes. A series of maps from the early 1910’s
entitled ‘Development of new streets around
the Nachtegaelenpark (inaugurated in 1910)
and connections to the historic city’ depict
spacious aerated and tree-planted streets
connecting the new park to the inner city.

Figure 3.11
A 1932 map by August
Mennes shows the germs of
a by-pass between Mortsel
and Edeghem along which
space was reserved to
develop a park. Today, the
Edmond-Thieffry avenue
indeed unlocks a public
park that is lying right on
the border between both
municipalities.
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On a more local scale as well, the development of parks was closely linked to road
works, such as in Mortsel, where a series of parks were projected along a new ring road
making a new connection with the municipality of Edeghem. (Fig. 3.11) In sum, all
branches of the major one-mile metropolitan grid as described in the previous chapter
gave access to a wide series of public parks in the agglomeration.
These urban intentions are very clear in an overall map that Schobbens added
to his text from 1924. (Fig. 3.12) The plan shows the new parks as the agglomeration’s green counterparts of the city’s main mineral public squares that are all pieced
together by one and the same road network. Although many of these parks were not
strictly speaking located in the city of Antwerp, Schobbens referred to them as new
jewels to Antwerp’s crown. Some years later, the idea that these parks belonged to the
city was expressed by a map that depicted these parks as part of the city’s main attractions. Clearly, the SCAA’s project of urbanising the agglomeration was not a merely
parasitic project. To a certain extent, the SCAA’s mission was, of course, leaning on
the presence of the historic city, but at least that city got a number of parks in return –
parks it was in great need of.
The SCAA worked on the lay-out of the parks themselves in order to better
integrate them into the urbanising fabric of the agglomeration. In general, these
domains only had one real entrance and many people had to walk long detours to
access them.141 The committee wanted to develop the edges of the new parks in a
homogeneous way and at the same time provide them with multiple entrances. In
many cases these intentions necessitated additional expropriations.142 In the case of
the Rivierenhof, an additional 34ha was expropriated to make the park accessible
all around.143 It’s exemplary of the SCAA’s approach that they didn’t allow private
individuals to border the park with their backyards.144 In general, public streets bordered the parks, highlighting their public character. The pathways and entrances were
developed in continuity with street patterns that developed around the parks. For
example, the Ter Rivierenlaan in Deurne grafted a whole new neighbourhood onto
the Rivierenhof by extending the access road to the park’s castle deep into the urban
fabric - complete with a small planted antechamber in the urban fabric accentuating
the park’s entrance. (Fig. 3.13)

141 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof.
142 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement de la zone s’étendant autour du nouveau parc de la ville d’Anvers
jusqu’à la route militaire sous Wilryck - Passages sous le chemin de fer longeant la route militaire [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 15 June 1912.
143 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: p.147.
144 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Eigening van het park te Boelaer en omgeving, ter Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 20 March 1929.
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Urban parks as ‘thirdspaces’ expressing the right to the
city
In general, municipalities also felt the need to re-design and re-develop the
domains themselves. In some cases the municipalities appointed a landscape architect
for that purpose. For example, the designer Guillaume de Bosschere from Antwerp
designed Borgerhout’s park Te Boulaer.145 (Fig. 3.7) The Province, for its part, recognised that the Rivierenhof would best be redesigned to function optimally as a public
park. In 1922 it organised an international design competition, with an international
jury. Again, it was the same Guillaume De Bosschere who was declared the winner.146
(Fig. 3.14) Clearly, De Bosschere’s designs were imbued with the bourgeois ideal
of 19th century parks that were mainly intended to have a quiet Sunday stroll. De
Bosschere’s design was conceived as a “large theatre set” according to English landscape tradition, where park visitors could imagine themselves in a large forest, in a
vast heathland or on a historic castle estate. The central castle was redeveloped into
a restaurant and hotel, surrounded by extended terraces with a view on the big pond.
De Bosschere’s vision perfectly “met the expectations of the upper and middle classes
at the time perfectly, but was at odds with certain ideas that had been put forward in
the provincial council and the deputation about the destination of the park.”147
Moreover, an increasing amount of claims by a wide variety of sports and
amateur clubs quickly made themselves felt and sparked political debate and social struggle over the Rivierenhof. Some, including members of the KVNS, felt that
emerging claims like sports activities were a threat to nature conservation and disturbed virtuous Sunday walks. Provincial councillor Bastijns, for example, stated that
“if, before the purchase, it had been known that tennis and football games would be
set up here, I am sure that the majority of this council would have said: no, we bought
this park with the aim of setting up beautiful walks there, with the aim of preserving
the centuries-old trees and the ponds for the population’s delight (…) We bought that
park, just so that there would be a large area where mainly the poor people could go
for walks and breathe healthy air.”148 Arguably, such quotes were still permeated by
the somewhat paternalistic beliefs and ideals of public greenery soothing morals and
health. Others, on the other hand, did not see the benefit of a park that didn’t satisfy
newly emerging desires and claimed that “in order to satisfy the people, we have to
145 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Eigening van het park te Boelaer en omgeving, ter Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 20 March 1929.SCAA.
146 SCAA, subcommittee 24.Tracé du ring intermédiaire, sur le territoire de la commune de Deurne [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 24 January 1923.
Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: p.143.
S.N. Wedstrijd voor den aanleg van het Rivierenhof, domein der Provincie Antwerpen te Deurne. Antwerp:
Provincie Antwerpen, 1922.
147 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: pp. 143-145.
148 Ibid. p. 173.
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Figure 3.12
In his 1924 book Les Parcs Publics dans l’Agglomération Anversoise, Schobbens added a map depicting the new parks along the agglomeration’s main arteries and in continuation with the city’s
most iconic mineral public spaces. Moreover, the parks are clearly located along the intermediary
circular road as well. Although almost none of these parks were located on the territory of Antwerp itself, they were nevertheless incorporated into the city’s fabric. Schobbens considered the
new parks as ‘new jewels on Antwerp’s crown’. It is probably no coincidence that a few years later
the parks appeared as tourist attractions on promotional maps for the city of Antwerp.

Figure 3.13
Map from 1928 by August Mennes entitled ‘Rivierenhof:
design for enlargement and entrance roads’. The edges
that were developed around the park guaranteed easy
accessibility. The avenue Ter Rivierenlaan as drawn on
a 1932 map by August Mennes establishes a clear connection between the Park Rivierenhof and a new soccer
stadium. Large new neighbourhoods were thus wedged
between the image-defining urban facts of park and stadium. In the middle, the square Molenvelden emerged
as a new centrality and the slightly widened Heldenwijk
quarter acted as some sort of urban antechamber to the
new park. The SCAA ensured that new parks were well
grafted into the urbanising fabric.
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Figure 3.14
Schemes by De Bosschere from 1932 showing the steady
expansion and transformation of the Rivierenhof from river
valley into public park (1923, 1932 and future situation).
Landscape design and transformation as a metaphor for
building- and designing-in-time.

Figure 3.15
The new parks were not neutral containers but became an ultimate scene
of a social struggle for space. The
social significance of the park changed
completely in the urbanising agglomeration: from a place for bourgeois
appropriation (Nachtegaelenpark 1910)
to an urban use-value for the masses
(Boeckenbergpark c.a. 1930).
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Figure 3.16
The social struggle regarding the equipment and appropriation of the Rivierenhof was mainly
fought in the province. Initially, the park was conceived according to 19th century bourgeois imaginaries: as a bucolic scene where one could go for a quiet Sunday walk to purify the body. Under
the impulse of Joseph Schobbens, however, the park quickly evolved into Belgium's first provincial
domain where a whole range of use claims from different social classes were accommodated side
by side. The urban park as use-value par excellence.

Figure 3.17
Report of a 1930
excursion abroad to visit
outdoor swimming pools
as an inspiration for a
new public swimming
pool in the Rivierenhof.
Uncoincidentally, Joseph
Schobbens was one of
the driving forces behind
this sort of excursions.
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turn the park into a centre of attraction! Since it has to be a people’s park, everyone
should be able to find the relaxation that suits them best, and so we have to tolerate a
layout that includes many facilities.”149
Arguably, what we are witnessing here is a shift in the social role and meaning of
public parks. (Fig. 3.15) Large recreational sports parks were an unprecedented phenomenon in the Belgian context at that time and realising them was unadulterated
pioneer work.150 In the case of the Rivierenhof, the nineteenth-century bourgeois park
ideal would eventually merge with this new and popular imagery of the recreational
park, a home base for many sports and hobby clubs. And so the park quickly evolved
into a shared realm for walkers and tea drinkers, gymnasts, seesaw shooters and swimmers, fishermen and rowers, model yacht clubs, theatre clubs, tennis clubs, handball
clubs, hockey clubs, athletics clubs and more football clubs than the park could
actually cope with. The park’s success was so overwhelming both for professional and
recreational sportspeople, that from the early 1930s onwards, a management committee had to oversee the simultaneity of activities. It is no coincidence that Joseph
Schobbens became chairman of this council.151 In the following years the Rivierenhof
would grow into the first fully-fledged provincial domain of the country, answering
social needs of all kinds. (Fig 3.16) Exemplary of this evolution is the fact that a
provincial committee led by Schobbens organised a competition for a new outdoor
swimming pool in the Rivierenhof.152 To make the best possible decisions, the committee had first been on several trips to study outdoor swimming pool facilities that
were emerging all around Europe at that time. (Fig. 3.17) The park became a reservoir
of activities as joyful and pointless as model yacht races, purposeless wanderings and
running behind a ball. A reservoir, in other words of ‘second lives’ outside the dictates
of industrial production.
The other parks were characterised by a similar transition towards a more diverse
palette of experiences and use. We have, for instance, already touched upon the polemics regarding the use of Boeckenberg park’s pond for popular swimming purposes.
The Nachtegaelenpark, for instance, was used as a practice area by Metropol Athletics
Club from 1935 onwards. And in general, children’s playgrounds, hand arch facilities, tennis courts, swimming ponds, etc. were systematically introduced in all parks.
Moreover, the accessibility of the parks to the widest possible audience was increasingly defended and politicised.153
149
150
151
152

Jules Nobels, provincial councilor, as quoted in ibid. p. 172.
In Belgium, only the Josaphat Park in Schaerbeek disposed of sports facilities.
Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof.
s.n. Zwem- en badinrichtingen in het land en den vreemde bezocht, met het oog op den bouw van een zwemen badgelegenheid in Rivierenhof. Antwerp: Van Tilborg & Kenens, 1930.
153 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Eigening van het park te Boelaer en omgeving, ter Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 20 March 1929
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In sum, the SCAA contributed to a context in which former noble estates
completely changed their meaning for society. Once the ultimate epitome of private
accumulation inherited from the Ancien Régime, these old domains were turned
into places of pure collective consumption in the era of urbanisation. Arguably, they
became Lefebvrian ‘places of simultaneity and encounter’ par excellence. (Fig. 3.18)
Or, as Schobbens himself put it in his manifesto Les Parcs Publics au point de vue Social
from 1939: “places of reunion for the population.”154 The parks became benchmarks
where long-established socio-cultural relations were radically recalibrated. It was not
accidental that the figure of the park was chosen to kick off the design of a public
domain in a context that still had to invent and put that public fully together. In that
sense, the parks functioned as what Henri Lefebvre termed ‘differential spaces,’155
Michel Foucault ‘Heterotopia’s’156 or Edward Soja, based on the two aforementioned,
‘Thirdspaces.’157 The parks became exemplary spaces that “foregrounded use-value over
exchange value.”158 It were lieux de résistence that challenged the capitalist domination
of space through the social struggle over space, constituting radically shared spaces
of simultaneity, based upon the “collective management of space.”159 The parks were
marked by a virgin ‘otherness’ and became worlds within the world, mirroring yet
upsetting what was outside. It were spaces, in sum, that enabled the contestation and
re-negotiation of established social boundaries and cultural identities in the making
of the 20th century urban society.

►

The urbanisation of sports facilities as receptacles of
a new urban imagination

As we have seen, the SCAA had a crucial part in the development of public
parks as reservoirs for ‘second lives’ in the urbanising agglomeration. Moreover, the
growing focus on the provision of public sports facilities was an important aspect of
the park mission. Sports as a social phenomenon grew in importance and proliferated from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century onwards, in the world, in
Belgium, and in Antwerp in particular. That is not to say that sports had been completely absent throughout nineteenth century Antwerp, but the boom of sports clubs
See also Tritsmans, Bart. Stedelijk groen in Antwerpen: p. 258.
154 Schobbens, Joseph. “Les parcs publics au point de vue social.” La vie économique et sociale, no. 18 (1939):
p. 1.
155 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991.
156 Foucault, Michel. “Of Other Spaces.” In Heterotopia and the City: Public Space in a Postcivil Society, edited
by Michiel Dehaene and Lieven De Cauter, pp. 13-29. New York: Routledge, 2008.
157 Soja, Edward. Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-And-Imagined Places. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1996.
158 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space: p. 410.
159 Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space: p. 103.
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Figure 3.18
Thanks to Joseph Schobbens' unwavering commitment, 'his' Rivierenhof evolved into an unadulterated place of encounter. Quiet strolls, joyful fishing,
rowing experiments, open air theatre, gymnastics
festivals, children cheering in playgrounds, soccer,
korfball or tennis matches and even model yacht
races all happened side by side. Schobbens seems
to have been well aware that urbanising societies
needed such ‘lieux de rencontre’ in order to stimulate the art of vivre-ensemble.
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and associations at the turn of the twentieth century is remarkable.160 Although sports
clubs and sports facilities were most often founded and developed on private initiative, there seems to be a pertinent connection to the SCAA’s efforts of urbanising the
agglomeration. I will argue that the committee helped providing the infrastructural
framework these sports initiatives needed in order to develop and mature. Just as in
other metropolitan regions, sports facilities seem to have been an urban program par
excellence to imbue the urbanisation process with socio-cultural significance.161

The Antwerp Polo & Golf Club: playgrounds for
Antwerp’s high society
The turn of the 20th century would bring many new sports to the city. That was,
to a large extent, due to the introduction of British sports through a growing number
of British expats working in the port.162 Somewhere around 1880-1887, for instance,
a group of English friends founded the Antwerp Football Club and in 1888 a few
golf enthusiasts joined forces in the Antwerp Golf Club. However, it was industrial
entrepreneur Alfred Grisar who would become a pivotal figure in the early British
sports scene in Antwerp. The Grisar family had its roots in Liège, but had left for
Germany in the 17th century to settle in Antwerp throughout the 19th century
where they built up their empire Grisar&Co.163 After visiting Great-Britain a few
times, Alfred had fallen in love with typically British sports such as football, tennis,
hockey, rugby, cricket, polo and athletics.164 In order to build a hub for these sports
160 In 1880, the Antwerp Cricket was established, with as a subsection the Antwerp Football Club. From its
initial location at the Wilryckse Pleinen, the football club moved to Zurenborg in 1893, before settling
down in Deurne in 1923. In 1881, Alfred Lynen established the Antwerp Bicycle Club. In 1888, W.J.R.
Watson started the Antwerp Golf Club at the Wilryckse Pleinen. In 1904, the golf club started looking
for a new location after which they moved to Capellen in 1912. Also in 1888, Adolf de Maerschalck
founded the Véloce Club Anversois. In 1895, the Antwerpsche Zwem Club was established. 1898
saw the start of the Automobile club Anversois, which in 1901 was followed by Oscar Livellain’s
Motocyclistes Anversois. In 1900, Alfred Grisar started the Beerschot Athletic Club on terrains of his
father Ernest Grisar at het Kiel. At that location, tennis was introduced when in 1901 four tennis courts
in terre batue were constructed. Tennis would prove a very popular sports and soon other clubs would
follow, for example, the Cercle de lawn-tennis d’Anvers (established in 1903), Cercle Laetitia (1905)
and Cercle de Tennis de Schootenhof (1909). In 1905, Alfred Grisar established yet another club with
the Antwerp Polo Club which was located at the Wilryckse Pleinen. In 1909, the Aéro-Club d’Anvers
was founded.
See den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t stad: Antwerpen, 1830-1914. Leuven: Universitaire Pers Leuven,
2006.
161 On the relation between sport and metropolitan urbanisation, see, for instance:
Mandoul, Thierry. Sports, portrait d’une métropole. Paris: Pavillon de l’Arsenal, 2014.
Terret, Thierry and Sandra Heck, eds. Sport and Urban Space in Europe: Facilities, Industries, Identities.
Abingdon: Routledge, 2017.
Riess, Steven A. Sport in Industrial America, 1850-1920. Wheeling: Harlan Davidson, 1995.
162 See den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t stad.
163 Ibid. pp. 147-148.
164 Royal Beerschot Athletic Club [RBAC]. Livre d’or du Royal Beerschot Athletic Club Antwerp, 1900-1950.
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in Antwerp, Alfred Grisar founded the Beerschot Athletic Club (BAC) in 1900. His
initiative stimulated the emergence of several other sports clubs around Antwerp.165 A
few years later, the same Alfred Grisar was also at the birth of the Antwerp Polo Club
in 1905, which was originally hosted at the BAC. In order to finance his sports initiatives, Grisar frequently appealed to his network in the affluent ‘German colony’ that
had settled in Antwerp at the beginning of the twentieth century.166 Prime industrial
capitalists such as Paul Havenith, Edouard Bunge or Alfred Osterrieth became major
sports financiers.167 It could be stated that the strong rise of new sports activities in
Antwerp was the result of a fusion of British culture and German capital.
In general, these new sports activities found a place just outside the city walls.
Grisar, for instance, developed his BAC on 19ha of land that his father had bought in
1895 as the Beerschot hippodrome at the edges of the neighbourhood Kiel.168 Alfred
transformed it into a general sports club, including a modest football stadium, some
tennis fields and a provisional athletics track. Many of the other sports initiatives that
emerged took refuge at the Wilryckse Pleinen, a military practice fields consisting of a
40ha grass field just outside the Brialmont bulwark. These fields became a receptacle
for horse racing, flying experiments, golf matches, football matches, polo competitions, etc…, next to the military exercises that continued to be held there. The fields
were soon overused and conflicting interests often caused frustration among the
sportsmen. The golfers, for instance, had to refill their holes with soil after each game
so that the horses of the cavalry would not break their legs.169 The Antwerp Polo Club
in turn, was dissatisfied with golf caddies damaging the club’s fences in their overzealous search for lost golf balls.170 Moreover, the facilities were rather provisional. The
golfers, for example, had to use a number of back rooms of the tavern Dikke Mee as
provisional dressing rooms and storage space.171 It were these conditions that prompted several sports clubs to look for better and larger terrains and accommodation. A
search that would travel along with the agglomeration’s urbanisation.
This search for new sports terrains would become somewhat of a collective quest,
and it is here that Alfred Grisar’s central position is interesting. Obviously, these
clubs’ members knew each other from the Wilryckse Pleinen, but their connection was
Edegem: RBAC, 1950: p. 21.
165 Such as the Cercle de Lawn-Tennis d’Anvers (1903), the Cercle Laetitia (1905) and the Cercle de
Tennis de Schootenhof (1908).
166 May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: p. 113.
167 RBAC. Livre d’or: p. 35.
168 RBAC. Livre d’or: p. 21.
169 Verswijvelen, Christel. “Royal Antwerp Golf Club.” ’t Bruggeske 21, no. 2 (1989): p. 12.
Lagers, JH, ed. Royal Antwerp Golf Club, 1888-1988. Kapellen: Royal Antwerp Golf Club [RAGC],
1988.
170 den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t stad.
171 Lagers, JH, ed. Royal Antwerp Golf Club.
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Figure 3.19
Several SCAA members were closely related to important figures in Antwerp’s sports circles, such
as Alfred Grisar, Henri de Baillet Latour and Edouard Bunge. Due to these short links, many of the
initiatives to develop sports facilities in the agglomeration were directly linked to and enabled
by the activities of the SCAA. In this sense, the SCAA supported and ‘served’ the growing social
demand for sports in the agglomeration.

much more structural than that. Most of these British oriented sports clubs were
part of a real sports network with Grisar’s Beerschot Athletic Club acting as the centre
of gravity.172 (Fig. 3.19) Interestingly, Grisar was no stranger to some of the SCAA’s
more prominent members. As already mentioned, Schobbens got in contact with him
as part of the della Faille group from the 1906s onwards. Moreover, the family Grisar
were (frequent) business partners of SCAA President Baron Auguste Delbeke.173
However, the most personal link between Alfred Grisar and the SCAA was established through his close friendship with count Henry de Baillet Latour with whom
he shared a passion for sports.174 In 1903, Henri de Baillet Latour had been charged
by king Leopold II to manage the rise and socialisation of sports in Belgium.175
172 den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad: p. 344.
173 Delbeke was involved in several companies along with many member of the Grisar family. He was, for
example involved in the mining company La Belgo-Katanga. See Belgian State Gazette, 31 December
1913, rubric 8209. Or in the company Belgo-Congolaise d’Explosifs “Chedittes”. See Belgian State
Gazette, 31 December 1911, rubric 7310.
174 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: De Herboren Spelen. Brussels: Belgisch olympisch
en Interfederaal comité, 1985.
175 It is from that position that de Baillet Latour organised international conferences on sports and physical
education in Belgium from 1905 onwards.
See Comité international olympique [IOC]. Congrès international de sport et d’éducation physique,
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Figure 3.20
Map from 1925 by August Mennes depicting the De Baillet Latourlaan, bringing the polo club
and golf club within easier reach of the city. Arguably, it was only in the context of the SCAA's
(infrastructural) works and efforts to urbanise the agglomeration that these clubs grew interested
in re-locating their clubs in the agglomeration’s northern corners. And vice versa: the SCAA found
companions in these clubs to realise its programme.
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From 1913 onwards both men became involved in a group of lobbyists trying to host
the Olympic Games in Antwerp.176 Henri’s father was count Ferdinand de Baillet
Latour, who, as we have seen, was the SCAA’s chairman between 1908 and 1912.
Alfred Grisar would later share business interests with both father and son de Baillet
Latour.177 In sum, Antwerp’s biggest sports promotor was familiar with different circles related to SCAA-protagonists and it is more than likely that he was well aware of
their plans to urbanise and increase the accessibility of the entire agglomeration.
It is in any case striking that Grisar moved his polo club to the north of the
agglomeration during the governorship of de Baillet Latour. In 1913, right after
the SCAA’s first real initiatives and expropriations to optimise and widen the city’s
arterial roads running up north (See chapter 2), Grisar relocated his polo-club in
Hoogboom, a small hamlet near Brasschaet, hometown of the family de Baillet Latour. It
was businessman and member of the German Colony Edouard Bunge, acquaintance
of both Grisar and de Baillet Latour, who made a site available right next to his new
residence De Oude Gracht that he had just bought.178 It seems as if a northern coalition had formed that was seizing the prospect of urbanisation as an opportunity to
organise their own leisure activities in their back-yards.
These ambitions further materialised after the First World War, when a direct
‘road to Hoogboom’ appeared on top of the SCAA’s agenda.179 A number of maps
drawn by engineer August Mennes leave little to the imagination. A remarkable
plan from 1925 projects a brand new Avenue Ferdinand de Baillet Latour, crossing
the agglomeration as a direct highway connecting the new Polo Club to the historic
city. (Fig. 3.20) Interestingly, the families de Baillet Latour, Grisar and Bunge had
all joined forces in the real estate companies Société Anonyme d’Anvers Donck180 the
Consortium Immobilier de Brasschaet-Hoogboom181 - real estate companies that owned
most of the land on which the new avenue and the entire northern agglomeration was
planned.
Bruxelles, 9-14 juin 1905. Auxerre: Revue olympique, 1905.
176 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920.
177 Grisar, for example, was involved with the Baillet-Latours in a business venture called ‘Société anonyme
d’Anvers-Donck’. Belgian State Gazette, 31 December 1925, rubric 645.
178 Raymond, Roelands. Geschiedenis van kasteeldomein “Oude Gracht” in Hoogboom. Kapellen: Hobonia,
2016.
179 SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan d’alignement de la route Brasschaet-Hoogboom [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan d’alignement de la route Brasschaet-Hoogboom [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 18 January 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plans d’alignement du Hoogboomschen Steenweg et de la Yzerenweglaan, à
Eeckeren. - Plans d’alignement pour les rues du hameau de St. Mariaburg, partie comprise sous Eeckeren [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 7 November 1925.
180 Belgian State Gazette, 31 December 1925, rubric 645.
181 Belgian State Gazette, 31 December 1925, rubric 7601.
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It seems as if these elites literally rolled out the red carpet to their beloved sports
clubs in the north of the agglomeration. Apart from the polo club, this new avenue
also ran up to the Royal Antwerp Golf Club’s (RAGC) new site that was just down
the road (Fig. 3.20). Since 1904, golf club members had actively been looking for
new land - a quest that proved more difficult than expected for a number of different
reasons.182 It was not until 1910 that the club managed to buy land from the Société
des domaines de Capellenbosh, which in turn became an important shareholder in the
Antwerp Golf Club. Private entrepreneurs invested in the golf club as well, among
which several members of the German colony who also sponsored Grisar’s BAC,
including the aforementioned Edouard Bunge.183 Given the ties between the Antwerp
Golf Club and Antwerp Polo Club it comes as no surprise that both clubs practically
became neighbours. On some grassy plains between coniferous trees in the north of
the agglomeration, the RAGC commissioned the Scot Willie park Jr., an international golfer and renowned golf course architect, to design the club’s new 18 holes course.
It was inaugurated in September 1912 and meant a new start for the club, which
would again expand considerably in 1928, when it had the opportunity to buy some
adjacent lands allowing the club’s expansion. Needless to say that these idyllic clubs,
soon hosted clubhouses, dairies and even hotels and quickly became a popular resort
for Antwerp’s high society.
Apart from polo and golf, some other sports came to life as well. The polo
club was also a centre for clay pigeon shooting, it had several tennis courts, and was
equipped with the most modern facilities to organise high quality horse racing. It was,
in fact, Henri de Baillet Latour himself who presided Hoogboom’s horse racing club.184
Yet less exclusively aristocratic sports were also given a place there. From the very
start, Bunge had insisted on making the polo field available to Capellen’s more popular
athletics club. From the 1920s onwards, this sport was on the rise and the polo field,
equipped with a “beautifully maintained and perfectly elastic 800m grass track”185
became the ultimate location for the organisation of regional, national and even
international days of athletics. From the 1920’s onwards, “lively processions of athletes
formed at Capellen station (…) coming from all over the agglomeration (…) accompanied by more than a hundred supporters (…) parading in the greatest joy (…)
straight to the polo field.”186 Hoogboom and surroundings, in other words, became a
sports hub that was attracting ever growing crowds. In that sense it is somewhat surprising that the avenue de Baillet Latour was, in the end, never built. However, some
182 Lagers, JH. Royal Antwerp Golf Club: p. 21.
den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad: pp. 165-169.
183 Many investors in Grisar’ BAC were also investing in the Antwerp Golf Club.
See den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad: pp. 165-169.
184 Brans, Marc. “Iets over het poloplein van Hoogboom.” ‘t Bruggeske 35, no 4 (2003): p. 130-131.
185 From a 1924 report of a meeting at the Athletic Club Cappellen quoted in Ibid. p. 132.
186 From a 1924 report of a meeting at the Athletic Club Cappellen quoted in Ibid.
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of Mennes’ other plans, improving the infrastructure between the Kapelsesteenweg and
both sports clubs bear witness to the intention of incorporating these new facilities in
the agglomeration’s road network (Fig. 3.21). Along the SCAA’s metropolitan grid, a
series of new programmes started to organise themselves.

Antwerp’s major Stadiums: sports for the common man
Meanwhile, Henri de Baillet Latour and Alfred Grisar, among others, had succeeded in their ambitious plan to host the VII Olympic Games in Antwerp in1920.187
Interestingly, the organisation of the games fell under the supervising authority of
provincial governor Gaston Van de Werve de Schilde, successor of Henri’s father
Ferdinand as the SCAA’s president.188 Unsurprisingly, the members of the organising
committee of the VII Olympiad quickly found their way to the SCAA’s services. In
a letter to engineer Verhoustraete, chief director of the Province’s technical service
and an esteemed SCAA-member, the organisers asked to help them with a “flawless
organisation of public transport and the development of new traffic connections.”189
(Fig. 3.22) Grisar’s very own Beerschot Athletic Club had to become the Olympics’
beating heart. For that reason, it was given a thorough facelift, including a new and
modern stadium with brand new central fields, athletic tracks and a modern tennis
club, all with the financial help of the organising committee. (Fig. 3.23) In addition,
the site had to be better connected to the city. The Olympics became an urgent incentive to extend and widen the Boomsesteenweg but also to construct the so-called VII
Olympiadelaan – both important branches of the SCAA’s metropolitan grid.
“The new avenue in question,” De Heem confirmed, “is the direct access to the
Olympic stadium; it will be the most important road leading all traffic to the sports
fields.”190 “I thought it would be useful,” he continued, “to seize this occasion as an
opportunity to reconsider the development of the entire district.”191 After De Heem
had drafted some possible layouts, Schobbens insisted that “the submitted plan be
ratified as soon as possible, in view of the Olympics.”192 Using the Olympic Games
to promote urban planning is part of a long tradition, similar to the use of world exhibitions (FIG.X).193 In addition to the Olympic Stadium, a new outdoor swimming
187 See Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: De herboren spelen. Brussels: Belgisch
Olympisch en Interfederaal Comité, 1995.
188 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: pp. 10-13.
189 Letter from VII Olympic Comittee to Engineer Verhoustraete, june 10, 1919. Retrieved from the provincial archives of Antwerp, Antwerp, as part of file 506/108(28).
190 SCAA, subcommittee 19. Création d’une avenue au Kiel, sur le territoire de la ville d’Anvers (terrains Van
Tichelen et consorts) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 January 1920.
191 Ibid.
192 Ibid.
193 Chalkley, Brian, and Stephen Essex. “Urban Development through Hosting International Events: A
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Figure 3.21
Exploratory study from 1924 by August Mennes to upgrade the Hoogboomse Steenweg running
up to the Polo field to a modern road. The development of a one-mile grid called for the continual
investigation of alternatives and unexpected possibilities. The grid appeared where opportunities
presented themselves.
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Figure 3.22
Letter from the 1920 Olympic committee addressed
to SCAA-engineer Verhoestraeten asking for
help to make the various sports stadiums more
accessible with ‘impeccable infrastructures’. Once
again, the short lines between different actors
manifested themselves in concrete cooperation. In
this sense, the Olympic Games were no exception:
they confirmed a common way of working in an
exceptional case.

Figure 3.23
Map by August Mennes from 1919 indicating the new VII Olympiade avenue unlocking the stadium of the Beerschot Athletic Club which functioned as the Olympics’ epicentre. A majestic
entrance gate gave the stadium and tennis club a face from the metropolitan grid.
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Stadsarchief Antwerpen: digitale kopie

Figure 3.24
A 1919 map showing the iconic new swimming pool that was built in the former fortification belt
along the new Jan Van Rijswijcklaan. It became an easily accessible and popular spot for many
Antwerp citizens after the 1920 Olympics - even if the water was freezing cold and one occasionally swam among rats.
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pool was built as well. Here, too, the SCAA was involved in the search for a suitable
location. In the end it was decided to build an outdoor swimming pool in the canals
of the Brialmont bulwark, on a site that was easily accessible by the brand new Jan
Van Rijswijcklaan, and in reach of water supply lines.194 (Fig. 3.24)
Although the games were not an overwhelming success in terms of public
interest, they are alleged to have played a significant role in the democratisation of
sports in and around Antwerp.195 The new swimming pool and the Olympic stadium
became mythical places hosting sports events that triggered the public imagination.
These infrastructures strongly supported the popularisation of sports such as athletics,
football and swimming.196 Several sources, such as Charlier’s reading of the SCAA’s
work, confirm that the BAC stadium “played a significant role in the development of
the Kiel district.”197 In the post-war period, there was “a growing interest among the
popular masses in sports in all its forms”198 attracting “large crowds (…) to the sports
competitions, which provoked the emergence of commercial shops and groceries.”199
That, in turn, caused newcomers to “gradually settle in the area, finding on the spot
all they needed for their daily needs.”200 Sports in general, the conclusion sounded,
definitely “contributed to the development of Antwerp.”201 The SCAA did its bit by
anchoring this modern sports temple within the agglomeration’s metropolitan road
network guaranteeing easy access - an achievement Antwerp’s urbanising society
would gratefully take advantage of after 1920.
Above all, the BAC Olympic Stadium gave a new impetus to the Beerschot football team. To the surrounding neighbourhoods’ workers’ great delight, they became
national champions several times.202 That was a thorn in the side of the rivalling
Antwerp Football Club, the oldest club in town now lagging behind in terms of
infrastructure. The club had started on the Wilryckse Pleinen and had eventually ended
up on a terrain along the Broodstraat, again in the neighbourhood Kiel. Antwerp
had a comfortable accommodation there, which nevertheless paled at the Olympic

History of the Olympic Games.” Planning Perspectives 14, no. 4 (1999): pp. 369-394.
194 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Choix d’un emplacement pour un bassin de natation, sur le territoire de la commune
de Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 October 1919.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Construction d’un bassin de natation à Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22
October 1919.
195 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: pp. 72-77.
196 RBAC. Livre d’or.
197 Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers aux XIXe & XXe siècles. Brussels: Université libre
de Bruxelles, 1945: p. 56.
198 Ibid.
199 Ibid.
200 Ibid.
201 Ibid.
202 den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t stad.
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stadium of the great rival Beerschot FC, only a few hundred meters further.203 Faced
with declining visitors numbers throughout the 1920’s, the club started looking for
a new location.204 Originally, the Antwerp F.C. wanted to stay within the territorial
boundaries of the city of Antwerp, preferably in the same working-class district of
Kiel. However, soaring land values soon made the club look for other possibilities.205
Antwerp F.C. grew interested in establishing itself in the Rivierenhof, which had just
been purchased by the province and was bound to become a new centrality in the
agglomeration.206 Moreover, many smaller clubs had been founded in the outskirts
of Antwerp, some of which effectively got a place in the park. Usually, however, these
clubs didn’t ask for much more than a meadow, with a strict minimum of infrastructures. With a growing club like Antwerp F.C., the situation was different, and the
province refused the large private club access to its new park.207
A few months later, however, the club had the opportunity of buying 30ha of
land right next to the Rivierenhof, near the pleasure garden Boschuil in Deurne. Given
the still rural context, land was relatively cheap there. Because the club was not
allowed to be involved in commercial developments, it eventually decided to buy only
8ha out of these 30ha. It was on these 8ha that architect Gerard Deridder, brother of
the club’s manager, was asked to design and build a sports cluster. Out of nowhere, a
brand new stadium, practice fields, tennis and hockey facilities emerged in between
the rural fields - an enwalled sports enclave against a rural background. (Fig. 3.25)
Soon after this tour de force the Antwerp F.C., which had Count Henri de
Baillet Latour among its honorary members,208 approached the SCAA in January
1923, asking to provide the stadium with better access roads.209 Above all, the SCAA
saw this as an opportunity to breathe new life into its existing ideas of developing
new arteries for the agglomeration.210 The committee was willing to cooperate on the
condition that the club would come up with a general development plan for the entire
area. They sent the club back empty-handed, asking them to work on a broader plan.
It was Gerard De Ridder, the architect who had designed the stadium, who took the
lead in designing this overall development plan. De Ridder had become a shareholder
203 Willocx, Dirk, Walter Voet, Rik Schepers and Michel Schepers. 125 jaar Royal Antwerp F.C, 1880-2005.
Antwerp: Book & Media Publishing, 2005: p. 26.
204 Ibid.
205 Royal Antwerp Football Club. Royal Antwerp Football Club, 1880-1955: Guldenboek. Borgerhout: De
Rooster, 1955: p. 60.
Verdijck Alfred, Eugeen Nuyts. RAFC, 1880-1930: Gedenkboek uitgegeven ter gelegenheid van het vijftigjarig bestaan van Royal Antwerp Football Club. Antwerp: RAFC, 1930: p. 120.
206 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof: p. 153.
207 Ibid. pp. 153-154.
208 s.n. RAFC, 1880-1930: p. 70.
209 SCAA, subcommittee 24. 1° Aménagement de la propriété «Ter Rivieren Uitbreiding», à Deurne; 2°) Ring
circulaire, sur le territoire de Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 31 January 1923.
210 Ibid.
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Figure 3.25
Map by August Mennes from 1934 showing the urban
embedding of the stadium of Antwerp F.C. New neighbourhoods, parks and docks become the new context of
a stadium that was first built amidst the fields. Urbanisation as it has been going on for centuries: the growth of
new urban fabric around primary urban facts.
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in the N.V. Ter Rivieren, a real estate company that had bought the remaining 22ha
of land that had originally been on sale.211 His proposal, which incorporated the
SCAA’s demand for new large roads, was approved by the committee in the course
of 1926. The stadium was opened up by the radial arteries Bisschoppenhoflaan and Ter
Heydelaan, as well as by the intermediary circular road. De Ridder’s proposal was later
incorporated in the successive municipal development plans that Mennes started
drawing for Deurne. Just as with the BAC stadium, the Antwerp FC stadium not only
gave a new impetus to the Antwerp Football, Tennis, Hockey and Athletics Clubs,
but to the development of the entire Venneborg neighbourhood in the northern part of
Deurne as well.212
In the slipstream of the pioneering clubs Royal Beerschot AC and Antwerp FC,
yet another important sports club would rise in the agglomeration. Originally founded as an athletics and wrestling club in 1906, Berchem Sport soon included a football
team from 1908 onwards. Between 1912 and 1927, the club was able to rent a meadow from the state along the main road Grote Steenweg. With the growth of the club
over the years, some initial investments were made to install some grandstands along
the pitch. To its despair, the club was told it could no longer dispose of these state
grounds in the course of 1927. In their search for new land, the club approached the
aristocratic landowner Nottebohm, who disposed of substantial estates a little further
along the Antwerp-Brussels state highway.213
Nottebohm, however, had already founded the Compagnie Immobilière et
Financière, a real estate initiative by the noble families and landowners Nottebohm &
de Roest d’Alkemade. In 1926 already, they had proposed a joint development scheme
for their Berchem-based estates Fruithof and Pulhof. The SCAA, with Schobbens in
the lead had strongly opposed and refuted these plans. Schobbens felt that the high
density development plans “did not serve the public interest sufficiently.”214 He feared
that the “planned exploitation [was] too intensive” and he was “concerned about the
lost possibilities of providing some open space in this neighbourhood.”215 Schobbens
was supported by Berchem mayor Garitte, who stressed the municipality’s great need
of open space and demanded that 3 to 4 hectares of both the Fruithof and Pulhof
211 SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Ouverture de rues derrière les plains d’aviation. - 2°) Accès au stade du Boschuil
- 3°) Plan général d’aménagement de la commune [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 May 1926.
212 Ibid.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Openen van straten te Deurne, rond het Antwerp stadion [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 28 January 1935.
Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers: p. 71.
Royal Antwerp Football Club. RAFC, 1880-1955.
213 Royal Berchem Sport. Royal Berchem Sport’s gedenkboek: 1906-1931. Berchem: Lamoen, 1931: p. 126.
214 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de
Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8 July 1927.
215 Ibid.
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estates be safeguarded. “These two open fields joined together would constitute a
very beautiful reserve of fresh air for the municipality,”216 he concluded. The SCAA
confirmed this view and proposed a scheme that aimed to safeguard some 7ha of
public park.217 But the SCAA also expressed its disappointment that Berchem didn’t
have a general plan yet for the development of its territory extra muros, and it urged
the municipality to get started.
In the meantime, Berchem Sport had learned that Nottebohm wasn’t willing to
sell them any land.218 The prospect of losing 3 to 4 ha of land may have made him
decide to just wait and see. In turn, the club started looking at terrains in Wilryck,
but most members couldn’t very well cope with the idea of leaving the municipality
of Berchem. In January 1928, a number of politically networked club members asked
the municipality for advice. The municipality had taken the SCAA’s advice seriously
and had developed a general plan for the entire area. This new plan opened up new
possibilities for Berchem Sport. A newly projected avenue along the railway AntwerpBrussels opened up hitherto inaccessible land. It put the club into the position of
buying a plot of land of the family Neefs along the railway track. A piece of land that
would soon be very well connected with Berchem’s railway station. Moreover, a new
road called Berchem Stadium Ave, would directly connect the sports club new home
base to the state road Antwerp-Brussels. (Fig. 3.26) The stadium was designed and
built under the auspices of architect Egide Van der Paal, again a relative of one of the
club’s founding members.219 It was inaugurated on August 25, 1929, with a festive
match against Dutch superpower PSV Eindhoven.220 Moreover, the stadium disposed
of an athletics track around the football field and some adjacent tennis facilities, enabling the club to diversify and expand its membership.221
But it didn’t stop there. Throughout the late 1920’s and 1930’s, engineer Mennes
would stubbornly continue to draw development plans including 7ha of public
park on Nottebohm’s and de Roest d’Alkemade’s properties.222 His repeated efforts
would not yield a final agreement before WWII, but they ended up paying off after
the war. Only after the aristocratic landowners had sold their estates to a project
developer in 1956, a deal was reached with the municipality of Berchem whereby
3,5 ha of land were freely donated to the municipality of Berchem in order to build
a municipal sports centre.223 Het Rooi, as the municipal sports park is known today,
216 Gustaaf Garitte as quoted in ibid.
217 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Berchem (propriétés Nottebohm et De
Roest) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 November 1927.
218 Royal Berchem Sport. Royal Berchem Sport: p. 126.
219 Ibid. p. 130.
220 Ibid. p. 137.
221 Ibid. pp. 147-170
222 Götzfried, Gunther H. Fruithoflaan: Een monument. Antwerp: Soethoudt, 1980: p. 102.
223 Ibid.
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Figure 3.26
Unlike the stadium of Antwerp F.C., a general development scheme had to be made before the
Berchem stadium could be built. Around 1928-1929, the SCAA encouraged the municipality of
Berchem to make general urban development plans that offered the sports club hitherto unexpected opportunities. Urbanisation that ‘serves’ local initiative.

Figure 3.27
The SCAA's relentless dedication also bore fruit
after WWII, when the stadium of Berchem F.C. was
incorporated into a large public sports park Het Rooi,
a park area of about 7 hectares, which the SCAA
managed to keep free from development. Het Rooi
developed into one of the largest sports centres in
the agglomeration.
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Figure 3.28
New roads built by the SCAA soon became the
setting for cycling races. Almost all municipalities
organised their own grand prix, like here in Brasschaet in the early 1930s. In other words, the SCAA's
work was ‘serving’ upcoming social phenomena and
social events.

added some additional ha to Royal Berchem Sports’ football stadium, incorporating it
within an unadulterated public sports complex. (Fig. 3.27) Moreover, the new sports
park was well connected by the Fruithoflaan, a part of the SCAA’s intermediate ring
on Berchem’s territory, advocated by the SCAA and its prominent engineer August
Mennes. The SCAA, in short, had nurtured the conditions in which a public sports
park was able to emerge, even after the committee itself had ceased to exist.

New metropolitan programs: a sports dome and aviation
plains
In addition to these typically British sports, other disciplines had a breakthrough
at the beginning of the twentieth century as well. Cycling, for example, became one
of the most popular sports in and around Antwerp. By the end of the nineteenth
century several cycling clubs had been founded, such as the Antwerp Bicycle Club,
Anvers Cycliste, Anvers Vélo, each publishing their own club magazines. A cycling club
demanded little infrastructure, which explains the rapid rise and popular character
of the sport. In 1883 already, the Antwerp Bicycle club had organised its first race, in
between the Kasteelpleinstraat and the Brederodestraat, right in the heart of the historic city.224 However, with the general improvement of the road network outside the
historic centre, cycling soon conquered the entire agglomeration. This correlation between the growth of cycling and urbanisation is nicely illustrated by all the races that
224 den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad: p. 199.
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Figure 3.29
Maps by August Mennes from the early 1920’s show the velodromes of Deurne (upper), Elsdonck
Wilryck (middle) and Sint-Mariaburg (lower). Living around a velodrome appealed to the imagination and velodromes were eagerly used as incubators of urbanisation.
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were organised to inaugurate large new avenues – avenues that were often planned
and built under the SCAA’s auspices (see Chapter 6). By the mid 1930’s, “nearly every
municipality in the agglomeration organised its own cycling race.”225 (Fig. 3.28)
Yet these bicycle races weren’t limited to the road alone. In 1894 already, a
velodrome had been built in the neighbourhood Zurenborg, just within the city walls,
which was meant to promote the neighbourhood’s popularity and further development.226 Thousands of spectators had already attended many exciting races here before
the iconic velodrome had to make way for the further development of the neighbourhood in 1910.227 It was moved a little further, to the neighbourhood Gitschotel,
just outside the city walls in Berchem where it re-opened in 1911. Meanwhile several
development companies seem to have understood the potential of these velodromes to
speed up neighbourhood development, and they built velodromes in Wilryck (19141924), Sint-Mariaburg (1923-1926) and Deurne (1931-1937). (Fig. 3.29) Succeeding
each other, these tracks attracted exuberant crowds on Sunday afternoons to encourage their local heroes to different corners of the agglomeration.228 The Velodrome
in Wilryck became the official scene for the Olympic track numbers in 1920. Even
though these velodromes were popular, they didn’t last long. Exposed to bad weather
conditions they were difficult to maintain, and in general they made way for urban
development within a few years after they had opened.
In the early 1930’s, however, a haughty project came about that would prove to
be of a much more permanent nature. It was at that time that “two sports friends (…)
took up a project that many had dreamed of for more than a quarter of a century, but
no one had dared to start with.”229 Mr. Van Gastel and Mr. De Winter decided to
build a covered cycling track, a ‘Sports Palace’ as it was soon called. It found its place
on the border between Merxem and Deurne. The Sports Palace was conceived as a gigantic circus tent, a space of 132 by 88 meters without any intermediate columns and
became the home of the largest covered cycling track in Europe at that time. It was
proudly referred to as Antwerp’s very own “Madison Square Garden.”230 (Fig. 3.30)
In order to determine the best possible location of this new temple, the SCAA
planned a special meeting with the initiators. It was engineer August Mennes himself
who had drawn some options on behalf of the Sports Palace’s instigators, in order to
225 “125 jaar sport in vogelvlucht,” Gazet Van Antwerpen, 7 November 2016.
226 Moeyaert, Bert. Van wielerbaan tot ... “Velo-droom”: De geschiedenis van het baanwielrennen in België van
1890 tot 2003 [unpublished master’s dissertation]. Leuven: KU Leuven, 2003.
227 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Ouverture de Rues à Berchem, à travers du vélodrôme de Zurenborg [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 9 May 1908.
228 Ibid.
229 De Winter, Louis, and Rik Hodister. 25 jaar Sportpaleis: Gedenkboek uitgegeven ter gelegenheid van het
vijfentwintigjarig bestaan van Sportpaleis Antwerpen. Antwerp: Excelsior, 1958: p. 21.
230 Ibid.
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discuss the building’s optimal accessibility. The SCAA opted in favour of a scheme
that provided a triangular square in front of the new sports temple, and that made the
most natural and logical connection with the viaduct crossing the Albert Canal. 231
The sports palace thus got its address along the agglomeration’s network of Grandes
Routes. Clerk Joseph Schobbens was officially invited to attend the building’s solemn
inauguration on Sunday October 1, 1933.232 I like to picture him nodding approvingly
when in the opening speech, it was stated that the new building was to become a true
“sports temple” for “greater Antwerp.”233 Apart from cycling races, the Sports Palace
also hosted boxing, wrestling and catch events.234 It soon grew into a mythical place
- a hotspot of popular culture that became a true incubator for the urbanisation of
the surrounding neighbourhood Lackbors, which was described as a “real creation of
sport.”235
It was one of Antwerp’s very first cycling heroes who would give public renown
to yet another new sport in the agglomeration. After a number of famous victories
on his bike and motorcycle, the Antwerp working class hero Jan Olieslagers, a.k.a.
the Antwerp Devil, went in search of even bigger speed kicks.236 In 1909, a few weeks
after his friend Blériot had conquered the Canal by plane for the first time, he became
one of the founders of the Aéro Club d’Anvers, which was founded on the occasion of
the Antwerp flying week that was held on the Wilryckse Pleinen in that same year.237
Until the early 1920’s these fields remained the ultimate meeting point for Antwerp’s
flying enthusiasts. When there was talk of developing the Wilryckse Pleinen into an urban district, Olieslaegers and a number of associates managed to convince the central
government to convert a piece of land a little further down the road in Deurne into
an official airport.238 It was officially opened on May 25, 1923. (Fig. 3.31) Later that
same year, the well-known aircraft manufacturer and flying school Stampe en Vertongen
231 SCAA, subcommittee 25. Oprichting van het Sportpaleis aan de Schijnpoort [minutes of SCAA meeting].
3 March 1932.
232 De Winter, Louis, and Rik Hodister. 25 jaar Sportpaleis: p. 37.
233 Ibid. p. 43.
234 Ibid. p. 24.
235 Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers: p. 71.
see also SCAA, subcommittee 21. Projet d’aménagement de la propriété della Faille à Deurne (Lackborshof )
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 May 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. Aménagement de la propriété du «Lackbors» à Deurne-Nord [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 25 October 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. Aménagement du quartier “Lackbors” à Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25
May 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Opening van de Meeuwenhoflei, ter streke Lackbors te Deurne [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 11 February 1392.
236 den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t stad.
237 See s.n. Semaine d’aviation d’Anvers / Vliegweek van Antwerpen: 23 oct. – 2 nov. 1909. Antwerp: Van Os –
De Wolf, 1909.
238 s.n. De luchtaven van Deurne: Een vergeten pionier / Deurne Airport: A Forgotten Pioneer. Brussels:
Departement Mobiliteit en Openbare Werken, 2008.
Ghoos, Jos D. 75 jaar Luchtvaart Antwerpen. Antwerp: De Vlijt, 1984.
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Figure 3.30
The iconic sports palace as a Velodrome 2.0. Built in 1933, the gigantic sports dome gave an
incredible impetus to the development of new branches of the metropolitan grid, as well as to
the rise of the Lackbors district in Deurne, which was described at the time as a 'true produce of
sports'. Collage of a 1938 on a 1929 map – both by August Mennes.
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Figure 3.31
Map by August Mennes
from 1923 showing the new
Diksmuidelaan artery running
through the municipality
of Berchem connecting the
new airfields in Deurne to
Antwerp-city. Inter-municipal
urbanisation indeed. Notice the
junction with the intermediary
circular road meshing the
airport within the metropolitan grid. The airport quickly
evolved from a playground
for amateur-aviators to a
fully-fledged airport, unlocked
by public tramlines.
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settled next to the new airport.239 Clearly, the start of the airport was situated in this
sports and adventurer’s milieu, which is also confirmed by the fact that the continued existence of the airport was long linked to the history of the Antwerp Aviation
Club, which Olieslagers founded in 1927.240 Apart from the Deurne airport, some
of the ACC’s members also started a small flying field in Capellen, on the domain
Wolvenbosch, in the mid 1930’s.
The Deurne airport would quickly evolve away from these amateur circles and
was soon expanded. Around 1925, the Ministry of Defence grew interested in the
airfield’s potential. In order to expand the airport, it had rerouted some roads and
a watercourse and set a zone non aedificandi of some 400m around the field.241 The
Ministry had failed to notify the municipality Deurne, which in turn complained to
the SCAA that this demarche seriously compromised the municipality’s development
potential. “The SCAA wasn’t consulted either,”242 Schobbens replied. “Certainly,” he
continued, “if our opinion had been asked, we would have discouraged the government from taking this location, which is not suitable for the purposes for which it
was chosen, in the middle of a built-up agglomeration.”243 Nevertheless, Schobbens
was realistic enough to realise that it was too late. “The only hope for the municipality
of Deurne,” he concluded, “is that in the not too distant future, this airfield will be
abandoned and moved elsewhere. This is very likely, and the municipality will then
get a new chance to develop this beautiful and strategic quarter.”244 It was with this
provisional attitude, which history has shown to be in vain, that the SCAA continued
planning new surrounding neighbourhoods that gradually built the airport into the
agglomeration’s urban fabric.245

Private capital stimulating public welfare?
The legacy of these sports initiatives is double. Of course, we shouldn’t be blind
to the fact that many of these initiatives were to a large extent driven by speculative
landed interests. Many of these sports facilities required new infrastructures, the social
cost of which were systematically externalised, but that also boosted the value of surrounding land. In many a case, this increase in value found its way back to the sports
239 Ibid.
240 Ibid.
241 SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Ouverture de rues à Deurne (demande Unitas Tuinwyk); 2°) Protestations de la
commune de Deurne au sujet de la plain d’aviation [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 10 June 1925.
242 Ibid.
243 Ibid.
244 Ibid.
245 SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Deurne : Plan d’une cité-jardin à créer derrière la Plaine de l’Aviation - 2°)
Tracé du boulevard circulaire (sur le territoire des communes de Deurne, Merxem et Schooten) - 3°) Diverses
affaires à Schooten [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 June 1927.
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initiators in one way or another. As we have seen, the families de Baillet Latour, De
Ridder, Grisar and Neefs all benefited from the construction of sports infrastructure
next to their landed property. The story of the BAC is exemplary. In the run-up to
the 1920 Olympics, the journal L’Anversois, published a remarkable article stating
that “the creation of the roads and the establishment of amenities such as gas, water
and electricity [would] lead to a steep rise in land values in the vicinity of the BAC”
246
and that “a surprising discovery could be made in looking for the names of these
landowners and then establishing a parallel with the list of the fervent partisans of
Beerschot.”247 The article concluded that the executive committee of the games consisted mainly of “keen financiers, not men active in sports.”248 Motives of private accumulation were always lurking around the corner.
But the interpretation of these sporting initiatives cannot stop there. They also
imbued the urbanisation process with real use values, both in terms of experiencing
and practising sports. Antwerp’s high society surely lived legendary moments at their
golf and polo clubs. Yet several authors have also stressed that the first decades of the
twentieth century lay at the roots of a certain democratisation of sports in and around
Antwerp.249 The first jubilee books of Royal Antwerp Football Club, Royal Beerschot
Athletic Club and Royal Berchem Sport that were published well before WWII all reveal
the steady rise of members in many sports disciplines that brought joy and meaning
to the lives of hundreds of active sportsmen, both professionals and amateurs from all
walks of life.
Symbolic of this far-reaching democratisation of sports is the workers’ Olympiad
that was organised in Antwerp in 1937, and that made use of the stadiums of
Beerschot and Antwerp next to the facilities of the Rivierenhof.250 Sports did not just
remain a male affair, and women too started to force their right to sports long before
they obtained the right to vote – also on the workers’ Olympiad in 1937.251 Moreover,
the popularisation of sports was reflected in the rise of popular magazines such as De
supporter (The Supporter), a joint magazine of the supporters clubs of R. Antwerp
F.C., Beerschot A.C. and Berchem sport, and the many cycling magazines. They all
246 Article in L’Anversois, 22/05/1919, as mentioned in:
Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: p. 66.
247 Ibid.
248 Ibid.
249 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920.
den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad.
250 Box, Erik. De derde Arbeidersolympiade in 1937 te Antwerpen. Leuven: SOCK KU Leuven, 1988.
251 In 1900, the Lustige Rijdsters, a cycling association for women had been established. In 1901, women
were allowed at the golf courses of the Antwerp Golf Club. Tennis had been practiced by women almost
from the start, for example at BAC.
Handball teams for women soon appeared as well.
See den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ’t stad: pp. 160, 166-167, 219-220,.
Verswijvelen, Christel. “Royal Antwerp Golf Club:” p. 11.
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reveal how these clubs stirred the emotions of thousands of supporters and how more
and more people actually started practising sports.252
Finally, many of these clubs gradually acquired a more extensive social role than
sports alone. These clubs organised downtown dance evenings, balls and festivities enlivened by music bands with such names as the Joyfull Jazz-Boys. The Polo and Golf
clubs frequently organised charity matinees supporting local initiatives. These sports
clubs, in sum, became a cornerstone of social urban life. The stadiums were used to
organise banner parties, singing sessions, ice skating spectacles, folk festivals and so
on. (Fig. 3.32) Moreover, the airport did not remain exclusively reserved for aviators,
but offered commercial flights from 1928 onwards.253
It is remarkable how many of these sports initiatives ended up in several of
the agglomeration’s outer municipalities such as Deurne, Wilryck, Capellen, Merxem,
Berchem and so on while bearing the name ‘Antwerp’ in their names. It testifies to the
fact that the idea of a larger Antwerp agglomeration was getting real significance.
The outer agglomeration became the destination par excellence for new urban dreams
and imaginations for which there was no place in the historical core. Initially seeking refuge on the grassy Wilryckse Pleinen, just outside the city walls, many sports
activities soon started to spread across the agglomeration. And as we have seen, the
urbanisation of sport, cannot be separated from the SCAA’s urbanisation efforts at the
beginning of the 20th century.
The SCAA’s project established the infrastructural context that allowed these
sports initiatives to conquer the outer agglomeration. Many of the clubs found a
place next to new major roads and, as we will see below, were quickly provided with
public transport. In retrospect, it is striking how evenly these sports facilities were
distributed across the agglomeration. Judging by the SCAA’s active role in choosing suitable locations for new swimming pools, this is probably no coincidence: the
committee tried to achieve an optimal distribution in the case of the swimming pools,
in an attempt to serve the widest possible audience across the entire agglomeration.254
Likewise, the sports clubs were spread across the agglomeration, which allowed the
SCAA to take advantage of these new facilities as incubators for the agglomeration’s
further urbanisation. Apparently, these sports clubs and stadiums were perceived as
positive externalities, bringing joy rather than nuisance to the new local residents. It
252 De supporter: Orgaan der supporters-clubs van R. Antwerp F.C.,- Beerschot A.C., Berchem sport was published by De Vos-Van Kleef in Antwerp.
253 s.n. De luchtaven van Deurne.
Ghoos, Jos D. 75 jaar Luchtvaart Antwerpen.
254 “De Heem estime qu’au point de vue de la situation, ce terrain convient très bien. Si outre, le bassin de natation
de la ville d’Anvers, au sud, de l’agglomération, on pouvait disposer du côté du polygone du Génie, d’un bassin
de Berchem et plus tard d’un bassin de Borgerhout, du côté de la porte du Schyn, la répartition serait très bonne.”
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Choix d’un emplacement pour un bassin de natation, sur le territoire de la commune
de Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 October 1919.
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Figure 3.32
The development of sports facilities that were served by
the SCAA’s urbanisation efforts were much more than just
physical infrastructures. They became containers of (new)
social activity. Whether it was matinées in the golf (upper)
and polo clubs (pictures from 1920's) or big popular
manifestations or workers' strikes in the sports palace
(1935) or all kinds of activities ranging from balls and proms
over workers’ Olympics and gymnastics parties to flag
celebrations in the football stadiums (1932, 1938): these
events all gave substance and meaning to everyday life in
the urbanising agglomeration.
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testifies to the SCAA’s ambitions to establish a certain urbanity in the agglomeration,
rather than turning it into a monofunctional bedroom community.

►

The urbanisation of amenities supporting everyday
life
Until now, this chapter focused on large functions such as public parks and
sports infrastructures that catered to the collective and social needs of the urbanising agglomeration. In a way, these spaces can all be regarded as ‘spaces of difference’,
‘heterotopia’s’ or ‘thirdspaces’, allowing people to escape from the repetition and routines of their daily lives. However, the SCAA also paid attention to providing more
basic collective consumption needs and smaller urban amenities supporting everyday
life. In this paragraph, the focus will be on the provision of essential services such as
squares and playgrounds, schools, police services, municipal administrations, hospitals, cemeteries, and so on. Although the hundreds of meeting reports revealed that
the implementation of these amenities may not have been among the SCAA’s core
tasks, a close reading nevertheless brought the committee’s decisive attitude at crucial
moments to light.

Squares as local civic centres or spaces to commune
We have already seen that the SCAA was eager to realise a significant number of
parks. Not every planning request, however, offered the opportunity nor required the
development of parks. Two quotes that can be found in the SCAA’s meeting minutes
(one in a very early meeting, and another in the very last) summarise the committee’s consistent vision very well. “If we don’t want to make a park, let’s at least make a
square!”255 member Van Kuyck suggested on the occasion of a 1909 planning request
in the north of the city. At the SCAA’s very last meeting in 1939, in turn, engineer De
Heem, made a reasoning that was emblematic of the committee’s approach towards
public space in development schemes: “a general width of 15 meters, as a uniform
width for all streets is too large. One can economise on land and road costs by reducing the width of these streets to 12 meters. In return, the building society could
build a square with abundant plantations. This will not cause them any losses, but the
municipality on the contrary will gain a lot, both in terms of aesthetics and use value.
The whole design needs to be re-examined from this perspective.”256 Throughout its
255 Frans Van Kuyck as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier St. Laurent, à Anvers
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 November 1909.
256 Paul De Heem as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 22. Hove - aanvraag tot het openen van straten in de

Chapter 3

entire existence, from the very first meeting to the very last, the SCAA advocated the
integration of a wide variety of public squares, even in the remotest of places.
The SCAA had two different, but complementary ambitions with these squares
and used two different types. A first type was imagined as “squares along more
important routes of passage and traffic, from which as many people as possible could
benefit.”257 These squares generally had “considerable dimensions and were destined to
become new civic centres for the municipalities.”258 Squares, in other words, that had
the potential “to serve as market squares and to harbour public gatherings.”259 In this
category we find new municipal squares, traffic squares at the intersection of major
arteries, church squares, station squares and even oversized roundabouts that could be
used as market squares throughout the entire agglomeration. (Fig. 3.33) The SCAA
did not have an explicit policy on the programming of these squares, but occasionally,
the meeting reports suggest they thought these squares were the ideal locations to
trigger the development of small shops that could meet every day needs.260 In that
way these squares were a source of liveability that had to guarantee continued accumulation in the long term. Or, as Mennes himself put it when presenting his general
development plan for the municipality of Borsbeeck: “Open spaces are provided in
different districts of the municipality and it are these spaces that can later be used,
catering to the needs of the moment (…) The future is therefore safeguarded in this
respect.”261
A second type of square worked on a different scale and met other needs. These
spaces were what the SCAA itself referred to as ‘internal squares’262 or “inner playgrounds”263, which were more modest in size and well hidden in the urban fabric.
These squares were more intimate, yet brought some airiness to the streetscape where
children could play and locals commune. This type of square was closely linked to residential development in general, but got a real boost with the development of garden

257
258

259
260
261
262
263

wijk gelegen tusschen de Kapelstraat, de Mortselschensteenweg en den spoorweg Antwerpen-Brussel [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 28 December 1939.
SCAA, subcommittee 13. Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie comprise sous Berchem. - Appropriation de la
propriété de MM. Librecht et consorts [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 March 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Bouchout - Plans d’alignement de
certaines rues à Bouchout [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4 July 1927. Mennes, on the construction of a new
square in Boechout.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Borsbeek [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 13 January 1927.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. 1) Mortsel: Bouwlijnplannen. 2) Kontich: Uitmonding van de Laan Berchem
Kontich [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 May 1932.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Borsbeek [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 13 January 1927.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier “De Groenenhoek” à Berchem (suite) [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 12 March 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Ouverture de rues à Berchem, au «Groenen Hoek» [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 3
May 1920.
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Figure 3.33
Maps by August Mennes of Deurne (1933), Edeghem (1923) and Mortsel (1932) showing the
contours of large ‘external’ squares supporting the unfolding of urban life: the Wim Saerensplein,
Gemeenteplein Trooststraat and the Stadsplein Mortsel respectively. Especially after WWII, these
squares developed into new centralities in the agglomeration.
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Figure 3.34
Maps by August Mennes of Schooten (1923), Deurne (1923) and Merxem (1924) showing the contours of more intimate ‘internal’ squares supporting local communal life: the Schoten-Koningshof,
Bisthoveplein and Kroonplein respectively. These kinds of squares were promoted by the SCAA to
the farthest corners of the agglomeration and became a standard component of urbanisation – as
can also be inferred, for instance, from the development plans Mennes made for all the municipalities and that are all bulging with public spaces. (See Fig. 2.27)
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city neighbourhoods for workers. In 1911 already, engineer De Heem had drafted a
plan for more than 700 workers’ houses that had minimal private, but maximal collective gardens at the heart of the development.264 Later, Schobbens clarified that such
collective spaces were supposed to give the “workers’ children the opportunity to play
outside, together on a square, surrounded by trees and greenery.”265 Especially from
the 1920s onwards, such small squares were systematically provided for every garden
district throughout the entire agglomeration. From Hemixem in the south-west all the
way up to Schooten in the north-east, a wide variety of playgrounds was thus incorporated into the agglomeration’s urban fabric - little squares where children could play
mischief to their heart’s content. (Fig 3.34) To this day, these squares are home to a
wide variety of basketball courts, playgrounds and small sports facilities offering space
for everyday informal appropriation and communing. It is not so much the individual
quality of each and every square that is what matters most here, but the determination
and perseverance with which the SCAA turned such communal spaces into a standard component of everyday urbanisation - for more than thirty long years.

Small urban amenities and public services
Although the SCAA was not really mandated to pursue policies around urban programs, a number of positions, tactics and contributions can nevertheless be
extracted from its many reports. At a meeting in the fall of 1919, for example, De
Heem was enthusiastic about the set-up of a development plan “part of which would
be reserved for ordinary residential row houses with small shops while another part
would be appropriated as detached villas.”266 Such mixed urban development schemes
had become a strategy ever since the first development deal around the Brandt Park
had been closed in 1910. The villa development was approved on the condition that a
neighbourhood with a more urban profile would be created right next to it, with row
houses and daily amenities such as bakers, butchers and cafés. This strategy simply
ensured that also villa neighbourhoods could fall back on nearby amenities. Moreover,
the larger arteries of what we have termed the metropolitan grid were never far away.
There, taller and more urban buildings often harboured diverse urban facilities in their
plinths. (Fig. 3.35)
Sometimes the garden districts themselves were planned with corner buildings
264 SCAA, subcommittee 12. Prolongement de l’avenue Jan Van Ryswyck; appropriation des terrains compris
entre la plaine des manoeuvres et la route de Boom; appropriation du polder du Kiel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 August 1911.
265 Joseph Schobbens as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 22. Rooilijnplannen te Hove [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 7 February 1934.
266 Paul De Heem as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 27. Ouverture de rues à Eeckeren, aux environs de
l’église [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 December 1919.
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Figure 3.35
Daily facilities as a component of self-sustaining urbanisation: in plinths of large buildings waiting
for urban context or in corner buildings of small-scale developments. Along large avenues, commercial functions were established in the plinths, such as here Café Elsdonck on the Prins-Boudewijnlaan (1937). Many a garden suburb development had grocers in corner houses, such as here
in Luchtbal (ca. 1927).

that were specifically designed as bel-étage dwellings on top of a ground floor shop.
The Elsdonck garden city development was, for instance, a clear example of this kind.
(Fig 3.35) In most cases, however, the SCAA counted on large public spaces to attract
all kinds of small urban amenities. “In a villa neighbourhood, not many shopkeepers are likely to build their property,” Mennes said in the context of a development
scheme in Mortsel, before claiming that at least “one side of the nearby square should
thus be reserved for row-houses with shops.”267 It also helped, of course, that urbanisation in the agglomeration could lean on the many pre-existing historical nuclei.
Next to providing chances for commercial amenities, the SCAA fell back on the
provision of facilities in the religious sphere as new centralities for community building.268 It was very common to plan new districts around a new church, structuring the
agglomeration’s parish life. On a regular basis, the SCAA helped the municipalities to
look for new and suitable locations to build new and larger cemeteries. Great attention was paid to weaving these places into the municipalities’ street pattern. That was,
for instance the case in Hoboken, Deurne, Wyneghem, Mortsel, Schooten and Borsbeeck,
only to name a few.269
267 SCAA, subcommittee 22. 1) Mortsel: Bouwlijnplannen. 2) Kontich: Uitmonding van de Laan Berchem
Kontich [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 24 May 1932.
268 SCAA, subcommittee 22. Ouverture de rues à Edeghem (demande de la S.A. «Anvers-Edeghem-Extension»)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 October 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. Gordelonteigening met het oog op het aanleggen van een nieuwe wijk te Mortsel
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 May 1933.
269 SCAA, subcommittee 19. Ouverture de rues à Hoboken, autour du nouveau cimetière [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 8 June 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. Aménagement du Laekborshof à Deurne (Propriété della Faille) [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 25 July 1913.
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Nevertheless, the committee remained very conscious of the imbalance in the
level of public services between the historic city and the outer agglomeration. In
his report of 1937 on the large Belgian agglomeration, SCAA-president Holvoet
acknowledged that Antwerp’s fringe municipalities had remained dependent on
Antwerp’s emergency services, such as policing, firefighting and health care services.
Moreover, in a 1931 speech, City Secretary Geyselinck complained that ever more
children not living in Antwerp city nevertheless enjoyed their education in Antwerp
schools that were, after all, financed with Antwerp taxpayers’ money. “Antwerp therefore gives free education to about 5,000 children whose parents live in Borgerhout or
Berchem,”270 Geyselinck summarised. Put in more general terms, he stated that “the
municipal tax burden per head of dwelling was 412 francs in Antwerp, 200 francs in
Berchem and 135 francs in Borgerhout,”271 even though they all more or less enjoyed
similar services.
The SCAA certainly did not adopt a strongly coordinated policy in this respect.
That doesn’t mean that nothing happened either. In negotiations on planning neighbourhoods close to existing municipal centres, the provision of new schools was, at
times, discussed.272 School facilities became a recurring point of attention in discussing the municipal development plans drawn up by Mennes from the mid-1920s
onwards. Little by little, new schools emerged in municipalities such as Merxem,
Berchem, Deurne, Wilryck, Capellen and so on. A number of provincial schools were
also built in the new Rivierenhof and in the Nachtegaelenpark. Occasionally, the
committee also helped looking for easily accessible and strategic locations for new
police stations.273 Most remarkable, however, were the many municipal requests to
build hospitals. Care facilities easily found their way to the outer agglomeration.274

270
271
272
273
274

SCAA, subcommittee 25. Eigening van het nieuwe kwartier rond het Kerkhof te Schooten [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 25 November 1930.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Borsbeek - Aanleg van een nieuwe wijk; 2°) Deurne - A) aanleg van de
gronden tusschen de Turnhoutsche baan en de grensch van Schooten. B) Ringlaan. C) Steenweg naar Borsbeek;
3°) Schooten - Lijnrichtingsplans voor de Heikant - de Kuipersakker - en de Fluitbergstraten [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 23 June 1931.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Borsbeek - Lijnrichtingsplan van de Weverstraat en den steenweg naar Bouchout.
Deurne: a) opening van de Te Couwelaerlei. B) bouwlijnplan van de St-Rochtusstraat, enz. [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 26 May 1931.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Deurne: 1) opening van straten in de wijk Papenhof (aanvraag van de nv
Immobla); 2) opening van straten in de streek tusschen Palinckstraat en het kerkhof (bouwlijnplans voor de Ter
Heyde Laan, de Te Couwelaerlei, de August Petenlei, enz. [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 September 1937.
Gyselinck, Hippolyte. Le Grand Anvers: Conférence donnée au Cercle Royal Artistique d’Anvers le 28
novembre 1931. Antwerp: s.n., 1931: s.p.
Ibid.
SCAA, subcommittee 22. Ouverture de rues à Edeghem (demande de la S.A. «Anvers-Edeghem-Extension»)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 October 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Constructoin d’une caserne de gendarmerie, à Wilryck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 May 1922.
A good overview of the care facilities in the agglomeration at that time can be found in informative
books from the committee of public welfare in Antwerp, that were published in 1925, 1930 and 1935.
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Municipalities such as Wyneghem, Borgerhout, Mortsel, Wilryck and Merxem were all
asking for their own hospital.275 Eventually the insight grew that the increasing levels
of accessibility and connectivity in the agglomeration made that many hospitals redundant.276 In the end, only Wirlyck’s hospital Sint-Augustinus (1937-1938) was built,
for which the SCAA had the Oosterveldlaan constructed.277 Furthermore, the care
landscape was supplemented with a new sanatorium in Brasschaet at the end of the
1930s.278
In those places where the urbanisation process was already at a more advanced
stage, the SCAA took a more systematic approach to ensure that sufficient space was
safeguarded for collective consumption needs. In 1936, for example, and at a time
when Borgerhout was urbanising rapidly, engineer De Heem was very critical of a new
development proposal because it did not “in any way take into account what had been
discussed before for this area.” Engineer Mennes had drawn “a construction plan for
this district, including a small park, next to various public services, such as a hospital,
a fire station, a police station, a post office and all sorts of other public buildings to
be provided in this new quarter of Borgerhout.” 279 De Heem emphasised not to “lose
sight of the fact that the Gitschotel district in question was the only place left in the
municipality to erect public buildings!”280 Consistent with this rhetoric, several plans
appeared in which space was reserved for public buildings - often at prominent places
in the urban fabric (Fig. 3.36). Especially in places where urbanisation was intensifying, the SCAA urged to balance private growth and collective consumption needs.
Finally, space was also made available in the outer agglomeration for a number of
exceptional buildings and functions. Perhaps most appealing to the imagination was
the Hydraulic Engineering Lab that was implanted in Borgerhout at the end of the
1930’s. The water management of the entire agglomeration was studied there, which

275

276
277
278
279

280

See, for instance:
Stad Antwerpen. Liefdadig Antwerpen: repertorium van de werken en instellingen van openbare en private
liefdadigheid, volksgezondheid en sociale voorzorg van de Antwerpsche agglomeratie. Antwerp: Antwerpen
Commisie van openbaren onderstand, 1930 (1925; 1935).
SCAA, subcommittee 24. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Wyneghem (première partie) [minutes of SCAA meeting. 15 April 1926.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Wilryck - Wijziging van het Stratenplan voor het Oosterveld; Aanleg van het
kruispunt der “Zwaantjes” [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 December 1937.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Ouvertures de rues et aménagements à Merxem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6
November 1922.
May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: p. 54.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Wilryck - Wijziging van het Stratenplan voor het Oosterveld; Aanleg van het
kruispunt der “Zwaantjes” [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 December 1937.
Stad Antwerpen. Liefdadig Antwerpen.
Paul De Heem as quoted in SCAA, subcommittee 23. Oprichting van het definitief waterbouwkundig
laboratorium op de gronden van de voormalige krijgsslachterij, te Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6
June 1936.
Ibid.
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Figure 3.36
Map by Paul De Heem (ca. 1935) for the municipality of Borgerhout. Again, space was kept free
here and there for the construction of squares (white). Moreover, space was also reserved for the
construction of iconic public buildings (black), claiming prominent places in the urbanising fabric.
Existing development was also seamlessly incorporated into the plan.

as we have seen, had been part and parcel of the SCAA’s mission from the very start
(see Chapter 2). The lab needed sufficient space for large scale models, test basins and
so on. At first Schobbens doubted whether such a monolithic building had its place in
the urban fabric.281 De Heem, however, replied that the building should be conceived
as “an entire urban building block that is not a nuisance but just part of the beautification of the neighbourhood.”282 In the end, and after winning the advice of Henry Van
de Velde, some smartly chosen settings created the idea that the new lab, surrounded by trees, stood in a little park.283 From 1938 onwards the lab was built along the
Berchemlei, an avenue that had already been planned by the SCAA some years before.
(Fig. 3.37)
Buildings such as the Hydraulic Engineering Lab and the new hospital SintAugustinus provided the agglomeration with some employment and economic
activity of its own. Besides, the creation of jobs and industry was an explicit point
of attention in the dialogue between more industrial municipalities such as Merxem
and the SCAA.284 Schobbens, for instance, referred to the German principle of the
Staffelbauplan, to achieve a natural planning of residential and industrial
281 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Nieuw ontwerp tot het bouwen van het definitief waterbouwkundig laboratorium
op de gronden van de Brilschans te Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 21 August 1936.
282 Paul De Heem as quoted in Ibid.
283 SCAA, subcommittee 23. Uitvoeringsplan voor het Waterbouwkundig Laboratorium te Borgerhout [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 27 September 1937.
284 SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 10 July 1922.
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Figure 3.37
Large functions such as the Hydraulic Laboratories
(1938) in Borgerhout or the Sint-Augustinus Hospital
(1937) in Wilryck were incorporated in the urbanising fabric. Because of the setbacks, the lab creates
the impression of being in an urban garden –while
the hospital, which was built where subdivisions
were originally planned, provided for the creation
of new public spaces along the Oosterveldlaan.
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neighbourhoods and with a hybrid approach towards separating and mixing functions.285 As mentioned earlier, the SCAA also thought of implementing small
shunting yards along the planned ring railway in various municipalities (see Chapter
2). Eventually these were not built, but near the railways industrial companies like
Minerva and Agfa Gevaert were able to develop.286 The agglomeration was certainly
not urbanised in view of residential development alone.

Providing structural conditions for the emergence
of positive externality, social welfare, and continued
accumulation
Despite the SCAA’s efforts, it remained difficult to keep the provision for local
collective consumption in pace with private development. In other words, private
growth remained ahead of the level of collective provisions.287 In the committee’s
defence, however, it is useful here to invoke the intriguing reasoning by Belgian sociologist Jean Remy on the economic and social meaning of urbanisation in advanced
societies.288 Remy stated that ever since the industrial revolution, welfare had been
285 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc des Rossignols (derrière la Minerva)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 May 1922.
286 May, Laura. Suburban Place-Making: pp. 63-64.
287 In 1941, a series of articles “Greater Antwerp: Why?” in the journal Het Vlaamsche Land pleaded for an
administrative reform of all municipalities of the agglomeration into a Greater-Antwerp. The article emphasised the imbalance in facilities between the historic city and the outer agglomeration as a reason for
this merger. Despite the efforts of the SCAA, this imbalance apparently remained an issue before WWII.
288 “In pre-industrial cities, there was a great deal of awareness of the importance of collective aspects
of community. In these societies, increasing the common good may have been more important than
increasing individual wealth, because collective expressions were an important aspect of the satisfaction
that individuals derived from social life. Perhaps even these collective goods played a substitute role for
the insufficiency of individual goods. The beginning of the Industrial Revolution reversed this process
by emphasising the importance of the acquisition of goods accumulated by individuals. Welfare was
thought of primarily in terms of the multiplication of individually appropriable material goods. This
attitude had a series of beneficial effects and was both the cause and consequence of an increase in
productivity, which is the basis for a higher standard of living for all. While this idea may have produced
immense resources, the cities that have developed under this economic impulse are far inferior to those
of the Middle Ages. As Denbigh, an English analyst, put it: “Can Birmingham or Manchester be compared to Venice or Florence?” To explain the phenomenon, it is not enough to invoke the inadequacies
of economic mechanisms. If substitute mechanisms did not develop, it is probably because the structural
context did not make these collective urban benefits an important factor in the utilities to be created, the
absence of which would have been hard felt. But isn’t this a transitional phase, perhaps indispensable,
and aren’t we witnessing a new turnaround that would be a synthesis of the two previous movements:
redevelopment of collective goods, which are no longer substitutes for rare individual goods, but are a
condition for the valorisation of individually appropriable goods. Thus, the organisation of an adequate
urban network coupled with the internal organisation of the various agglomerations, with all the collective symbolism it implies, appears to be a condition that increases the possibilities of autonomous and
innovative reactions. In this way, various forms of diffuse community-type solidarity are redeveloped,
which are not opposed to the development of associative relations, but are, on the contrary, a condition
for them. This new development does not imply a regression to the pre-industrial stage and its authoritarian orientations, but it is a step forward in increasing freedom for all.”
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conceived primarily in terms of “materials goods that were individually appropriable”
as opposed to pre-industrial societies in which welfare was much more thought of in
terms of “the common good.” According to Remy this transition explained the relative “poverty of urban achievements born of the industrial revolution.”289 At first sight,
Remy’s analysis, reads as a Belgian version of the Growth Machine and Planned
Sprawl rhetoric. But he took his reasoning a step further.
Remy saw chances in the private accumulation patterns of urbanisation for the
“redevelopment of collective goods” which no longer had to be thought of as “substitutes for rare individual goods, but that were a valorisation of the accumulation
of individually appropriated goods.” In that sense, Remy concluded that these new
collective goods did not “imply a regression to the pre-industrial stage and its authoritarian orientations” but held the promise of engendering “a step forward in increasing
freedom for all.” Remy referred to these new collective goods as “positive externalities”
or as “urban surplus values.” Supplementary treats of urbanisation, if you will, that can
only arise outside the economic logic of the singular enterprise, and that engender “a
condition that increases the possibilities of autonomous and creative responses,” or an
urban ecology of choice. Arguably, what we are reading here is a highly original (and
in fact pioneering) Belgian version of Masotti’s ideas on urbanising the suburbs or
Lefebvre’s idea of the right to the city. But it is just as much a milder interpretation of
the shifting meaning of the urbanisation process: from a process in which private accumulation was structured around pre-existing and highly symbolic collective goods,
into a process in which new sorts of collective goods only emerge afterwards, as positive externalities enabled by private accumulation. In this reading, increased individual
welfare creates extended and liberating chances for collective welfare.290
This makes sense, provided that the socio-spatial conditions within which these
positive externalities can emerge are thoughtfully constructed. In this light, it is
revealing that many of the collective facilities that were built in the post-war period
in the Antwerp agglomeration made grateful use of the collective spatial structures
that the SCAA was able to establish and safeguard long before. New hospitals and
sports facilities clung to the metropolitan grid, small shops and pubs continued to
settle around the SCAA’s squares and many of the safeguarded estates as public parks
became the home of music schools, theatre schools, public administrations, circles
for local history and local amateur associations.291 In a way, the SCAA provided the
Remy, Jean. “A la recherche d’une signification économique et sociale du développement urbain actuel.”
Synthèses, no. 263/264 (1968): pp. 35-44, pp. 43-44.
289 Ibid.
290 Ibid.
Secchi provides a very similar interpretation in Secchi, Bernardo. “Ville, Individu, Société,” in La ville du
vingtième siècle, pp. 123-150. Paris: Editions Recherches, 2009.
291 Pas, Herman and Hugo Janssen. Repertorium van voorzieningen voor kinderen en jongeren in de provincie
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structural spatial preconditions in which these positive externalities were able to
emerge in a meaningful way long after it had ceased to exist in 1939. In that sense,
it did practise a generative kind of urbanisation, that long ensured conditions for
continued accumulation. In the context of the Antwerp Agglomeration, infrastructures on which the welfare state was built in the post-war era go back, at least, to the
early twentieth century. And as we have seen these preliminary infrastructures were,
to some extent, financed by private capital.

►

The urbanisation of public transport: Vicinal Railways
and Urban Tramways
To conclude this chapter, we will have a quick look into the SCAA’s efforts in
providing what is rightfully considered as one of the most important and symbolic
layers of collective consumption needs in urbanising societies: public transport. In the
Belgian context, and most certainly in historic urban research, public transport has
often been identified with the emergence of railways, and vicinal railways in particular, which ensured the accessibility of almost the entire Belgian territory. The diagrams
of Mahaim or Seebohm-Rowntree, depicting extremely long commutes from Ostend
to Liège all across the nation are etched in the memory of many a researcher.292 The
concept of public transport is therefore strongly linked to the emergence of a diffuse
and sprawling urban realm that has deep historical roots in the Belgian context.293
This paragraph, on the contrary, looks more closely at how the SCAA tried to
use the development of public transport to reinforce processes of urban agglomeration. At first, the committee partly settled its hope into the national railway company.
In a 1908 meeting, Schobbens asked the national railway administration whether “the
Antwerpen. Antwerp: Bond van Grote en Jonge Gezinnen, 1977.
292 Seebohm Rowntree, Benjamin. Land and Labour: Lessons from Belgium. London: Macmillan and Co,
1910.
Uyttenhove, Pieter. “Een gedecentraliseerde nederzettingsstructuur: Het netwerk van de buurtspoorwegen in de tweede helft van de negentiende eeuw,” in Stadland België: Hoofdstukken uit de geschiedenis van
de stedenbouw, pp. 45-59. Ghent: A&S, 2011.
Bruggeman, Dieter. Urban Questions in the Countryside: Urbanisation and the Collective Consumption of
Electricity in Belgium, 1900-1940 [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2019:
pp. 21-40.
293 Grosjean, Bénédicte. Urbanisation sans urbanisme.
De Meulder, Bruno, Jan Schreurs, Annabel Cock, and Bruno Notteboom. “Sleutelen aan het Belgische
stadslandschap / Patching up the Belgian Urban Landscape.” OASE 19, no. 52 (1999): pp. 78-113.
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De Meulder, Bruno, and Michiel Dehaene. Atlas zuidelijk West-Vlaanderen: Fascikel 0 & 1. Kortrijk:
Anno ‘02, 2002.
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new ring railway could also be used for passenger transport.”294 The NMBS’s answer,
in the words of engineer Van Bogaert, left little to the imagination: “The state railway
company does not economically provide short distance transport, yet I am convinced
that the Ministry will not oppose itself to the establishment of long distance electric
trams and vicinal railways for metropolitan communications.”295 It was clear that in
order to develop a well-functioning public transport network for the agglomeration,
the SCAA had to turn to other companies than the NMBS. In this paragraph, we
first look at how the SCAA engaged in negotiations with the many vicinal railway
companies around Antwerp in an attempt to make them function in a more urban
way. Secondly, it examines how the SCAA managed to have an impact on the way
in which Antwerp’s local tram company CGTA (Compagnie Générale des Tramways
d’Anvers) gradually expanded its activities into the larger urban agglomeration. These
attempts took shape mainly from 1924 onwards, when a number of successive SCAA
meetings specifically addressed the development of a public transport network at the
scale of the entire agglomeration.296

Vicinal Railways penetrating the historic city
Coordinating the operation of the many vicinal railways in the Antwerp
Agglomeration was anything but an easy task. The problem was that all of the lines
that had been built under the reign of the National Company for Vicinal Railways
(NMVB) since 1885, were exploited by a handful of different companies. The somewhat haphazard construction and expansion of the vicinal rail network was the expression of the historical legacy of companies such as De Antwerpse Maatschappij voor
den Dienst van Buurtspoorwegen (1885); S.A. Tramway d’Anvers (1886); De Kempische
Stoomtram Maatschappij (1890); and the company Vicinaux et Tramways (1908).297 In
general, these companies only defended the interests of their own lines and trajectories. Because of their different ambitions and interests, it was not so easy to persuade
these companies to align their modes of operation. It might explain why the SCAA
never really engaged in intensive discussions with these companies, in view of optimising the overall network. These companies were only sporadically addressed, for
example when their vicinal railways had to be integrated into widened road profiles.
294 SCAA, subcommittee 2. Projet de nouveaux chemins de fer et modifications aux emplacements existants
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 16 November 1908.
295 Ibid.
296 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la banlieue [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 31 January 1924.
SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways dans la ville d’Anvers et sa banlieue [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 14 February 1924.
SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des tramways [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 March 1924.
297 For a detailed analysis, see: Neyens, Jos. De buurtspoorwegen in de Provincie Antwerpen, 1885-1968. Lier:
Van In, 1969.
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And sometimes, a new stop was negotiated. That was, for instance the case with the
new stop in Capellen-Bosch right next to the RAGC’s 18-hole course that the “golfers
and their relations managed to get implemented.” 298
The SCAA’s most important contribution towards a more urban exploitation
of the vicinal railways was probably made at one of the general meetings that the
committee organised in the course of 1924. Until then, the vicinal railway lines had all
stopped at the city walls. But from 1924 onwards, the NMVB, started to express its
wish to penetrate the vicinal railways coming from Brasschaet and from Wommelghem/
Wyneghem into the historical city. That was, however, not to the liking of the urban
tramway company CGTA. “There is no reason why the vicinal services should claim
part of the urban traffic,” CGTA-president Delmez objected, clearly fearing the
NMBV’s competition. Delmez launched a counterproposal that tried to keep the
vicinal railways out of the urban core. Instead of extending the vicinal railways into
the city, he suggested to develop better interchanges on the outskirts of the city. This
could easily be done, according to Delmez, at the Ouden Bareel in the north, or at the
Turnhoutsepoort in the south, where most of all travellers coming to Antwerp would
be able to switch from one system to the other.
Schobbens, however, resolutely brushed this proposal aside. “We do not wish to
interfere in a debate that is mainly a private issue,” he started his reply on behalf of
the SCAA. “However,” he continued, “this debate has become our concern, simply
because our citizens are eagerly awaiting improvements that corporate rivalry systematically prevents from being achieved. Mr. Delmez is, for example, mistaken in
claiming that the possibility to switch from one network to another is sufficient for
travellers willing to make a long journey. It would, on the contrary, be in the public
interest to provide such long journeys directly and in A straight way to the city centre.
That is especially true for travellers coming from the north who have to change lines
at the Ouden Bareel and the Turnhoutsepoort. Because of overcrowding, they often have
to wait a long time on their turn to get into an urban tram. Moreover, Mr Delmez is
also mistaken in claiming a kind of monopoly for his urban tram company that no
single law grants him.”299
Clearly, Schobbens placed the public use-value of the urban dwellers above the
mercantile logic of a private company. Finally, NMVB-engineer Belpaire added that
the vicinal railway company did “not wish to extend their lines with the purpose
of tapping into the CGTA’s urban clientele,” and that they were “in fact (…) only

298 Lagers, JH. Royal Antwerp Golf Club: p. 21.
299 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways dans la ville d’Anvers et sa banlieue [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 14 February 1924.
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interested in that clientele to a mediocre degree.”300 On the SCAA’s recommendation and initiative, the two companies met with the relevant ministries in order to
reach an agreement. These negotiations proceeded with great difficulty and it was not
until 1937 before an agreement was finally reached. It was agreed that the National
Society of Vicinal Railways, which by that time was exploiting all its lines itself, could
enter the city with three of its lines - provided that it did not organise explicit urban
services.301 In this way, both companies realised what had in essence already been on
the table in an SCAA-meeting more than 10 years earlier. (Fig. 3.38) Historians of
the Antwerp railway works generally agree that “the penetration of the vicinal railway
lines into the centre of Antwerp undeniably meant a considerable improvement,
first and foremost for the hundreds and hundreds of workers and employees on their
daily commutes to the harbour.”302 Of course, it also worked the other way around
and many popular countryside destinations, such as the Rivierenhof, Schootenhof or
the Golf and Polo clubs in the north became much more accessible for weekend
excursions. It shows how, in the context of the agglomeration, the vicinal railways
were not just a means of transporting workers. They actually catered to the needs of a
much more diverse urban public. Arguably, the early seeds of this undeniable increase
in use-value were sown by Schobbens’ pleading in a SCAA meeting some ten years
earlier.

Expanding urban tram services beyond the city
The discussions above revealed that the National Company for Vicinal Railways
was not really interested, nor held responsible for organising a truly urban and public
transport network for the Agglomeration. For that specific purpose, the SCAA turned
to the Compagnie Générale des Tramways d’Anvers (CGTA). This company was founded at the turn of the century, following a major fusion of several companies that ran
horse-drawn inner-city trams.303 During its first active years, the company focused on
the electrification of its inner-city network. To this end, the company worked closely
with the Compagnie Electrique Anversois (CEA). From 1905 onwards, both companies
started to look beyond the city walls. Together, they founded the Société de l’Electricité
de l’Escaut (1905) with the explicit aim of developing electrified tram lines (and the
provision of electricity itself ) beyond the city walls.304 It explains why the CGTA
300
301
302
303

Ibid.
Neyens, Jos. De buurtspoorwegen: pp. 75-77.
Ibid. p. 77.
The companies that merged were the Tramways maritimes, Tramways du sud, Tramways nationaux and
Tramways-Omnibus.
See Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram, Van paardetram tot premetro, 1873-1979. Antwerp: MIVA, 1980:
pp. 178-182.
304 On this relation between the tramways and the electricity service, and on its role in the urbanisation of
the province see also Bruggeman, Dieter. Urban Questions in the Countryside: pp. 180-190.
Bruggeman, Dieter, and Michiel Dehaene. “Urban Questions in the Countryside? Urbanisation and the

362

Figure 3.38
Partly under the impetus of the SCAA, the vicinal railway network was extended into the historic
city by 1940. That didn't just make the dockers' lives a lot easier. The Antwerp bourgeoisie liked
to use these vicinal railways on their way to places such as the Schootenhof (left) or the Golf club
(right) in the outer agglomeration.
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became an important agent of urbanisation beyond the city walls.
The fact that a private company would operate a network that was supposed to
organise a public service initially met with fierce criticism. For example, the radical
Antwerp socialist Modest Terwagne published a pamphlet on “The Affair of the
Antwerp Trams” in 1901. In his text, Terwagne pitied that the city had “outsourced
this public patrimony,”305 because he feared that a private company would always be
guided by profit and growth rather than by serving actual public needs. Moreover,
Terwagne feared that conflicts of interest of all kinds would not benefit the public
cause. A point that became all the more pertinent when one of the CGTA’s founders
and shareholders, Baron Auguste Delbeke himself, became the SCAA’s president in
1907.306 Delbeke remained in function at the CGTA until his death in 1922.
Yet Delbeke’s dual position also had its advantages and the SCAA and the
CGTA became natural interlocutors and collaboration often went remarkably
smooth. In 1911, for example, the CGTA already exploited a tram service on the
Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, barely a few years after this early flagship project was realised. When Wilryck, was forced to cede land to the city of Antwerp to construct
the Nachtegaelenpark, it only accepted on a few conditions. “What compensations,”
Governor and SCAA vice-president de Baillet Latour asked in 1909, “could Wilryck
ask for the transfer of land to the city of Antwerp for the development of its park?”307
“An important question that I will study with the greatest care,”308 mayor Donny from
Wilryck swiftly replied. In addition to a financial compensation, the citizens of Wilryck
asked for the extension of tram line 5, which would connect the centre of Wilryck
with Antwerp’s historical core. Only a few years later, from 17 March 1912 to be
precise, the CGTA operated this new line. In one go, the SCAA achieved a number
of interlinked objectives. Flanking the new park, the extended tramline brought the
park within reach of both the people of Antwerp and Wilryck. At the same time, the
citizens of Wilryck got the urban tram connection that they’d been asking for since
1906.309
A very similar congruence between the development of the tram network and
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Collective Consumption of Electricity in Early Twentieth-Century Belgium.” Planning Perspectives 32,
no. 3 (2017): pp. 309-332.
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Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram: p. 254.
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the SCAA’s quest for urban parks also occurred elsewhere in the agglomeration.
From 30 September 1911 on, for instance, the CGTA ran a tram line connecting
the city with the Karel de Preterlei, in Borgerhout extra muros, along which the SCAA
established the Te Boelaerpark barely a few months later. These early achievements
established a context in which municipalities were literally begging to be part of the
CGTA’s electric tram network, which was perceived as a much more modern urban
facility as opposed to the NMVB’s older steam network.310
However, these early successes were followed by a standstill of more than ten
years, partly explained by the interruption of the great war. It was not until the early
1920’s that the CGTA made new proposals for the expansion of the tram network,
but this time the SCAA was anything but satisfied with the proposed works. On 31
January of 1924, CGTA-president Delmez presented the planned expansion of some
10 new tram lines to the SCAA. “No overall conception or design!”311 City Engineer
Roelandts remarked. “At first sight,” Schobbens continued, “the plans do not really meet the needs of the municipalities, but only those of the city of Antwerp.”312
According to De Heem and Schobbens, the needs of important newly established
residential neighbourhoods in the outer agglomeration (such as Elsdonck or Unitas)
had been bluntly ignored.
“Another obvious line that is missing,” Schobbens added, “is the one going to
the stadium of the Antwerp football stadium. This stadium attracts very large crowds
nowadays, which have no practical way to reach it; moreover, land around the stadium is quickly transforming into densely populated neighbourhoods.”313 “Judging the
project of the CGTA in its entirety,” Schobbens concluded “that it was completely
insufficient.” According to Schobbens, “some thirty new lines would be needed immediately, so that the population could dispose of a tram network adequate to their
needs; this extension of the tram network is the sine qua non condition if we want the
urbanisation of the agglomeration to flourish and if we really want to relieve pressure
on the housing market in the historic city.”314

310 SCAA, subcommittee 23. 1°) Etablissement d’un chemin de fer vicinal dans la chausée d’Herenthals; 2°)
Aménagement du carrefour compris entre le Kattenberg et le Hooge Weg, à Borgerhout [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 9 december 1912.
Deurne, for instance, clearly preferred the CGTA’s modern network over the NMVB’s old fashioned
network.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan d’aligmenent de la Molenbaan, à Brasschaet [minutes of SCAA meeting].
20 April 1922. Brasschaet as wel grew into an advocate of an urban tram line connecting the municipality
to the city of Antwerp.
311 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la banlieue [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 31 January 1924.
312 Ibid.
313 Ibid.
314 Ibid.
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Figure 3.39
Reconstruction by author of the 1924 efforts of the SCAA to determine a comprehensive tram
network for the urbanising agglomeration according to three different levels of priority and in
consultation with the municipalities. This scheme, which responded to a desired future rather than
to an acute demand, was given to the CGTA as a guideline for further tram developments in the
agglomeration.
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In sum, the SCAA made it painfully clear that the CGTA’s proposal was not in
touch with the urbanisation process as it actually unfolded in the agglomeration and
Terwagne’s fear threatened to become reality. The CGTA’s project passively followed
urbanisation, it did not actively steer it. “In the future,” city Secretary Geyselinck
stated, “the CGTA must not only establish lines whose performance is certain at the
very moment of construction, but also those lines that will serve to attract the public
to certain parts of the agglomeration that are still somewhat abandoned.”315 “Almost
everywhere, well-populated neighbourhoods are being planned,” Schobbens added,
“ensuring sufficient performance rates for all new lines in the near future. The company simply ignores all this, while deafening its ears to the public’s complaints. That’s
not how I see a public service.”316 What is not entirely clear is whether the CGTA
lost touch with urbanisation in the agglomeration because Baron Auguste Delbeke
had died in the meantime. Or that Schobbens and his companions could finally air
their opinions now that their former president was no longer an obstacle to take into
consideration.
Whatever the case, Delmez fully agreed with the SCAA’s rather sharp analysis. He stressed “that the CGTA asked no better than to follow the SCAA’s advice
and suggestions in all of this.” He added that “the company’s only intention was to
communicate a first draft, open to improvements following the observations of public
authorities, which are better informed than the company of future extensions, arteries
to be created, etc.”317 From that moment onwards, the committee would have a much
more structural grip on the activities of the CGTA. By March 1924, the CGTA had
sent much more comprehensive plans to the SCAA which incorporated all of the
committee’s remarks. The SCAA then forwarded these plans to all municipalities
in the agglomeration, asking for their concerns, remarks, and requirements. After
a round of consultation, a general plan was drawn up for the entire agglomeration,
indicating an overall tram network that reconciled local and general needs and that
was divided into three levels of priority.318 (Fig. 3.38) This scheme seems to have functioned as the CGTA’s general guideline, at least until the SCAA ceased its activities in
1939.
Of course not every planned line was realised, but the urbanisation of the public
tram network was given a new impetus. A considerable number of new lines unlocked
many of the urban programs discussed before in this chapter, such as the new airport,
the Sports Palace, the Antwerp football stadium, the Olympic Stadiums, the new
Schoonselhof cemetery and so on. Two tramlines, for instance, were “extended (…) in
315 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways dans la ville d’Anvers et sa banlieue [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 14 February 1924.
316 Ibid.
317 Ibid.
318 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des tramways [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 March 1924.
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order to bring the thousands of spectators to the Royal Antwerp football club stadium” and “quite exceptionally, these tramways, preceding human settlement, strongly
encouraged the a-posteriori development of the new Lackbors district.”319 New public
transport infrastructures steered urbanisation and several of the SCAA’s intentions
were effectively implemented. (Fig. 3.39)
Furthermore, public transport services were also enhanced by the increasing
popularity of public buses. During one of the SCAA- meetings, the CGTA itself had
proposed to switch onto buses in places where it was more difficult to provide tram
infrastructures.320 That was the case, for example, along lanes where the construction
of tram lines was not possible without cutting down age-old rows of trees.321 This idea
appealed to the committee – to Joseph Schobbens in particular - and from 1926 the
newly founded CGTA’s a sister company Autobus Anversois (AA) started to organise
bus services.322 Needless to say these bus services greatly benefitted from the modernised road network in the agglomeration.
Moreover, the SCAA’s concerns were not limited to issues of pure infrastructural nature alone. It also questioned the CGTA’s pricing policy. The committee was
annoyed with the rather high price differences for journeys inside and outside the city.
Long journeys within the city’s administrative boundaries were, for instance, much
cheaper than short rides just crossing the city borders.323 This led to socially uneven
and unfair situations. Workers who lived just outside the city paid disproportionately
more for their trips than workers who lived much further to the north, but still just
within the city’s boundaries.324 To reach its full urban potential, the SCAA argued
that the tram network’s rates should be levelled throughout the entire agglomeration.325 Whether there is a causal link is not immediately clear, but fact is that price
differences for journeys inside or outside the city flattened out over the SCAA’s active
period and reduced rates were introduced for the working class at large. 326
Slowly but surely the urban arrangements for public transport spread beyond
the city’s boundaries and ever larger parts of the agglomeration became equipped to
function in a more urban way. (Fig. 3.40) In retrospect, it must be stressed that the
319 Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers: p. 71.
320 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la banlieue [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 31 January 1924.
321 Ibid.
322 Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram: pp. 203-207.
323 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la banlieue [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 31 January 1924.
324 Gyselinck, Hippolyte. Le Grand Anvers: s.p.
325 SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension du réseau des Tramways dans la ville d’Anvers et sa banlieue [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 14 February 1924.
Gyselinck, Hippolyte. Le Grand Anvers: s.p.
326 Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram: p. 477-479.
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Figure 3.40
Under the reign of the SCAA, Antwerp's urban tram
network urbanised far beyond the ramparts. The close
congruence between the extended tram network and the
many new functions such as the parks, the stadiums, the
sports palace, the airport, several new squares and the
new Schoonselhof cemetery is striking. The urban agglomeration was made easily accessible as a collective good.
Pictures show urban trams in Hoboken centre (upper) the
VII Olympiadelaan (middle) and along the Boelaerpark
(lower).
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SCAA strongly contributed in making the agenda of a private company serve the
public interest. The committee tried to ensure that public transport guided, not just
followed, the urbanisation process. Both working-class neighbourhoods and wealthy
villa districts found a place along the lines. And the urban externalities that developed
throughout the agglomeration were made systematically accessible, at ever more democratic rates. In other words, public transport was not only intended to regulate commuter traffic for workers in Belgium. It was also used as a tool to steer urbanisation,
meeting the needs of an emerging urban society in Belgium’s larger agglomerations.327

►

Generative urbanisation

This chapter reconstructed how and in which ways the SCAA tried to practise
a kind of urbanisation that was more than just the spatial crystallisation of private
accumulation or growth machine strategies. At times relying on public resources, and
sometimes curbing private initiative, the committee was able to establish a context in
which positive urban externalities and urban use values of different kinds were able
to emerge for broad sections of the population. The vantage point seems to have been
to conceive of the agglomeration as a self-sufficient urban milieu. An environment,
even, in which new urban functions were created that the historic city was in need of
but could not produce itself. In this way, large parks, squares and plazas, sports clubs
of all kinds, a decentralised facilities apparatus and so on could gradually develop.
Functions, in other words, that supported the agglomerations’ inhabitants in their
daily lives, but at the same time gave them the opportunity to escape their daily
routine. Navigating in-between different political levels, private founders and dreaming individuals, the SCAA helped establishing what Remy refers to as a “an urban
planning politics conscious of the objectives to be pursued” and inspired by “a profound appreciation for the collective benefits linked to living in the city.”328 Whether
in the sports palace, on a local square, in a large park, in the sports club, or simply
on the urban tram to the city cemetery, the possibilities for social participation and
encounter significantly increased. This is not to say that the agglomeration urbanized
homogeneously and in a space-filling way from the historic core outwards. Rather,
an horizontal field of urban potential emerged that was pieced together by different
means of (public) transport. (Fig. 3.41) In this sense, the agglomeration may be interpreted as an historical antecedent of what today has been described as an ‘horizontal
metropolis’.329
327 Verwilghen, Raphael. “Les transports en fonction du plan régional: Rapport présenté à la Conférence
internationale de l’aménagement des villes, Amsterdam 1924: Deuxième partie, compte rendu,
Amsterdam, 2-9 juillet 1924.” La Cité 5, no. 2 (1924): pp. 21-36.
328 Remy, Jean. “A la recherche d’une signification économique”:pp. 42-43.
329 It is not a coincidence that the horizontal metropolis has been framed as the produce of a history in
between urbanism and urbanization. See:
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Figure 3.41
The urban trams breaking through the old ramparts and connecting the inner city with the vast
territory of the agglomeration (Jan Van Rijswijcklaan and Bredabaan, both 1930). An image that
exemplifies the nature of the SCAA’s mission: urbanising the agglomeration was not so much
about consolidated urban expansion at the city’s fringes. It was more about developing a dispersed horizontal mosaic of new and complementary urban assets and making it easily accessible
and available.
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These urban fortunes were not only produced for the upper classes. The parks,
sports clubs or public amenities were also intended to serve the middle class and
workers. In retrospect, the even spatial distribution of all these externalities across
the agglomeration is remarkable. That does not mean that the same environments
were created everywhere. Instead, the urbanising agglomeration was marked by
“the appearance of new, very different neighbourhoods, with divergent occupations,
sometimes with opposing aspirations, but nevertheless all born of the same irresistible current.”330 In the north, villa parks arose around polo and golf courses; in the
south, working-class neighbourhoods grew around the football stadiums and new
parks. Moreover, the qualitative degree of urbanisation of these working-class neighbourhoods wasn’t “any less good, with its spacious well-paved streets”331 and with its
“numerous shops, these neighbourhoods were likely to be self-sufficient.”332 Thus,
urbanising the agglomeration most certainly produced patterns of spatial differentiation, but the committee was wary not to let this differentiation become excessively
uneven. Arguably, the SCAA was making “an effort to reduce the gaps between
housing conditions and make them lower than the gaps between income levels”333 of
the respective communities – a primary principle on which the whole idea of welfare
policy is based. In the Antwerp agglomeration, the roots of such welfare policies date
back to at least the early twentieth century, and relied both on private and public
capital and initiative.
These external urban values were not only realised on the spot, but also made
accessible to broad population groups. Larger functions, such as parks, stadiums,
hospitals, cemeteries and swimming pools all found a place along the metropolitan
grid, and were opened up as much as possible by public transport. The agglomeration’s
new urban fortunes were thus intertwined with the historical core itself. Policies of
adjusted ticket rates according to income aimed at making this general accessibility
as inclusive as possible. In sum, the committee practised a form of urbanisation that
generated shared added values which no single actor, not even the State itself, could
have single-handedly produced. The SCAA’s urbanism as social practice was geared
towards turning the agglomeration into a collective urban good.
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“A mesure que l’on se rapproche d’Anvers et de la vaste agglomération qui
entoure la métropole, les cultures se divisent, le sol augmente de valeur et la
scission s’accentue entre la propriété et le travail.”
EMILE VANDERVELDE, LA PROPRIÉTÉ FONCIÈRE, 1900, P. 122.

“L’augmentation de la valeur du sol nu est purement gratuite. Elle ne
représente le résultat d’aucun effort de la part de ceux qui en ont bénéficié.
(…) J’approuve complètement le principe qu’à l’occasion de ventes de terrains,
la collectivité ait sa part de l’accroissement de la valeur.”
CAMILLE HUYSMANS, LA PLUS-VALUE IMMOBILIÈRE DANS LES
COMMUNES BELGES, 1909, PP.29-30.

“Au point de vue financier, même lorsque l’administration communale recourrait à l’expropriation par zones, elle n’était jamais certaine de la régularité
des rentrées et cette incertitude avait une influence défavorable sur le budget
annuel. Ce sont là les grandes raisons pour lesquelles les communes ne prenaient pas d’initiative en matière de voirie nouvelle et ne votaient pas de plans
d’ensemble. Les communes ne font qu’attendre l’initiative du propriétaire
privé. Pour faciliter l’établissement de quartiers nouveaux à créer d’une pièce,
il faudra recourir à un autre moyen, c’est-à-dire à l’impôt de plus-value
immobilière.”
JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, DISCUSSION DE LA TAXE DE PLUS-VALUE,
SCAA MEETING MINU TES, 12 /07/1909.
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The Housing Question
The rise of real estate development and
the urbanisation of taxes on urban rent

►

The Housing Question and the rise of Real Estate
Agency
The turn of the twentieth century was marked by an atmosphere of unrestrained
technological optimism. This social engineering optimism also marked the housing
question in the Antwerp agglomeration. Historically, the growth of the city had
always been linked to the continuous expansion of the harbour.1 As a consequence,
after the state announced its plans to radically expand the Antwerp harbour with vast
docks on sand-filled polders, population growth forecasts skyrocketed. This engineered harbour required the housing of a quickly expanding society. Louis Franck,
for instance, started his bill for the agglomeration’s urbanisation by stating that “the
population of Antwerp is growing at a rate of which there are few examples, at least
in Europe (...) The population of Antwerp is growing every year by 6,000 to 7,000
inhabitants, for whom houses have to be built, streets have to be created, a police service has to be provided, sewers have to be built, etc., in short, all the measures have to
be taken that a good municipal administration entails. And it won’t take long before
these new neighbourhoods will be invaded.”2 In his royal decree preparing the SCAA’s
installation, August Delbeke stepped these predictions up by claiming that “according to the least exaggerated calculations, the population (of the agglomeration) will
exceed 1 million inhabitants before a quarter of a century will have elapsed.”3 Even if
1
2
3

Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers aux XIXe & XXe siècles. Brussels: Université libre
de Bruxelles, 1945.
Louis Franck as quoted in Belgian Chamber of Representatives. Acts. 3 August 1907: pp. 1-3.
Mennes, August. De Grootstad Antwerpen. Antwerp: Kiliaan, 1923: pp. 5-13.
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this pre-war enthusiasm was somewhat tempered by the great war, engineer August
Mennes repeated in 1923 that ““If the port does not languish, we can even assume a
probable figure of 930,000 inhabitants by 1960 – and it is not unreasonable to assume
a maximum of 1,300,000 souls in the event of the port’s full revival.”4
Several diagrams of the early 1930’s clearly show that the actual housing boom
was less explosive than expected. Nevertheless, the numbers still look impressive. In
barely 25 years’ time (and despite the disruption of WW1) 30,000 houses were built
in the agglomeration’s outer municipalities alone – that is without taking the historical core into account. The number of inhabitants in these fringe municipalities rose
from 185,514 in 1907 to 337,083 in 1931, representing an impressive growth of 80%
despite the interruption of the war. (Fig. 4.1) These statistics raise a rather simple
question: who was able to build all these houses at such short notice and who would
be housed in them? The SCAA was not mandated nor had the means to finance such
an amount of housing itself.

The consolidation of real estate agency as a driver of
urbanisation
In retrospect, the overall climate of exaggerated expectations constituted the
perfect breeding ground for the rise of real estate agency as a fully-fledged sector in
the Antwerp agglomeration. Private initiative in housing development was, in itself,
not a new phenomenon. Think of Gilbert Van Schoonbeke’s legendary endeavours in
17th century Antwerp, or the real estate companies Engetrim or the Société Immobilière
de Belgique that built the 19th century neighbourhoods Zurenborg and Het Zuid respectively.5 Nevertheless, the SCAA’s efforts of ‘urbanising the agglomeration’ can be
4

5

One of the main factors of population growth is the difference between the birth rate and the death rate.
From 1900 to 1910, this difference amounted to 12% of the population in the district of Antwerp. This
ratio gives an increase of 60,000 souls per 10 years for our 22 municipalities. It should be noted that the
12% has so far been maintained from 10 to 10 years, in spite of the fall in the birth rate, thanks to the simultaneous fall in the death rate. If the port does not deteriorate, we may even assume a probable number of 930,000 inhabitants. As maximum population, with full revival of the port, it is not unreasonable
to assume 1,300,000 souls in 1960. If this remains the case in the future - which is likely - we will have
a population of 760,000 inhabitants in 1960, merely as a result of the surplus between births and deaths.
The attraction of the big cities on the rural population does not seem to have diminished since the war,
so that it is not exaggerated to consider the total of 817,000 souls indicated on our diagram within forty
years as a realistic minimum. If the harbour does not deteriorate, we may even assume a probable figure
of 930,000 inhabitants. As maximum population, with full revival of the harbour, it is not unreasonable
to assume 1,300,000 souls in 1960.
Ibid. p. 7.
Possemiers, Jan. De voorstad groeit : Antwerpen, Zurenborg 1900 : een bouwmaatschappij creëert haar wereld.
Brussels : Koninklijke academie voor wetenschappen, letteren en schone kunsten van België, 1991.
Prims, Lut, and Ronny De Meyer. Het Zuid (Antwerpen, 1875-1890) : architectuur & maatschappij.
Antwerp: Antwerpen 93, 1993.
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Figure 4.1
Beautiful diagrams from a 1930 handbook for statistics on Antwerp show the explosive population
growth between 1900 and 1929 and ‘the number of houses more or less keeps pace with the
growth of the population.’ The SCAA showed similar diagrams at an exhibition in 1932. (See Fig.
6.14) The question is: who was able to build all these houses on such a short notice?

regarded as a fly-wheel for the accelerated growth and consolidation of real estate as
an independent sector and proper profession. As the moment when real estate agency
disassociated from delineated urban projects and became a component inherent in the
urbanisation process at large, driven by a rolling fund that turned real estate agency
into a travelling phenomenon. In 1910, clerk Joseph Schobbens wrote : «When the
Commission was set up on 20 December 1907, real estate speculation had been going
on for more than two years, i.e. as soon as the bill declassifying the fortified enclosure
was introduced. As an immediate consequence, a considerable number of requests to
build, in the most diverse and even the most remote places of the new Agglomeration,
were made.”6 Historically, this strong rise of real estate agencies in the first decades of
the 20th century was understood as a means to “enable the housing of the influx of
people”7 that was expected in response to the SCAA’s establishment.8
This rising scene of real estate agents was rather heterogeneous in nature. It
consisted of a range of players that responded to the different aspirations of several
target audiences that for different reasons imagined the resplendent agglomeration as
their future habitat. They tapped into the shared impression that the historical core
6
7

8

Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
KMBA. “Inrichting der urbanisatie in België.” KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der
Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten 6, no 4, (1935): pp. 101-109; p.
103.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting der commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie
gehouden in het Provinciaal bestuur van Antwerpen den 8 februari 1908 [pamphlet]. Antwerp: Aug. Van
Neylen, 1908.
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was saturated and in urgent need of sanitation; opinions expressed in many contemporary discussions.9 This general sentiment explains why new workers in support of
the expanding harbour were not very welcome in the city centre and why the existing
workforce was increasingly relocated from their overcrowded urban quarters to the
agglomeration’s more aerated outskirts. Moreover, a succession of hygienic crises had
fostered an anti-urban sentiment that also drove the elites and upper-classes out of
the city.10 On top of that, inner-urban living quarters were increasingly subjected to
a process of commodification in which homes made way for offices, banks, insurance
companies and commercial centres.11 The growing number of employees working in
this emerging service sector targeted the outer agglomeration as their preferred habitat as well.12 Thus, new residents of all social classes were looking at the wider agglomeration as their preferred place of residence. Mostly in the south-eastern stretches of
the agglomeration, a wide range of new neighbourhoods were built that all catered to
the dominant presence of one of these socio-economic groups.13 In order to meet the
different aspirations of this urbanising society, the emergence of a diverse real estate
scene was indispensable.

The professionalisation and proliferation of real estate
agency
Many different sources show the boom in real estate companies in early twentieth century Antwerp. These companies are frequently mentioned throughout the hundreds of meeting reports of the SCAA, as well as in the planning applications that the
committee had to assess and that can be found in the provincial archives. Moreover,
all building applications of singular buildings that are kept in Antwerp’s city archives
include the names of many construction companies and development firms as well.
9

10

11

12

13

Ibid.
De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers : Cité-Jardin. Antwerp: Nederlandsche boekhandel, 1907.
Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’agglomératoin Anversoise. La Métropole: 1928.
Goris, Jan-Albert. Antwerpen. Een statistiek handboekje over de jaren 1918-1928. Antwerp: De Sikkel.
De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers.
Smets, Marcel. De Ontwikkeling Van De Tuinwijkgedachte In België: Een Overzicht Van De Belgische
Volkswoningbouw In De Periode Van 1830 Tot 1930. Brussels: Mardaga, 1977.
Mennes, August. De Grootstad Antwerpen.
Geyselinck, Hyppolite. Le grand Anvers: conférence donnée au Cercle royal artistique d’Anvers le 28 novembre 1931. Antwerp: s.n., 1931.
Patrick Pieters made this argument for white-collars in the banking sector in Antwerp at the turn of the
century.
Pieters, Patrick. Het ontmoetingsnetwerk van de Antwerpse bankierselite aan de vooravond van de Eerste
Wereldoorlog. [unpublished master thesis]. Antwerp: University of Antwerp.
These characteristic neighbourhoods, according to Jean Rémy and Lilian Voyé, are what distinguish an
urbanised from a non-urbanised context.
Remy, Jean, and Liliane Voyé. La Ville Et L’urbanisation: Modalités D’analyse Sociologique. Gembloux:
Duculot, 1974: pp. 86-87.
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However, the most systematic source is the Belgian State Gazette, in which the constitution of each and every new company was reported, together with the names of all
initiators and shareholders. Leafing through these different sources reveals a variegated landscape of residential real estate companies that can roughly be categorised in
two groups. Groups that each promoted distinct housing typologies: tract-developers
paved the way for the (detached) cottage while property-developers mainly focused
on the (urban) apartment building.
The first group was active from the moment it was decided to demolish the
ramparts in 1906. In parallel, the cottage experienced strong growth as a general housing typology at that time in Belgium.14 In the Antwerp agglomeration, a
considerable number of planning requests were applied by individuals accidentally
possessing a strategic piece of land. Some of them founded relatively small companies that were devoted to the development of one specific district (Hoboken Centre
(1907), N.V. Oosterveld Kwartier (1908), N.V. Groenenborger Tuinstede Antwerpsche
Uitbreiding (1911), , S.A. Elsdonck (1922), S.A. Conforta (1925), S.A. Anvers Donck
(1925), Te Boulaer Uitbreiding (1928), Hoogboom extensions (1937).15 A slightly
more professional scene was devoted to the urbanisation of entire municipalities
(Mortsel extensions (1911), Edeghem-extensions (1912), Berchem-extensions (1923),
Merxem-extensions (1923), Compagnie Immobilière du Nord d’Anvers (1927), Deurne
et Borgerhout extensions (1929), Hoboken Ouest (1931), Immobilière de Berchem (1936),
…).16 The most ambitious agents, finally, targeted the agglomeration as a whole
(S.A. pour l’Exploitation de la Banlieue d’Anvers (1905), S.A. Extensions et Entreprises
Anversoises (1910), S.A. de l’Agglomération Anversoise (1933), …).17 The S.A. Extensions
et Entreprises Anversoises was by far the most dominant player on the market. It had
been founded by the aristocratic family della Faille de Waerloos in order to develop the
14

15

16

17

The turn of the 20th century in Belgium was marked by the appearence of such magazines as Le
Cottage and organisations promoting the garden-city model. See chapter 5 of this work for more specific
references.
N.V. Het Oosterveldkwartier: Belgian State Gazette, 9 September 1908, acts 5047-5049; Groenenborger
Tuinstede (Antwerpsche Uitbreiding): Belgian State Gazette, 27 July 1911, acts 4976-4977; S.A. Elsdonck:
Belgian State Gazette, 18 July 1922, acts 8597-8598; S.A. Conforta, Belgian State Gazette, 8 May 1925,
acts 5739-5741; Anvers Donck: Belgian State Gazette, 31 December 1925, acts 644-645; Te Boulaer
Extension, Belgian State Gazette, 19 July 1928, act 11562; Hoogboom Extensions, Belgian State Gazette,
13 August 1937, acts 12356-12357.
Hoboken Centre: Belgian State Gazette, 18 October 1907, act 5347; Mortsel Extensions: Belgian State
Gazette, 20 July 1911, act 4849; Edegem Extension: Belgian State Gazette, 31 January 1912, acts 985986; Berchem-Extensions: Belgian State Gazette, 30 April 1923, act 4732; Merxem-Extensions: Belgian
State Gazette, 21 September 1923, acts 9908-9909; S.A. Compagnie du Nord d’Anvers: Belgian State
Gazette, 8 December 1927, act 14360; Deurne et Borgerhout Extensions: Belgian State Gazette, 7 April
1929, act 4553; Hoboken Extension, Belgian State Gazette, 6 November 1930, act 15542; Hoboken Ouest:
Belgian State Gazette, 25 November 1931, act 8165; Immobilière de Berchem: Belgian State Gazette, 26
August 1936, act 12942;
S.A. pour L’Exploitation commerciale et industrielle de la Banlieue d’Anvers: Belgian State Gazette, 23
December 1905, act 87; S.A. Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises: Belgian State Gazette, 15 July 1910,
act 4823; S.A. L’Agglomération Anversoise: Belgian State Gazette, 23 April 1933, at 4990.

379

380

Ur b a n is on s !

Figure 4.2
The 1906 decision to tear down the city walls was the
direct starting point for the creation of many real estate
companies such as Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises
(1910), later renamed Extensa. Many members of Antwerp’s
landed aristocracy from all over the agglomeration trusted
their land to the company in order to develop it and put it
on the market as building land. Deed booklets documenting each and every sale between 1910 and 1985 for each
of these noble families were recovered from the private
archives of Extensa.
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neighbourhood Brandt on one of their noble estates in 1910. Following this success,
many members of Antwerp’s landed aristocracy founded so-called ‘land-companies’
before trusting their land to the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises in order to
develop and sell it. (Fig. 4.2) The firm started to buy all kinds of strategic lots. In the
following decades, it managed to urbanise considerable parts of many municipalities
in the agglomeration. What had started as an initiative to develop a single neighbourhood soon became a practice that was grounded in the process of urbanising the
agglomeration at large. (Fig. 4.3)
The second group didn’t really flourish until a 1924 law defining the legal modalities of co-ownership invigorated the apartment business in Belgium. In the Antwerp
context, the apartment building swiftly became a preferred investment market for
many bourgeois and industrial entrepreneurs with some spare capital. But apart from
these adventurous individuals, a more professional scene of property tycoons was in
the making. From the 1920’s onwards, a growing number of companies N.V. Egema
(1920); Société Belge Immobilière (1922), S.A. Comptoir Général du Bâtiment (1925);
S.A. Socolit (François Amelinckx, 1927), Société Financière de Transports et d’Entreprises
Industrielles (1928), Société immobilière Belgo-Américaine SIBA (1928), Société foncière du Nouveau Parc (1929), N.V. Mutuelle Immobilère d’Anvers (1930), Compagnie
Nationale Immobilière (1931), Société Résidence Avenue de Belgique (1937), Société
Nouvelle de Construction (1939).18 would provide the agglomeration’s main arteries
with stately apartment buildings. Some of these companies only briefly existed and
only managed to build one or two buildings. Others, such as S.A. Amelinckx or the
Société Belge Immobilière quickly expanded their activities, building an increasing
portfolio of apartments in several of the country’s cities. Again, these large companies
managed to turn the apartment building into a standard component of urbanisation,
both within and beyond the large urban centres.
Finally, a third group of actors deserves special attention. From the turn of the
20 century, large general contractor companies emerged that soon became involved
in the real estate business. The best known among these companies were the N.V. Van
Riel & Van den Bergh (1905) and the N.V. Vooruitzicht (1905).19 These large contractor
th
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19

N.V. Egema: Belgian State Gazette, 14 October 1920, act 10789; Société Belge Immobilière: Belgian State
Gazette, 2 November 1922, act 10958; S.A. Comptoir Général du bâtiment: Belgian State Gazette, 8 May
1925, act 5741; S.A. Socolit: Belgian State Gazette, 14 December 1927, act 116; Société Immobilière BelgoAméricaine (SIBA): Belgian State Gazette, 23 June 1928, act 9403; Société financière de Transports et d’Entreprises industrielles (SOFINA): Belgian State Gazette, 25 October 1928, act 14105; Société du Nouveau
Parc: Belgian State Gazette, 17 February 1929, acts 1997-1999; Mutuelle Immobilière Anversoise: Belgian
State Gazette, 6 July 1930, acts 11246-11247; Compagnie Nationale Immobilière: Belgian State Gazette,
3 August 1931, act 12336; Société Résidence Avenue de Belgique: Belgian State Gazette, 20 April 1937,
acts 6873-6874; Société Nouvelle de Construction: Belgian State Gazette, 11 May 1939, act 8732.
N.V. Vooruitzicht: Belgian State Gazette, 23 February 1905, act 876; N.V. Van Riel & Van Den Bergh:
Belgian State Gazette: 24 March 1905, acts 1412-1413.
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companies initially built mainly for third parties, but in the following decades increasingly acted as developers themselves, both in the realms of tract development and
apartment buildings.
This broad landscape of real estate agents consisted of people with various
backgrounds, ranging from landed aristocracy, bankers, industrials, merchants and
building agents to bourgeois individuals. Real estate was a sector in the full throes of
development at the turn of the 20th century. Topalov’s description of the Parisian real
estate sector evolving from “un système de places à dominante petite-bourgeoise” towards
“un système de places à dominante monopoliste,” equally fits the Belgian context.20 Or, as
Logan and Molotch’s described it, as a sector evolving from serendipitous entrepreneurs collecting differential rent to structural speculators collecting monopoly rent.21
The final stages of this steady transformation would only be reached in the post-war
era in Belgium.22 It was mainly from the 1950’s onwards that Belgium’s large real
estate agents became unadulterated professionals, organising and empowering themselves by founding their own national and international associations and leagues.23
Nevertheless, in the Belgian context, I will argue that the episode of ‘urbanising the
agglomerations’ must be regarded as the coming of age of this new breed of real estate
capitalists that managed to turn the production of housing into their main occupation
and prime business.24 Many of the large professional players that ended up monopolising the property boom in the 60’s and 70’s in Belgium, such as Amelinckx, Etrimo,
Extensa, Vooruitzicht, or Versluys, only to name a few, all have their roots in the first
quarter of the 20th century.

An Urban Revolution avant la lettre : real estate as
constituent of the urban
The emergence of real estate agency was not as innocent as it may seem. It was a
sign of a society in full transformation, reminiscent of what Lefebvre started calling
an urban revolution in the early 1970’s. By ‘urban revolution’ Lefebvre meant: “the
total ensemble of transformations which run throughout contemporary society and
which serve to bring about the change from a period in which questions of economic
20
21
22

23
24

Topalov, Christian. Les Promoteurs Immobiliers: Contribution à L’analyse De La Production Capitaliste Du
Logement En France. Paris: Mouton, 1974: p. 285.
Logan, John and Harvey Molotch. Urban fortunes: the political economy of place. Berkeley: Calif, 1987.
Broes, Tom, and Michiel Dehaene. “Real Estate Pioneers on the Metropolitan Frontier : the Works of
Jean-Florian Collin and François Amelinckx in Antwerp.” Ed. Pedro Costa. Cities, Communities and
Territories 33, (2017): pp. 89–112.
Ibid.
Large firms such as Amelinckx, Etrimo, Extensa and Vooruitzicht became major players in the post-war
housing market in Belgium.
Ibid.
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Figure 4.3
During many decades Extensa developed many large allotment
schemes, for instance in Antwerp/Wilryck, Deurne/Borgerhout and
Brasschaet. The Parc Habité with high-end freestanding cottages
became the firm’s specialty.
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Figure 4.4
Company towns fully financed by the factory owner and housing workers in neighbourhoods next
to the factory, disappeared from the turn of the 20th century onwards. In the Antwerp agglomeration, the Moretusburg district in Hoboken (1902) bears witness to one the last convulsions of
industrialisation. On the picture (1938), the workers’ district Moretusburg is located behind the
shipyard.

growth and industrialisation predominate to the period in which the urban problem
becomes decisive.”25 A revolution that brought about the transformation from an
industrial to an urban society. Lefebvre identified the emergence and proliferation of
real estate development – of capitalism conquering space as he called it – as one of the
hallmarks of these transformations.26
Arguably, the proliferation of real estate companies in the Antwerp agglomeration expressed a similar shift from an industrial towards an urban development logic.
Such a shift was, for instance, clearly expressed in the realm of workers’ housing.
Cités industrielles, complete with roads, sewers and bakeries, provided by the industrial capitalist next to the company were gradually replaced by workers’ quarters in
the urban agglomeration built by new real estate capitalists under the auspices of the
SCAA. (Fig. 4.4) The clear choice for the spatial segregation of industrial expansion
in the north and urban expansion in the south-west had turned the model of the cité
industrielle right next to the firm somewhat obsolete. Moreover, authors like David
Harvey explained that, over time, individual capitalists found themselves obliged to

25
26

Lefebvre, Henri. The Urban Revolution: p. 13.
“Capitalism appears to be out of steam. It found new inspiration in the conquest of space – in trivial
terms, in real estate speculation, capital projects (inside and outside the city), the buying and selling of
space (…) Capitalism, to ensure its survival, took the initiative in the production of space itself.”
Henri Lefebvre. The Urban Revolution: p. 155.
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withdraw from the production of consumption fund items such as housing anyway.27
The production of housing and amenities, among other things, was pushed outside
the realm of industrial production and became the responsibility of more specialised
stakeholders and of society at large.
Arguably, in the Belgian context, the 1889 law encouraging individual workers
to save money in order to build their own house ‘wherever and however they liked’,
exemplifies the shift from industrialisation to urbanisation – even if only to a certain
extent. In general, the self-supply of pointillist housing clinging to existing infrastructures and settlements all over the country has been interpreted as a dominant mode
of urbanisation.28 Such a policy required little coordination and easily undergirded the
dispersed mode of industrialisation in Belgium. The law certainly promoted a way of
life outside the sphere of industrial production, and in that sense was symptomatic
for the switch from industrialisation to urbanisation.29 But it produced a society that
moved back and forth between the factory and the perpetuated village and that can
hardly be described as truly ‘urban’. Moreover, it has been argued that the law still
exclusively treated the housing problem as part of the question of industrialisation
because patronages still had a significant part in the allocation of these houses.30 The
law thus symbolises a ‘half-and-half ’ transition from industrial to an urban development logic. It contributed to the development of a half-urban territory that has
been described as the ‘banlieue radieuse’, ‘citta diffusa’, ‘le rural urbanisé’ or ‘garden city
realised’.31 From a Lefebvrian perspective, it may be regarded as symptomatic that
27

28

29

30
31

This is in line with David Harvey’s assertions that in the course of history, individual capitalists found
themselves obliged to withdraw from the production of consumption fund items such as housing
anyway, “The dynamics of accumulation require periodic rationalisations through crisis that affect the
working class in the form of bouts of widespread unemployment. At such moments the plans to coopt
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of over-accumulation became apparent in the economy at large it became necessary to lay off workers,
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Urban Experience. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press: 1989: p. 57.
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Instituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti, 1995.
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the law minimised the chances of creating a viable real estate market as it imposed a
maximum profit margin of 4%.32 That may have kept housing away from the sphere
of commodification, but it also explains why larger development schemes remained
very limited in scope.33 That approach may have sufficed to slowly provide scattered
industrialisation with sufficient housing, but this development model of self-supplied
housing backed with minimal infrastructural coordination was simply inadequate to
keep up with the urgent need of new houses in the rapidly urbanising agglomeration.
And it was exactly in this institutional gap that urban real estate markets boomed
in the early 20th century agglomerations. (Fig. 4.5) The proliferation of new private
housing providers simply became indispensable to urbanise the agglomerations. In
that sense, these real estate companies became true markers of the steady transition
from industrialisation to urbanisation.
This phenomenon was not limited to workers’ housing alone. As explained
before, the sudden population growth in the agglomeration cannot merely be understood as the building of an homogeneous industrial society in support of the harbour
nor as the continued expansion of pre-existing rural societies that lived in the agglomeration’s municipalities. Involving people of very different socio-historical and
- economic backgrounds, this wave of urban growth expressed the emergence of an
‘urban society’ beyond the historical city. And it is precisely in the accommodation of
an expanding urban society at large that the consolidation of real estate as a generalised practice was rooted. In order to turn the untouched territories of the agglomeration into their habitat, people of all social ranks needed the services of large real estate
agents to turn the as yet virgin territories in the agglomeration into their habitat. The
housing question, in other words, increasingly became an urban question and the
continued rise of real estate markets was just part of that.
Several authors have stressed that the transition from industrialisation to urbanisation as the main process of social transformation must not be understood as a historical caesura but rather as a slow transformation process implicated in a long continuity
over time.34 Likewise, this chapter doesn’t claim that urbanisation suddenly supplanted
industrialisation at the turn of the 20th century, nor that an industrial society suddenly
turned urban. The Belgian episode of urbanising the agglomerations must be understood as a crucial phase in this long-term transition from an industrial to an urban
realm - as an early stage of the ‘urban revolution’ that raged throughout the entire 20th
century. As a pertinent moment in history at which ‘housing’ presented itself as an
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Rowntree, Seebohm. Land and labour : lessons from Belgium. London: Macmillan, 1911.
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Figure 4.5
The steep rise of the company Vooruitzicht is representative of the whole sector. Initially established as a construction company, the firm was soon involved in developments of all kinds, such as
the developments around Te Boelaer Park in Borgerhout, as here shown on a map from 1911.
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‘urban’ issue and gradually became perceived, recognised and treated as such.
The SCAA was faced with the challenge of managing this turn towards an
urban world. Although the committee’s initial mission seems to have been limited to
providing workers’ neighbourhoods, it quickly found itself in the middle of negotiations with a variegated scene of real estate agents working for different social classes.
Throughout its active period (1907-1939) the SCAA reviewed hundreds of building
requests and planning applications by a motley collection of landlords, property developers, home-builders and speculators into the far corners of the agglomeration.35 The
ways in which the SCAA interacted with this new scene of real estate agents and how
it implicated them in a meaningful way in their project for urbanising the agglomeration is what I define as the housing question in this chapter. That question is intriguing for two reasons. First, most scholars have focused on the explicit relationship
between public housing and urbanism while the relationship with private housing
has remained underexposed.36 And secondly, if residential real estate was considered,
the emphasis was mainly on the post-war period – a time when the aspect of the
complete commodification of housing became predominant, with an almost exclusive
focus on the cost-effective production of mass housing.37
This chapter starts from the hypothesis that there was a productive relationship
between private housing and the making of the city in the Interwar period under the
SCAA’s auspices. The key question is how the SCAA dealt with the phenomenon of
capitalism turning to space. How exactly did the committee try to redistribute surplus
capital and added value over society at large? Questions that unveil rather different
interests and ideological tendencies among the committee’s members, various ways
of understanding the housing question and different levels of awareness. Whereas
some members were mainly involved and interested in setting the right conditions for
collecting (class-monopoly) urban rent, others tried to forge an ‘urban society’ out of
these real estate dynamics, rooted in principles of place-based solidarity.38
35
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The provincial archives of Antwerp house a large number of folders with allotment requests in all municipalities in the Antwerp agglomeration. Together with the Provincial Technical Department and the
Commission for Monuments and Landscapes, the SCAA had to give its advice on all these application
plans. A full list of these archives can be consulted in Appendix 3 of this work.
Monterumisi, Chiara, and Alessandro Porotto. “New perspectives on the II CIAM onwards: How does
housing builds cities?” Urban Planning 4, no 3. (2019): pp. 76-82.
Avermaete, Tom, G. A Bekaert, Mil De Kooning, Bruno De Meulder, Fredie Floré, Hilde Heynen, and
Karina Van Herck. Wonen In Welvaart: Woningbouw En Wooncultuur In Vlaanderen, 1948-1973. Antwerp:
VAi, 2006.
Caramellino, Gaia, and Federico Zanfi, eds. Post-War Middle-Class Housing: Models, Construction and
Change. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang Edition, 2016.
Lasner, Matthew Gordon. Architect as developer and the post-war U.S. apartment, 1945-1960. Building
& Landscapes: Journal of the Vernacular Architecture Forum 21, no1. (2014): pp. 27-55.
In that sense, a marked distinction with Lefebvre’s notion of the urban society will be developed
throughout this chapter. For Lefebvre, the urban society was a horizon, an illuminating virtuality - a
theoretical construct gradually becoming reality. It was nothing less than a planetary society brought

Chapter 4
►

Urbanising the agglomeration as a prerequisite for
the urbanisation of capital
I have already mentioned that real estate capitalists were able to unfold their
practice by challenging the hegemonic culture of self-provision of housing that had
been the dominant mode of urbanisation throughout the 19th century in Belgium and in fact would continue to be so throughout the 20th. Nevertheless, they succeeded
in turning a viable part of this self-construction market into a housing market that
was based on professionalised supply.39 Housing, in other words, increasingly became
part of the increasing social division of labour which several authors have considered
as a typical feature of urbanising societies. A remarkable series of weeklies that were
first published in the early days of the SCAA and the emergence of advertisements
in the regular press in the following decades give evidence of this transition. They all
advertise a housing stock that anticipates yet caters to concrete demand, not only in
the city but throughout the entire agglomeration. (Fig. 4.6)
According to scholars such as Christian Topalov, the long-term survival of real
estate capitalism on such an important scale depends on the establishment of two
conditions that escape direct control and power of real estate capitalists themselves:
the rise of an autonomous circuit of real estate capital that functions independently from industrial capital and a permanent flux of ‘urbanisable land’.40 I will try to
demonstrate how several prominent SCAA members played key-roles in facilitating
both these conditions. How the SCAA paved the way for the exponential growth of
real estate capitalism and for the urbanisation of the elite’s capital in the Antwerp
agglomeration.

39

40

about by the complete urbanisation of the globe – outcome of dialectical processes of implosion/explosion and processes of complete commodification. A footloose and somewhat alienated society that had
outgrown old boundaries and familiar social realms of passed times. A society, in short, that no longer
coincided with the countryside, and that no longer coincided with the city either but which at the same
time was everywhere yet belonged nowhere.
Lefebvre, Henri. The Urban Revolution.
Housing increasingly became part of the social division of labour which is considered characteristic of
urbanising societies.
Topalov, Christian. Les Promoteurs Immobiliers.
Engels, Friedrich. The housing question. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1997 [1872].
L’analyse des conditions spécifiques de la reproduction élargie du capital engage dans la production des
logements fait donc apparaître deux conditions extérieures à ce capital : un flux de capital immobilier de
circulation autonome par rapport au capital industriel et un flux permanent de sol support urbanisable.
Topalov, Christian. Les Promoteurs Immobiliers: p.279.
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Figure 4.6
At the beginning of the 20th century, all kinds of brochures and pamphlets were published, such
as the Guide Immobilier and L’Epargne Immobilière, containing information about the housing
market in Antwerp and its larger agglomeration. In urbanising societies, the home becomes an
investment property - a commodity. A revolution that was clearly ongoing in early 20th century
Antwerp.

Figure 4.7
From the early 1900’s to 1936, the relative importance of the secondary circuit of capital compared
to the index of industrial production was remarkably high in Belgium. A lot higher than, for instance, in the golden 1960s, when the typical countercyclical pattern emerges: real estate catches
up in times of crisis and stagnation in the realm of industrial production. Since these tables are
based on an extrapolation of the average Belgian municipality, it can be assumed that the relative
importance was even stronger in the urban agglomerations during the first decades of the 20th
century. It is, in sum, no coincidence that so many real estate companies were founded in Antwerp
at that time.
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The rise of an autonomous secondary circuit of capital
The features of the circulation of capital in the production of housing are quite
specific, such as exceptionally long circulation terms, a very slow return on investment, gradual reimbursement bit by bit etc. It explains why the rise of an autonomous
circuit of real estate capital became indispensable for a normal rotation of industrial
capital.41 Authors like Harvey, Lefebvre and Topalov have all described how real
estate functions as a secondary circuit of capital that runs parallel to that of industrial
production, which serves the nondurable assets market, or at least those that are less
durable than buildings. In that context, urbanisation has within neo-Marxist urban
theory, and in particular in the work of David Harvey, been interpreted as the excrescence of the circulation of capital, as the tangible manifestation of the switch of capital flows from the primary to the secondary circuit of capital.42 Likewise, I would like
to argue that the SCAA’s project of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration facilitated
the emergence of a secondary circuit of capital from the early 20th century onwards.
It is hard to quantify this emerging secondary circuit in the Antwerp agglomeration in a precise and accurate manner.43 Nevertheless, studies such as the Economic
History of Residential Building in Belgium by Erik Buyst provide some clues. Buyst
demonstrates that in Belgium, the trend of gross domestic capital formation in
dwellings deviated most clearly from that of industrial production during the first
decades of the 20th century. It suggests a marked and growing relative importance
of the secondary circuit of capital when compared to the global index of industrial
production. (Fig. 4.7) Given the fact that these national approximations are based on
an extrapolation of 100 random municipalities spread throughout the entire nation, it
seems more than reasonable to assume that this growing relative importance was even
more outspoken in the urbanising agglomerations.44 It must be stressed that Buyst’s
41
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43

44

Ibid.
In Harvey’s analysis 4 different streams of capital structure market exchanges. First: producer durables/
built environment, Second: consumer durables/built environment; Third: Social expenditures (education,
health, welfare…) and Fourth: Technological and Scientific innovation.
Harvey, David W. The Urbanisation of Capital, pp. 8-13.
The world of finance still was notoriously deregulated at that time and until 1935 many financial institutions were not obliged to publish any reports and figures on their activities whatsoever. Moreover hardly
any numerical data are available that allow to substantiate economic activity in Antwerp from the rest of
the country.
Pieters, Patrick. Het ontmoetingsnetwerk van de Antwerpse bankierselite.
Heneau, B. “Het bank- en verzekeringswezen in Antwerpen tijdens het interbellum.” Tijdschrift voor
Economie en Management 35, no4 (1990): pp. 329-359.
The figure from Buyst’s study is based on the extrapolation of data from 100 municipalities dispersed
throughout the nation. Arguably, the municipalities that were part of the urbanising agglomerations
were marked by an even higher relative importance of secondary-circuit capital, an effect that remains
underrepresented and underestimated in his study.
Buyst, Erik. An Economic History of Residential Building In Belgium Between 1890 and 1961. Leuven:
Leuven university press, 1992: pp. 118-128.
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diagram includes all capital that was invested in housing by individual self-suppliers,
but it is revealing to interpret his findings against the background of the banking
boom in Antwerp around the turn of the 20th century.
The number of Antwerp banks rose from 6 in 1893 to 36 in 1914, realising an
increase by tenfold of the total amount of registered capital in barely two decades.
Eight of these new banks explicitly targeted real estate as their prime business and
most of them were founded when the ideas on urbanising the agglomeration were
becoming part of the public sphere in Antwerp: Banque Belge de Prêts Fonciers (1899),
Crédit Foncier Sud-Américain (1903), Compagnie Immobilière et Agricole du Canada
(1906), Société Foncière Belge-Argentine (1910), Crédit Immobilier Sud-Américain
(1911), Société Foncière Belge-Canadienne (1911), Société Belge de Crédit Foncier (1912),
Banque Hypothécaire et Immobilière d’Anvers (1913?).45 In the following decades,
this number of financial institutions with a registered office in Antwerp would only
continue to increase and by the early 1930’s 17 banks with a particular interest in real
estate were active in the agglomeration, such as, for instance, the Banque pour l’Extension du Grand-Anvers (1935).46 Next to the rise of these specific real-estate banks,
many regular financial institutions invested in real estate development as well. As
private individuals could not obtain credits from these new institutions, the sudden
rise of many real estate agencies, which ran remarkably parallel with the breakthrough
of financial institutions, seems a logical explanation for the transformation of the
financial markets in Antwerp. It raises the question how these financial institutions
were able to find their way into this new investment market of real estate agency and urbanisation in general- so easily and so quickly, and vice versa? To answer this
question, it proved useful to move beyond a mere institutional analysis and to find out
who these bankers were exactly and what ties they had with each other, and with a
number of eminent SCAA-members.
In his work, Patrick Pieters scrutinised the Antwerp banking sector during the
Belle Epoque (1890-1914). Primarily based on data retrieved from the Antwerp business magazine Le Recueil Financier he tried to figure out which bankers represented
the highest amount of registered capital in the banking sector. His research yielded
a list of the most affluent bankers of Antwerp’s haute finance. (Fig. 4.8) These bankers consisted of a mix of industrialists, aristocrats, merchants etc. that all somehow
45
46

Pieters, Patrick. Het ontmoetingsnetwerk van de Antwerpse bankierselite.
Banque Générale Hypothécaire et Immobilière d’Anvers, Banque Immobilière d’Anvers, Crédit Général
Foncier et Immobilier, Crédit national foncier, Crédit Immobilier Sud-Americain, Banque Générale
Hypothécaire, Foncière et Immobilière, Banque Générale Hypothécaire et Immobilière d’Anvers,
Banque Immobilière d’Anvers, Crédit Foncier d’Anvers, Crédit Foncier de Belgique, Crédit Foncier
Belgo-Suisse du Mexique, Crédit Foncier Sud-Américain, Banque foncière immobilière BelgoTunisienne, Compagnie Immobilière et Agricole de Canada, Banque Belge de prêts fonciers.
Heneau, B. “Het bank- en verzekeringswezen in Antwerpen”: pp. 356-358.
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Figure 4.8
In the list of Antwerp’s banking elites and
haute finance from 1913-1914, several SCAA
members appear. In particular, the names of
Auguste Delbeke and Fredegand Cogels stand
out. As a former governor, Cogels had already
advocated the appointment of an urbanisation
committee in 1905. Delbeke predicted the rise
of the real estate business in Antwerp as soon
as the SCAA was installed. Did these bridging
figures between the realm of spatial policy and
financial institutions bring urbanisation as an investment product to the attention of Antwerp’s
banking elites?

managed to turn banking into their prime business. In sum, they symbolise the rise
of financial capitalism in the port city.47 Pieters argued that the uncertain economic climate at the turn of the 20th century urged this group of bankers to maintain a
close-knit social network. In order to expand their range of investment in a relatively
safe way, they watched each other’s back, bundled their individual amounts of social
capital and exchanged valuable information.48
For the sake of my argument, it is revealing that some of Antwerp’s top-ranked
bankers maintained close relations to some of the SCAA’s members. Edouard Bunge
(rank 1), for instance, was an acquaintance of Louis Franck who had been an advocate
of the SCAA in its pioneering years.49 Louis Vandeput’s (rank 4) daughter Louisa was
47
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On the rise of finance capitalism in general around the turn of the century see:
Hilferding, Rudolf. Das Finanzkapital: eine Studie ueber die juengste Entwicklung des Kapitalismus.
Vienna: I.Brand, 1910.
Pieters, Patrick. Het ontmoetingsnetwerk van de Antwerpse bankierselite: p. 64.
Bourdieu, Pierre, and Dick Pels. Opstellen Over Smaak, Habitus En Het Veldbegrip. Amsterdam: Van
Gennep, 1989.
Frank himself eventually became an important figure in the banking world.
Franck, Louis and Camille Huysmans. In memoriam monsieur Louis Franck, gouverneur de la banque
nationale. Woluwé-St.-Pierre: Banque nationale de Belgique, 1938.
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married to Paul Schobbens, brother of provincial clerk and SCAA-secretary Joseph
Schobbens. What is probably more important, however, is the fact that several members of the SCAA themselves appear in the banking top-100 of Antwerp’s banking
elite. Governors such as Baron Delbeke (rank 28), Count de Brouchoven de Bergeyck
(rank 47), Baron Cogels (rank 53) and mayors Alphonse Ullens De Schooten (rank
31) and Willy Friling (rank 73) were all bridging figures between the worlds of
(spatial) policy and finance. The fact that they didn’t belong to the absolute top of
the banking network, doesn’t necessarily mean they were unimportant. In his study,
Pieters suggests that the major players in the banking network were mostly involved
in established markets and ‘business as usual’ whereas peripheral members were more
engaged in innovation and novelty in order to strengthen and improve their position and rank.50 Arguably, the circumstances were just right for the more peripheral
SCAA-bankers to introduce the potential of urbanisation and real estate markets into
the world of Antwerp’s haute finance. As a banker as well as the inspirer, founder and
chairman of the SCAA, August Delbeke in particular was perfectly placed to recognise and explore the financial potential of extended urbanisation in the agglomeration.
In his speech at the SCAA’s appointment session in 1908, August Delbeke
already showed a keen awareness of these dynamics and promises. He openly warned
the public that such “colossal urbanisation works” as those that the Antwerp agglomeration was facing inevitably came with “certain dangers.”51 Delbeke referred to
“enterprises with deceptive insights” that “purchase land with feigned value under the
pretext of exploiting this land but have no other purpose than to go after their fellow
citizens’ money, those who are aiming at the savings of the people, scattering around
empty and rash promises (...) etc.”52 He also warned for “naive and unsuspicious
figures, clinging to false rumours about one design or another, who allow themselves
to be swindled by all kinds of speculation, who without suspicion continue to build,
draw streets, sell land, etc. on incorrect or unapproved certificates.”53 However, he
also “hurried to say” that “in addition to those little respectable enterprises, there are
many which are not to be blamed and which should be respected because they can
be a powerful help to the reforms which need to be carried out.” Delbeke concluded
that would not be fair to “equate all achievements in the field of finance and land
with those that I have just denounced.”54 He added that “new streets could not be
opened without prior royal decrees” and that “under no circumstances could one just
start building without royal approval.” Excellent and precise prior knowledge of these
decrees was an absolute requirement. And who else than Delbeke himself, as SCAA
50
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Granovetter, Mark. “The Strength of Weak Ties.” The American Journal of Sociology, 78, 6, (1973): pp.
1366-1367.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting: p. 38.
Ibid.
Ibid, p. 39.
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chairman and right-hand man of King Leopold II, had better access to that kind of
information at that time?
It is probable that this knowledge quickly found its way into the Antwerp banking networks via Delbeke. Knowledge that, incidentally, ensured that not only land
was seen as a promising investment product, but also sectors such as the brick industry. Delbeke’s bank, Le Crédit Anversois, put the brick industry, and in particular that
of Boom, forward as one of those sectors that could ensure a rapid economic recovery
in Belgium after WWI.55 Not only credit institutions, but also major players such
as the shareholders of the company Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises started to
invest in the brick industry, buying themselves into a brick factory in Boom – which
only increased these figures’ commercial interests in urbanising the agglomeration.56
Unsurprisingly, most of Antwerp’s financial elites got personally involved in the brick
industry and in real estate to some extent.
In 1907 already, Antwerp’s first-ranked banker Edouard Bunge, for instance,
wrote a letter to his brother pointing to the “large increase in the value of real estate in Antwerp”57 with a view to do some lucrative investments. Moreover, not only
capital from Antwerp elites was solicited to finance the production of housing. By
the 1930’s most of the Antwerp banks were dominated by Brussels’ bankers – even if
the name ‘Antwerp’ explicitly surfaced in the banks’ names.58 Ever more capital from
all over the nation (and even beyond) was drained to Antwerp and was urbanised
in the larger agglomeration. If the 19th century in Belgium was characterised by the
shift from an agrarian to an industrial economy,59 the early 20th century contained the
germs of a growing secondary circuit-economy (or should we say urban economy?),
at least in the sub-space of the large agglomerations. Haussmann’s radical transformation of 19th century Paris would have remained a historical illusion without the
radical transformation of Paris’ financial institutions at that time.60 Likewise, it seems
true that urbanising the agglomeration would have remained infeasible without a true
revolution of the financial sector at the turn of the 20th century. And it seems that
55
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Le Crédit Anversois produced a book during WWI and published it in 1918. It explored a number of
sectors that could ascertain a quick economic recovery after the war, among which the brick industry.
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Deckers, Victor. “Constitution de la société anonyme Briquetterie Kapittel- Niel [notarial deed].” 5 May
1923. Retrieved from Extensa Private Archives, Brussels: map “Steenbakkerij.”
Letter from Edouard Bunge to Ernest Bunge, 22 June 1917. Retrieved from Koninklijke Heemkring
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some of the SCAA’s members played key roles in facilitating the emergence of this
secondary circuit of capital.

The provision of a permanent flux of ‘urbanisable land’
The survival of real estate development not only relies on the fruition of a
secondary circuit of capital in itself. It also requires a permanent flux or a controlled
supply of ‘urbanisable land’. Such a permanent developable land flux is the fuel of the
real estate business and consists mainly of two types of land: fallow but developable
land and already cultivated but re-developable land. Without such a permanent flux,
the sector simply ceases to exist. Researchers such as Richard Harris have argued that
the transition from non-urbanised to urban land in particular is very lucrative for real
estate agents.61 It explains why mostly first-wave urbanisation (e.g. suburbanisation)
has come into the picture in order to study and understand the phenomenon of the
urbanisation of capital - and why it is also pertinent to study this in the context of the
urbanisation of the Antwerp agglomeration.
In the very transition from non-urbanised to urbanised land, the real estate capitalist runs into the obstacle of a condition that is indispensable for his survival, but
that he cannot reproduce or monopolise all by himself. A property developer may turn
a piece of land materially constructible, but he will never be able to solely reproduce
the system of roads that open up his building site, nor the ensemble of agglomerated activities and use-values that he relies on to promote his product.62 To secure its
continued activities, any scene of real estate developers, in some way or another, needs
to exercise a certain control over the places and milieus where the conversion of land
into urbanised land is projected.63 In other words, a productive real estate business
61
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Harris, Richard “How land markets make and change Suburbs.” In Suburban Constellations. Governance,
Land and Infrastructure in the 21st Century, edited by Roger Keil, pp. 33-39. Berlin: Jovis Verlag GmbH,
2013.
La production de sol urbain est en effet hors de portée du capital, en tant que pôle privé d’accumulation
; le sol est cependant condition de la valeur d’usage de la marchandise-logement dans la mesure ou sa
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l’utilisation productive et à la reproduction de la force de travail qui consommera le logement. Or, ces
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d’une part, elles naissent de la combinaison spatiale d’un grand nombre de procès privés de reproduction, combinaison qu’un capital privé particulier aussi puissant soit-il ne saurait reproduire totalement ;
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Topalov, Christian. Les promoteurs Immobiliers: p. 278.
Tout système de place incluant un capital industriel producteur de logements doit donc inclure aussi une
ou plusieurs places ou sont exercés les fonctions correspondant à la « production » de sa reproduction.
Topalov, Christian. Les promoteurs Immobiliers: p. 279.
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requires a certain degree of coordination between collective or even public investments in infrastructure and the private capacity to valorise thus created development
rights. In Belgium, professional real estate associations with the explicit aim to secure
such control mechanisms were only founded in the post-war period. Relying on slogans such as ‘A people can only be empowered if it’s well organised’, real estate agents
collectively lobbied their way into decision-making processes and collectively forced
the coordination that was minimally needed.64 I will argue that such a professionally
organised lobby was not yet necessary in the case of the Antwerp Agglomeration,
simply because the realms of spatial policy and real estate agency were intimately
intertwined.
Most of the Provincial Governors (thus SCAA-presidents or vice-presidents)
and some of the agglomeration’s mayors themselves belonged to Antwerp’s landed
aristocracy that maintained close ties with large and up-and coming tract development companies such as, for instance, Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises. Governor
Baron Cogels was a descendent of an aristocratic family that since time immemorial
belonged to the ‘upper ten’ of Antwerp’s landed nobility - which also involved his later
son-in-law Governor Baron Holvoet into this scene of large landowners.65 Upon his
appointment as SCAA-President, the latter even indicated that his father-in-law’s
land ownership might constitute a conflict of interest with his new post.66 Branches
of Governor Baron Van de Werve’s family, in turn, were related to the della Failles
who had founded the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises.67 Governor Count de
Baillet Latour was the heir of vast estates in the north of the Agglomeration, in the
vicinity of Brasschaet. In other words, de Baillet-Latour seems to have had good reasons for committing to supplying drinking water to the agglomeration’s more remote
places (See Chapter 2). He ended up founding the land-company Anvers-Donck and
trusted his lands to the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises in order to develop
and sell it. Several mayors, thus SCAA-members, such as Willy Friling (Brasschaet),
Alphonse Ullens de Schooten (Schooten) and Gonzague Moretus (Wilryck) held a
considerable amount of acres as well. Unsurprisingly, all these SCAA-related names
appear as shareholders of real estate firms.68
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Broes, Tom, and Michiel Dehaene. “Real Estate Pioneers on the Metropolitan Frontier.”
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1998.
When he was appointed, Holvoet also considered it appropriate to mention this possible conflict of
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Letter from Baron Georges Holvoet to Baron Albéric Ruzette, dated 11 December 1923. Retrieved
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Gheysens, Frédéric Auguste. “Convention della Faille [Notarial Deed].” 27 May 1910. Retrieved from
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In the acts in the Belgian State Gazette that were summed up in footnotes 995 to 999 of this work, the
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397

Ur b a n is on s !

398

Furthermore, the bridging role of Engineer August Mennes between the worlds
of policy and real estate cannot be underestimated. In the years Mennes was preparing his comprehensive surveys for the new sewage system, he had also mapped all the
agglomeration’s large properties and noble estates. He knew perfectly who had land
where and it is probably no coincidence that Mennes was later frequently solicited
by all kinds of (aristocratic) landlords and real estate agents to draw development
plans for their land. (Fig. 4.9) It has been argued that Mennes saw these negotiations
with large land-owners as an integral part of his mission to design the municipal
development plans that he started drawing after 1925.69 Moreover, as a confidant of
the SCAA and the provincial authorities, Mennes was a highly reliable intermediary
figure. Hiring his services was almost a guarantee to success, a straight way to approved development plans. His private practice boomed, and at its peak, his ‘Office for
a Metropolitan Antwerp’ employed more than 40 people.70 Remarkably, even Mennes
himself owned strategic patches of land as well.71 In his treatise The most beautiful
country of the world Renaat Braem later recalled that Mennes at times proposed the
development of new arteries and circular roads in-between municipalities that were
‘accidentally’ unlocking his own properties.72 An anecdote that is highly symbolic of
the blurring boundaries between urbanisation policies and real estate capitalism in the
Antwerp agglomeration. The people who were producing the ‘permanent flux of urbanisable land’ were at the same time those who were able to consume and valorise it.
These close ties between the SCAA and real estate circles are very clear from the
works they projected upon the agglomeration’s urbanising territories. The projected
public investment in infrastructure literally caters to those locations where some of
the SCAA’s aristocratic ‘friends’ had property. Apart from existing municipalities, the
new sewage plan designed by Mennes, for instance, also systematically unlocked nearly all the agglomeration’s noble estates, including those of the Provincial Governors.
(Fig. 4.10) The metropolitan road grid developed by the SCAA’s engineers, in turn,
became a magnet for the rising apartment business that capitalised on raised development rights along the largely increased road sections. (Fig. 4.11) Finally, large pieces
of land between ‘the metropolitan road grid’ and the noble estates were taken on by
large-scale speculators, trying to turn these left-over lands into new urban quarters.
The SCAA in other words provided the hardware of an urban framework that allowed real estate capitalism to spread and urbanise all over the agglomeration.
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Figure 4.9
Engineer August Mennes did not limit
his activities to public authorities alone.
From the 1930’s onwards, he increasingly
worked as a consultant for private entrepreneurs, real estate and tract developers. For instance for the firm Extensions
et Entreprises Anversoises (1933), the
firm New Garden City du Nouveau Parc
d’Anvers (ca. 1933), the firm Anvers-Mortsel Extension (ca. 1933) or the firm Société
Anonyme de l’Agglomération Anversoise
(1937) - only to name a few.

400

Ur b a n is on s !
Figure 4.10
The SCAA’s sewage system as a prerequisite
for the urbanisation of capital. The system’s
main branches not only serve existing municipal centres (black circles) but equally all land
lying in-between. This land consists mainly
of large estates, owned by SCAA members
such as de Baillet Latour, Cogels (thus Holvoet) and their acquaintances Bunge, Friling,
Nottebohm and others. Urbanisation as
incubator of class monopoly rent par excellence. This map was produced by the author,
based on an overlay of Mennes’ preliminary
sewage studies (from which all the estates
were taken) and his final sewage scheme for
the agglomeration.

Figure 4.11
The SCAA’s metropolitan grid as a prerequisite for the urbanisation of capital. In
particular, the real estate development of
apartments was greatly stimulated by the
construction of new roads and the widening
of existing roads, both in the inner city and
in the wider agglomeration. The map shows
how these roads functioned as a magnet
for apartment developers throughout
the 1920’s (red) and the 1930’s (pink). The
map was drawn by the author and made
use of a 1932 map by August Mennes of
the agglomeration’s main roads and data
concerning the apartments that were built
in Antwerp between 1907 and 1939. These
data were composed by the author based
on the individual building applications in the
Antwerp City Archives that mentioned the
term ‘apartment’ or ‘multi-family-house’ in the
applications’ description.
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A pertinent critique of capitalist urbanisation
The last two paragraphs suggest that eminent policy-makers of the SCAA,
Antwerp’s Haute Finance and an emerging scene of property tycoons all belonged to
the same melting pot of local (and even national) elites that were trying to control urbanisation at the turn of the twentieth century. In that sense, urbanising the Antwerp
agglomeration is a clear example of the deep-seated overlap and conflict of interest
between political and economic elites in early 20th century Belgium. 73 In sum, the
SCAA became an indispensable cogwheel in an investment carousel that enabled the
urbanisation of ‘elitist’ capital beyond the historical city.
This reading of the work of the committee matches the neo-Marxist interpretation of the urbanisation of capital, particularly in the analysis of David Harvey, in
which ruling elites devise collective strategies to confirm their own beneficial positions.74 The SCAA’s efforts to transform virgin into urban land raised land-values and
it were aristocratic, industrial, financial and political elites who extracted profit from
it. It strongly resembles what thinkers like David Harvey defined as the emergence of
class-monopoly rent in an urbanised world - i.e. the monopoly certain social classes
exercise to extract rent from the production of housing and urbanisation, often at the
expense of lower social classes.75
In the context of the Antwerp agglomeration, the turn of the 20th century can
indeed be regarded as an exemplary moment when capital owners in pursuit of
profit moved beyond industrial production and the workplace straight into the ‘social
factory’ of everyday life. They turned housing into a commodified investment product, backed by the circulation of a secondary circuit of capital and the continuous
provision of urban land by a state apparatus. In that sense, the story of the Antwerp
agglomeration fits Harvey’s assertion that urbanism “transformed from an expression
of the production needs of the industrialist to an expression of the controlled power
of finance capital, backed by the power of the state, over the totality of the production
process”76 surprisingly well. The growth of investment into the secondary circuit of
capital at the expense of the industrial circuit must be understood as part of the transition from industrial to finance capitalism that is characterised by “the permanent
tendency (and eagerness) to realise value without actually producing it.”77 In such a
73
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Gerard, Emmanuel, and Frederik Verleden. De Schaduw Van Het Interbellum: België Van Euforie Tot Crisis
1918-1939. Tielt: Lannoo, 2017.
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politieke wereld in het Interbellum (1918-1931) [unpublished master dissertation]. Leuven: KULeuven,
2014.
Harvey, David. The Urbanisation of Capital.
Ibid. pp. 90-125.
Ibid.: p. 88
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reading, real estate capitalists feed off the urbanisation process to which they contribute little or nothing in return. Their success relies on the “free disposition of all kinds
of urban and public amenities.”78 Even to this day, it confirms the understanding of
urbanisation as a parasitic process, a process of uneven development, extraction and,
ultimately, destruction (see Chapter 3).79
Urbanism is thus confronted with the fierce criticism of being an ideologically compromised project, because it underpins and sustains the existing and uneven
system of social relations. The urbanist then is cast as a somewhat caricatured and
questionable figure, who is either compromised too, or naïvely unaware of the fact
that “space harbours an ideology, (or an ideo-logic to be more precise)” and that all
“urbanism is, although unwittingly, class-urbanism.”80 In such a context, urbanism loses all its credibility, “because it masks a situation. Because it conceals operations and
blocks a view of the horizon, a path to urban knowledge and practice.”81 And when
the urbanist realises all this, “when he attains this level of knowledge, he becomes
cynical or simply resigns.”82
The analysis so far confirms that some of the SCAA’s more eminent (aristocratic)
members were rather compromised or at least inspired by the conflict of many interests. It is significant in this respect that one of the most lush streets developed by the
firm Extension et Entreprises Anversoises around the Boeckenbergpark was named after
SCAA chairman and governor Holvoet. But what about other members, like Joseph
Schobbens and Paul De Heem, Richard Lemeunier, etc. who turned urbanising the
agglomeration into their arduous daily job and profiled as unadulterated policy-entrepreneurs rather than as financial entrepreneurs? Were they ideologically compromised too? Or naïvely unaware of the machinery they were part of ? I will try to argue
they were neither of the two. I will highlight these figures’ many inventive attempts
and pleas to redistribute excess gains of class-monopoly urban rent over society as a
whole. I will show how they at least tried to (and sometimes managed to) walk the
path to a more profound urban knowledge and practice. They actively tried to curb
78
79

80

81
82

Topalov, Christian. Les Promoteurs Immobiliers.
Brenner, Neil. Critique of Urbanisation: Selected Essays. Basel: Birkhauser, 2016.
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the extractive nature of un-remedied capitalist urbanisation. Their occasional successes might explain why members like De Heem and Schobbens didn’t grow cynical
enough to quit prematurely and remained on the job for more than thirty years.

►

An urbanistic turn: attempts at an ‘urban’
redistribution of class-monopoly rent
Anywhere capitalism emerges, David Harvey wrote in Social Justice and the City,
urbanism follows in its footsteps.83 As already mentioned, the seeming omnipresence and inevitability of capitalist dynamics and logics in urbanisation processes may
have a rather paralyzing effect on the urbanist, suspending him between cynicism
and resignation. Is there really no other urbanism than class-urbanism as Lefebvre
argued? To escape the rather totalising understandings of urbanism, many scholars
explored concepts such as the everyday or the urban experience, the social poetics of
appropriation, non-mercantile principles of auto-gestion, grass-root politics, self-governance etc.84 Concepts that allow to circumvent and counter the omnipotent grip
that capitalism seems to hold on the production of space. Concepts, in sum, that
allow to invent ‘alternative urbanisms’ the rationale and meaning of which are not
completely determined by logics of the urbanisation of capital. It is striking that many
of these recent concepts move beyond institutional politics and public spatial policy –
which was after all the realm from which the SCAA mostly operated. Looking back,
however, it is striking to see how much the concept of ‘urban rent’ was part of the
political debate at the beginning of the twentieth century in Belgium. It provided the
SCAA with other escape routes, other possibilities to explore alternative urbanisms
that were embedded in institutional policy-making. Possibilities that were specific
to the zeitgeist and political climate of their era. Before delving into some concrete
SCAA-proposals and cases, it seems useful to briefly recollect these political debates
and discussions on urban rent, which formed a fruitful and supportive context for the
development of the committee’s particular attitude on this matter.
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The principle of urban rent in early twentieth century
political debates
The ‘masked’ mechanisms in capitalist societies that writers like Harvey,
Lefebvre, Castells, Topalov etc. ‘rediscovered’ and ‘unveiled’ through a re-reading of
Marx in the ‘60s and ‘70s seem to have been out in the open and in the middle of the
political debate at the turn of the 20th century. Marx’s volumes II and III of Capital, a
critique of political economy – in which he criticised the institution of private property
in land and (urban) land rent – had just been published in French, between 1900 and
1902.85 In the Belgian context, these translations seem to have (re-)inspired radical
leftist writers to question the legitimacy of individual landownership and the inherent
difficulties that principle caused to build socially just societies.86 But, as we will see,
these ideas also appeared in the rhetoric of a broad spectrum of mainstream politics
and policy-makers, especially in the period 1900-1914. Leading socialists like Emile
Vandervelde and Camille Huysmans both referred to Marx’s theories on (urban)
rent in their works La propriété foncière (1900) and La Plus-value Immobilière Dans
Les Communes Belges (1909) – which was the very first thorough study on urban rent
in the Belgian context. (Fig 4.12) The work of Huysmans in particular is interesting here, since he later became a member of the SCAA in his position of mayor of
Antwerp throughout the 1930s.
In their respective studies, Vandervelde and Huysmans both strongly distinguished between rural and urban land. “Rural soil becomes a use value. Urban land
becomes an exchange value,” Huysmans wrote, “the commercial and mercantile
Bourgeois economy brings the value of land [terre-valeur] into the general circulation
of capital.”87 The typical Marxist response to such an analysis is to dismiss of the city
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Figure 4.12
Taxing urban rent was a hot
topic in political debates in
the early 20th century. Victor
Devadder (1908) and Camille
Huysmans (1909) were two
important voices in that
debate. The strange thing was
that taxing the conversion
of fallow to building land (i.e.
urbanisation) was difficult: as
long as land was not built on
and did not generate revenue,
some voices (Devadder in
particular) stated that it could
not be taxed according to
Belgian law.

and urbanism altogether.88 Vandervelde, for instance, started to pursue a ‘policy of
avoidance’, pleading for a Retour Aux Champs (1903), where he believed people were
more able to live their life out of the stranglehold of capitalism. Obviously, such anti-urban policies weren’t very useful for an organisation as the SCAA that was asked
to urbanise an entire agglomeration. In contradistinction to this ‘right to stay put in
the countryside’ they were in need of and exploring approaches and strategies that
were inspired by ‘the right to the city’ for all.
In that respect, Huysmans’ book offers a more forceful and hopeful perspective.89
After assessing many Belgian municipalities, Huysmans defined two causes that
explained the steep increase in land-value at the turn of the 20th century, and in the
large agglomerations in particular: population growth and public investment. With
regards to the first aspect, He scrutinised a number of publications on different cities
throughout Europe, which led him to the conclusion that “the rise of urban rent is
determined by population growth. As men crowd into cities, they want land, land
that is limited, and on this fund, situated in circles favourable to transactions, they
88
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Friedrich Engels, for instance, wrote the following: “It is not the solution of the housing question which
simultaneously solves the social question, but only by the solution of the social question, that is, by the
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is an absurdity. The modern big cities, however, will be abolished only by the abolition of the capitalist
mode of production, and when this is once on the way there will be quite other things to do than supplying each worker with a little house and garden.”
Engels, Friedrich. The Housing Question: pp. 48-49.
A municipal councilor himself, Huysmans had a certain affinity with the problems of contemporary
urban expansion. He became more of a reformer than a revolutionary, inspired by the efforts of Karl
Kautsky who worked towards social-democracy in Europe.
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erect buildings which become the centre of their business. Commercial aptitude thus
gives way to the commercial situation.”90 Concerning the second aspect, Huysmans
assessed the state of affairs in many municipalities and concluded that “day by day,
the obligations of cities increase. More is spent on public recreation, on hygiene, on
schools, on workers. Look at the increase in ordinary expenditure and the increase in
public debts (...) and the consequent increase in private land values!”91
In both cases, Huysmans came to the conclusion that “the increase in the value
of the bare land is completely free of charge. It is by no means the result of any effort
on the part of those who have benefited from it.”92 It led him to a pertinent critique
of urbanism, but not to its dismissal. “I criticised the current system whereby public
administrations build railway stations, widen streets, clean up neighbourhoods with
everyone’s money, while the added value resulting from all this work enriches only the
few who own the land,”93 he wrote. Yet he immediately explored alternative approaches that he claimed were being implemented by “many municipalities that understood
that it was necessary to put an end to this game of deceit and to say to all the property
owners, (…): ‘Split the money, comrades’!”94 Huysmans referred to an amalgamation
of existing municipal tax regulations on urban rent. All these regulations adhered to
the principle that “the community gets its share of the increase in the value of land.”95
He hurried to add that municipal authorities of all political persuasions (conservative, liberal, socialist) had introduced such taxes, both in Belgium and abroad. Taxing
urban rent, Huysmans suggested, was not so much a political-ideological act or a sign
of radical Marxist-communist rebellion. It was a matter of common sense for all those
who were familiar with and immersed within decent urban policy.
Nevertheless, these municipal taxes on urban rent became the subject of heated
debates in the chamber of representatives and in parliament.96 Unsurprisingly, this
criticism was mainly voiced by conservative politicians who were compromised by
economic interests themselves.97 Despite the fact that most of these tax regulations
were approved by royal decree and even despite the fact that the Court of Cassation
90
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had no problems with them, their legal status remained under question.98 In his
thorough analysis Les Taxes Communales de Plus-value Immobilière, Victor Devadder
summarised these political discussions in all their dimensions. (Fig. 4.12) Above all,
he argued that existing legislation and proposals were rather complex and unclear. He
started from the observation that two different types of taxes should be distinguished:
(one-time) indirect taxes, and (annually recurrent) direct taxes.
The first category consisted of one-off taxes that were levied by municipalities
to cover the expenses of public works that had been executed and from which local
road-side residents [riverains] enjoyed all the benefits. These taxes were paid just once
at the time of the construction of individuals’ houses, as a kind of indemnity to get
access to urban amenities already in place. Such a tax existed, for instance, for the
construction of pavements. Another example were so-called taxes on ‘Constructions
et Reconstructions.’ In general, municipalities categorised all their streets into several
categories. The tax increased as the street was newer, wider or better equipped and
was generally paid per m³ of built-up space. The larger the house and the fancier the
avenue, the higher taxes became. Such taxes were perfectly legal and became widely
accepted. In Antwerp for instance, taxes on ‘Constructions et Reconstructions’ existed
from 1901 onwards. (Fig. 4.13)
The second category was much more problematic. Direct taxes were annually levied on a plot’s cadastral income, or to cover municipal loans for the planned
construction of roads, sewage systems and pavements. These taxes were sometimes
levied before public works were actually executed, at a time when the supposed added
value was still ‘virtual’. Moreover, these taxes were usually calculated on the basis of
plot dimensions and that was contrary to the fundamental principle of direct taxation. “Taxation must be related to the revenue of a piece of land and not to its surface
area,”99 Minister of interior affairs Schollaert argued, and he added that “a tax on
the physical parameters of a property instead of on its income goes against the basic
principle of the direct tax system.”100 Moreover, in his book, Devadder considered the
revenue of unbuilt-plots as non-existent, or at most highly hypothetical as long as
they were not built and not generating any real income.101 Thus, levying land-based
taxes to cover municipal loans for public works was very much disputed.
98
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Figure 4.13
Despite several attempts, Joseph Schobbens ultimately never
succeeded in getting all the municipalities of the agglomeration to
agree on a general tax code or a règlement-type. Nevertheless, a series of municipalities in the agglomeration, including Antwerp (1901),
Hoboken (1904) and Berchem (ca. 1910) introduced their own tax
regulations around the turn of the century. The more public funds
the construction of streets had required, and the larger the built-up
volume, the higher the tax.

Moreover, Devadder argued that the simultaneous levying of all these taxes
at times amounted to astronomical amounts of total taxes, which were described
as “blatant injustices” or “vindictive exactions.”102 In the Antwerp conurbation, too,
there was a great deal of indignation about the exaggerated amount of the sum of all
these different taxes. In 1932, for instance, in an opinion piece on the SCAA’s work,
Belgian planner Raphaël Verwilghen expressed his outrage writing that “he had been
told that the taxes levied on local residents along the agglomeration’s streets in some
cases amounted to 8000 francs per running metre of façade!”103 Based on the work of
Devadder, three shortcomings of the then current legislation come to light. First, the
proliferation of many different taxes caused resentment. Second, only taxes on added
value caused by public investment were considered; taxes on surplus-value through
processes of densification and the passage of time completely remained out of the
picture. And finally, tax regulations followed the clear distinction between urban land
and rural land: levying post-hoc taxes on built property in a context already urban
was widely accepted (indirect taxes), while levying annual land-based taxes in order to
pre-finance the urbanisation of virgin territories was heavily criticised (direct taxes).
In his 1909 book, Huysmans tried to clear these discussions by proposing one
single new bill on taxing urban rent. He answered to the two first shortcomings
mentioned above by proposing one single indirect tax that would tax surplus values
in general (value that had not been created by the owners, thus necessarily resulted
102 Ibid.: p. 1.
103 Verwilghen, Raphael. “L’urbanisation du Grand-Anvers.” La Cité 11, no. 1 (1932): pp. 15–17.
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from both public investment and population growth causing scarcity in the housing
stock). This tax would be levied every time a building passed to a new owner. Broadly
speaking, the tax was calculated by subtracting the indexed purchase price and all
costs incurred by the owner to bring the property into an improved condition from
the current sales price.104 With regards to the third observation, it is remarkable that
even a straightforward figure like Huysmans was hesitant to levy taxes on unbuilt
land – a principle that was touched upon in his study but that remained absent in his
final bill.105 An omission that can be explained by the typical urban-rural divide that
was still very present at the time. It was probably not for nothing that Huysmans had
started his indictment of the phenomenon of urban rent by referring to economist
Werner Sombart’s assertion that “nineteenth century capitalism had mainly produced
the city.”106 And the city was still being considered as a confined spatial unit against
a rural background at that time. This strong urban-rural divide (i.e. the exchange
value-use value divide) firmly and exclusively tied the idea of taxing urban rent to the
historical urban cores. A rather strange point of view, given the later assertions that
the transition from rural to urban land in particular was so lucrative. And given the
pertinent transition from city to urbanisation that was going on, which caused an
increasing blurring of the clear boundary between urban and rural land, i.e. between
use value and exchange value. A transition, in sum, that an organ like the SCAA was
experiencing from the first row.
Although the question of urban rent was a recurrent topic in political debates up
until the second world war, it never resulted in a conclusive overall law.107 Huysmans’
1909 bill, for instance, was never passed. Moreover, the subject of controlling rising
land values and speculation also surfaced in the general bill for the urbanisation of
towns and cities of senator Emile Vinck in 1932. Articles 12 to 20, making up the
bill’s second title regarding the execution of urbanisation plans, gave municipalities
the power to control and steer the urbanisation of their territory by imposing several
kinds of servitudes non aedificandi without giving rise to condemnations. In addition,
municipalities were given the opportunity to expropriate land for which they owed
104 The actual tax was a percentage of that total amount, which increased significantly as the period between
purchase and sale of the property became shorter. In this way, professional speculation and quick money
gain were taxed in particular.
Huysmans, Camille. La plus-value immobilière: pp. 39-42.
105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
107 Nevertheless, the topic of urban rent long remained on the political agenda. See, for instance all
interventions on la plus-value immobilière in Belgium’s chamber of representatives. Session of 17 March
1911, Session of 29 June 1911, Session of 30 June 1911, Session of 13 December 1912, Session of 22
December 1913, Session of 23 December 1913, Session of 3 June 1920, Session of 12 August 1920,
Session of 16 January 1924, Session of 17 January 1924, Session of 16 December 1927, Session of 18
February 1930
S.n. “Plus-Value Immobilière,” https://sites.google.com/site/bplenum/system/app/pages/search?scope=search-site&q=%22plus-value+immobili%C3%A8re%22 (accessed February 1, 2021).
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compensation to the original owners prior to the increase in the value of the land. In
other words, urban rent was meant to become public property and was supposed to
cover public spending on urbanisation. But as already discussed in chapter 1, it was
precisely this intrusion into the institute of private land ownership that caused the bill
to get bogged down. As a consequence, taxes on urban rent remained an ad-hoc, local
and contested matter of concern, generally tied to already urban land in the cores of
historical cities. A precarious starting point for the SCAA, some members of which
realised all too well that taxes on urban rent better urbanised beyond that historical
city, along with the urbanisation of capital, in order to redistribute that urban rent
over society as a whole.

Towards unequivocal tax regulations for the entire
Antwerp agglomeration
A doctor of Laws himself, clerk Joseph Schobbens was very well aware of
and read into these discussions. He put the subject of ‘les taxes de plus-value’ on the
SCAA’s agenda as soon as 1909 - not coincidentally the year in which the study of
Camille Huysmans appeared.108 The quote at the beginning of this chapter shows
that Schobbens clearly understood that only direct land-based taxes would provide
municipalities with a regular income that was necessary to cover high expenses for
loans to execute public works. Only in these circumstances, municipalities themselves
would be able to take initiative in urbanising their own virgin territories. Moreover,
Schobbens understood that all municipalities best adopted one and the same standard regulation: “If all the municipalities in the Antwerp agglomeration could agree
to adopt one and the same system, this would be very useful. It would even be an
advantage for the municipalities to put themselves on the same footing so as not to
privilege some in terms of construction at the expense of others, as a result of the
fact that some would levy higher taxes than others. Some municipalities could even
be tempted not to set taxes at all to avoid delays in building. By doing so, they would
harm their budget; in the opposite case they would put a halt to the expansion and
embellishment of their territory.”109
A lawyer himself, however, Schobbens knew very well that these direct landbased taxes were heavily contested. “Whereas the Ministry of the Interior has never
108 SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion de la taxe de plus-value, [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 July 1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion du projet de règlement au sujet de la taxe de plus-value, [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1909.
All minutes of the meetings of the SCAA and its subcommittees to which this chapter refers can be
found in the provincial archives of Antwerp in Antwerp and Antwerp. An overview of these documents
and exact references to the their location within the archives can be found in annex 1.
109 SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion de la taxe de plus-value, [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 July 1909.
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admitted this system and has even condemned it as unconstitutional”, Schobbens said,
“the Court of Cassation in turn recognised the legality of this regulation.”110 As a man
of law, he didn’t feel much to act against the law, but what to do in such an ambiguous context? He found a solution in two circulars from the Ministry of the Interior:
“Wanting to reconcile the legitimate interests of the municipalities and the principles
of the constitution, the Ministry of the Interior has established a new system (...) the
department’s case law now allows the municipalities to levy a (direct) annual charge
on the owners of undeveloped roadside land, pending payment of the indirect street
opening tax (as soon as they decide to build) – i.e. a tax equivalent to the amount the
municipalities themselves have to pay to their lenders as interest and depreciation.”111
Based on these guidelines, the committee committed itself to drawing up a
Règlement-Type for all the agglomeration’s involved municipalities. It envisaged an
indirect tax on built-up parcels, and a direct tax on undeveloped land. As long as plots
were unbuilt upon, taxes were paid annually to cover the annuities of the municipalities’ loans for public works. From the moment these works were executed, the remaining amount was recovered with a one-off indirect tax.112 For all certainty, and as
befitted the righteous policy-entrepreneur, Schobbens submitted this tax proposal for
approval to the Ministry of the Interior. When Minister Schollaert himself replied :
“Mr. General Secretary, the attached draft for tax regulation does not raise any objection from the point of view of administrative case law,”113 nothing seemed to stand in
the way of its implementation.
Schobbens quickly launched his model tax, but the response of the municipalities
themselves was disappointing. Few mayors responded to the Committee’s invitation
to collectively discuss the joint Règlement-Type.114 And by the year 1912, it was all
disillusion when it became clear that “few municipalities had considered it a good
momentum to adopt these regulations.”115 Yet it is probably not entirely coincidental
that a number of municipalities started to introduce their own regulations from the
early 1910s onwards.116 (Fig. 4.13) In general, these regulations only considered the
110 Ibid.
111 Ibid.
112 As Le Crédit Communal gave loans refundable at a rate of 4,25% over 66 years, direct taxes could never
exceed 4,25% of the correspondent indirect taxes.
SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion du projet de règlement au sujet de la taxe de plus-value, [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1909.
113 SCAA, subcommittee 9. Discussion du projet de règlement au sujet de la taxe de plus-value, [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1909, n.p.
114 Although section 9 of the SCAA was intended to gather all mayors and secretaries from all the municipalities of the agglomeration, very few actually turned up at these meetings.
115 Delbeke, Auguste. Openingsredevoering gehouden op de algemeene vergadering van donderdag 12 december
1912. Antwerp: Van Os-De Wolf, 1912, pp. 18-19.
116 Municipalities like Deurne, Borgerhout, Hoboken and Antwerp all had tax regulations of their own.
See files 718#1095, Belasting op bouwen en herbouwen en belasting op nieuwe woningen door tijdelijke
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more common indirect taxes. Perhaps, close ties between local mayors and aristocratic
landowners made the general application of direct land-based taxes rather difficult.
From the early ‘20s onwards Schobbens tried to bring his earlier attempts at a joint
regulation back to the attention, in the slipstream of the general development plans
that engineer Mennes had started drawing for many municipalities (see Chapter 2).117
However, a joint regulation, as an integrated instrument for urbanising the agglomeration, was never agreed upon nor adopted. Moreover, the economic climate after
WWI was not very favourable for the implementation of construction taxes that were
thought to slow down the construction industry.118 Even after a 1935 law empowered
provincial governors to approve of or deny municipal tax regulations, no streamlined
tax policies were ever instated in the agglomeration.119
This setback didn’t really have a discouraging effect on Schobbens and his companions. It just prompted them to think up more ingenious strategies. The following
paragraphs recollect three different (project-based) methods the SCAA devised to
collectivise the profits of urban rent. They illustrate the committee’s ambition to keep
municipalities in charge of urbanisation and to regard the urbanisation process as
something more than the sum of private real estate interests – as something more
than an extractive process that merely produces class-monopoly rent.

The municipalisation of land (the city as real estate agent)
In volume III of capital, Marx wrote that “from the point of view of a higher
economic form of society, private ownership of the globe by single individuals will, over
time, appear quite as absurd as private ownership of one man by another.”120 In the
Belgian context similar understandings echoed in proposals for the ‘nationalisation’
and ‘municipalisation’ of land at the turn of the 20th century.121 In his studies, Camille

117
118
119

120
121

kwijtschelding van grondlasten 1912; 589#88, Belasting op het bouwen en herbouwen Antwerpen;
1702#2897, Belasting op het bouwen en herbouwen 1911-1920. Retrieved from Antwerp City Archives
[Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
Stad Antwerpen. Verordening, belasting op de bouwingen en herbouwingen te Antwerpen: belasting op de
afsluitingen. Antwerp: Van Hille – De Backer, 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 10 July 1922.
Letter from Paul Berryer to Gaston Van de Werve de Schilde, dated 8 August 1922. See file 589#88,
Belasting op het bouwen en herbouwen. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
A Law of 9 March 1935 granted the right to provincial governors to (dis)approve of taxes on constructions and reconstructions of buildings in all municipalities.
Letter from Georges Holvoet to the Antwerp City Administration, dated 23 March 1935. See file
589#88, Belasting op het bouwen en herbouwen. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ],
Antwerp.
Marx, Karl and Friedrich Engels. Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Oekonomie. 3: Der Gesammtprocess der
kapitalistischen Produktion. Hamburg: Meissner, 1904, p.567.
Borde, Frédéric. Terre. Organe Hebdomadaire Du Socialisme Rationnel..
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Huysmans, for instance explained that a city had “the greatest interest in conserving
and developing its territory, in order to be able to benefit itself from the added value
of urban land.”122 It is not clear whether the SCAA was aware of these publications,
yet they seem to have been sympathetic to similar radical ideas.
From the minute the decision was taken to demilitarise the old bulwark, the
SCAA urged the municipalities of Antwerp, Berchem and Borgerhout to expropriate
and acquire as much land as possible outside the ramparts. The committee predicted
that these lands would benefit from a guaranteed added value once “the urban planning works to be carried out on the former military bulwark”123 were executed. The
resale of these urban lands afterwards would by and large be able to cover the public expenses for these municipalities’ urbanisation.124 Antwerp secretary Geyselinck
frankly admitted that it was only thanks to the committee’s witty and quick advice
that the city succeeded in acquiring important stretches of land along and outside
its former walls.125 The cost of this vast opération immobilière exceeded 200 million
francs.126 Although the urban reconversion of the city walls never materialised, these
expenditures didn’t do the city any harm in the long run. On the contrary! It surely
took some time, but after the 1930 World Fair the city administrations were finally
able to follow through on a plan that engineer Lemeunier had drafted for the expropriated land in 1912 already. (Fig. 4.14) Soon after the world fair, sought-after neighbourhoods emerged on these expropriated lands such as the Tentoonstellingswijk, the
Jan Van Rijswijcklaan. The Tentoonstellingswijk became a residential neighbourhood
with terraced houses of two to three floors. They were built on plots averaging 175m²
that were offered for sale by the city at the price of 250 Frs/m².127 A multiple amount
of what the city itself once paid for these plots, but here and there criticism surfaced
of the fact that the city was still selling these lands below their real value at “extremely
low prices.”128 Along the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, for instance, prices went a lot higher.
Large apartment buildings of 6 to 7 floors were erected on plots ranging from 350 to
700m² that were for sale between 400 and 600 Frs/m². On top of these considerable
amounts, real estate capitalists were asked to make considerable contributions for the
De Potter, Agathon. Transition de l’appropriation individuelle du sol.
122 Huysmans referred to Amsterdam, Berlin, and London as cities that had developed interesting strategies
to maintain strategic parts of urban land as public property – which made cities profit from surplus-values and urban rent themselves.
Huysmans, Camille. La Plus-Value Immobilière.
123 Geyselinck, Hyppolite. Le Grand Anvers.
124 Ibid.
125 Such as, for instance, the neighbourhood Kiel, the Schoonselhof domain, the military fields and the domains Brandt; Middelheim; Vogelenzang; Saillant de Wilryck.
126 Geyselinck, Hyppolite. Le grand Anvers.
127 See files 1933#43450, Detailtoegang op de dossiers bouwvergunningen; 18#2833, Detailtoegang op de dossiers
bouwvergunningen. Retrieved from the Antwerp City Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
128 Laureys, Dirk and Serge Migom. Van sprookjestuin tot modelstad : Antwerpen 1930 en de tentoonstellingswijk. Antwerp: Bestendige Deputatie van de Provincieraad, 2005, p. 77.
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Figure 4.14
At the instigation of Joseph Schobbens, the city of Antwerp proceeded with the massive expropriation of land to be urbanised just outside the ramparts at a very early stage. This municipalisation of land, at very favourable rates, allowed the city and its engineer Richard Lemeunier to
draw a whole new urban district for the area. The return on investment of this operation took a
long time, but was very considerable, especially from the 1930s onwards. The urban rent that was
generated over time remained in public hands and could be reinvested in the city.
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construction of the public domain.129 The SCAA’s keen advice had put the city in an
ideal position to invoke the participation of real estate players and private capital to
cover the cost of urbanisation. After all, the initially seemingly insane expenses turned
out to be particularly profitable some 30 years later.
Moreover, it put the city in the position to produce a diverse urban environment,
where city dwellers from all social strata lived together. Urban habitats for the working classes, middle classes, bourgeois and aristocrats existed side by side, occupying
housing for rent or for sale, private or collective. The neighbourhood Kiel, for instance,
was “inhabited by the working class, and the Antwerp municipal administration has
built enormous complexes (...) of 4 to 5 floors, housing a respectable number of families. The advantage of these residences is their sanitary conditions and the relatively
low rents.”130 The Tentoonstellingswijk , just around the corner, was “fundamentally
different from the Kiel district, in spite of its vicinity, its very neighbourhood” and
its streets were “inhabited by the wealthy bourgeoisie and by municipal officials in
particular.”131 A little further afield, the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan mostly catered to the
middle classes, offering 8 story apartment blocks that were “very much wanted where
it never took long for the “for rent” signs to disappear.”132 One or two streets further
was the very fancy Brandt district, where no “working families or even petit bourgeois”
were to be found. It was the district of “Antwerp’s upper bourgeoisie, homes of big
traders, importers, exporters, financiers, owners of transport companies etc…”133 With
land management in its own hands, it was in any case easier for the city to keep the
effects of urbanisation as a process of uneven development under control.134 In the
Antwerp agglomeration, not all social classes were by definition completely mixed,
but the grain of neighbourhoods with a specific socio-economic profile was kept very
small. An intention which, as we shall further discuss below, the SCAA at least tried
to promote throughout the entire agglomeration.
In retrospect, it could be considered a pity that the city eventually re-sold its urbanised land, renouncing the possibility to cash in on the continued increase of urban
rent over time. But it must be acknowledged that the far-sighted intervention of the
SCAA initially enabled the city to stay one step ahead of the urbanisation process. It
129 See file 1929#32765, Detailtoegang op de dossiers bouwvergunningen. Retrieved from the Antwerp City
Archives [Felixarchief ], Antwerp.
130 Charlier, Roger. L’extension urbaine de la ville d’Anvers, p. 55.
131 Ibid., p. 59.
132 Ibid., p. 62.
133 Ibid., p. 63-64.
134 For such analyses, see:
Merrifield, Andy, and Erik Achille Marie Swyngedouw. The Urbanisation of Injustice. London: Lawrence
and Wishart, 1996.
Smith, Neil. Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space. 2nd ed. Oxford: Blackwell,
1991.
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is no coincidence that these neighbourhoods ultimately grew into the most successful and sought-after in the entire agglomeration. The SCAA - and general secretary
Joseph Schobbens in particular - would advise municipalities to expropriate strategic
patches of land on other occasions as well.135 But these massive expropriations remained a costly affair that municipalities other than the city of Antwerp simply could
not afford.136 Berchem and Borgerhout, for instance, were never in the possibility to buy
land along the former ramparts. In those cases, there were few other options left than
to engage in arduous negotiations with real estate capitalists and private land-owners.

Negotiating Urban Externality
The majority of planning applications by private landlord-speculators that were
discussed in the SCAA-meetings were initially only inspired by maximum private
gain, which was not always in line with the public interest.137 But the SCAA made it
its goal not to let the agglomeration slip into a sprawl of private claims and tried to
develop a number of collective urban layers despite the amalgamation of private initiatives. In order to achieve that goal, they entered into a continuous debate with major
real estate players – convincing them to safeguard parts of their estates for collective
use.
The long-term co-operation between the SCAA and the private firm Extensions
et Entreprises Anversoises exemplifies the committee’s modus operandi and approach
very well. From 1906 onwards, the firm’s founders sought to develop their noble
estate Brandt. For the same reason, they had also bought the neighbouring estate
Middelheim at a price of 5 Fr/m².138 (Fig. 4.15) However, the committee saw these
estates as part of the large public Nachtegaelenpark (see Chapter 3). After years of
stubborn obstruction, the SCAA and the city were able to reach an agreement with
the company Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises in 1910.139 The firm sold the estate
Middelheim on to the city of Antwerp on a non-profitable basis. Of the estate Le
Brandt 48 ha of park land was offered to the city at the very reasonable price of 5 Fr/
m². In return, the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises was allowed to transform
the remaining hectares into a park-like neighbourhood for Antwerp’s beau-monde.
But how exactly did the committee get these aristocratic merchants to sell their
135 SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Route Militaire, traverse de Wilryck; 2°) Aménagement du domaine de l’Elsdonck, à Wilryck., [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 31 July 1912.
136 Geyselinck, Hyppolite. Le Grand-Anvers.
137 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
138 Schobbens, Joseph. Les Parcs Publics dans l’Agglomération Anversoise. Brussels: Goemaere, 1924, pp. 3-12.
139 Ibid., pp. 3-4.
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b
Figure 4.15
Land increasingly commodified and became
the fuel par excellence for urbanisation.
Between 1906 and 1910, the company
Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises had
incorporated the land of several smaller
players to build a true land empire (a).
In close cooperation with the SCAA, a
development plan was drawn up in 1910 in
which parts of the park were preserved
and around which a high-quality residential
park was developed (b) and brought to the
market in separate lots from 1910 onwards
(c). Residential streets were constructed
(and largely financed by the private firm
itself) in such a way that the park remained
accessible to the wider community. Urban
fortunes were thus negotiated on a case-bycase basis.

c
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land to the city as park land for a fraction of its potential value as building plots? They
did not have, I repeat, any legislative framework enabling them to enforce it. Instead,
some committee members fell back on some of the basic principles concerning la
plus-value immobilière. They stressed “the added value given to neighbouring owners
by the conservation or creation of public parks; (...) which meant a considerable increase in the value of neighbouring properties.”140 In the context of the Brandt project,
these expectations were, again, largely met, certainly over time. The firm Extensions et
Entreprises Anversoises managed to sell plots of minimum 1000m² at an average price
of 100 Fr/m² in the 1920s and 200 Fr/m² in the 1930’s141 - and 1500 Fr/m² in the
1960s - realising sales prices that largely exceeded the average plot-prices for single
houses elsewhere in these same periods.142
For a next park, Boeckenbergpark in the municipality of Deurne, the committee
even went one step further. It was again the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises
that owned some 60 ha of land, of which the SCAA wanted to convert some 20 ha
into a public park. Schobbens and De Heem convinced the real estate company of a
rather unorthodox agreement which consisted of the following four parts : “A) The 20
hectares of park will come to the municipality free of charge. B) In order to compensate the group and to regain a total of 60ha of land for sale, as initially foreseen,
the municipality expropriates in advance about 20ha of neighbouring land, which
otherwise would unduly benefit from the capital gain resulting from the creation
of the park, a public expropriation, yet for the benefit and on behalf of the private
financial group. C) In order to limit the risk for the financial group resulting from
this (potentially costly) expropriation, an average maximum price is envisaged. If this
price is exceeded, the municipality may cover itself by selling any plots of land in the
park which appear necessary so that it will never run any risk. D) Similar clauses are
provided for road works the execution of which is left to the initiative and care of
140 Crahay, N.I. Verslag aangaande de goederen geheeten: Boeckenberg en Teboulaer onder Deurne.
Antwerp: Studie-Commissie tot Inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, 1911, p. 15.
141 In Extensa’s private archives a series of intriguing booklets was found listing all plots that the firm
Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises ever sold between 1910 and 1985 (including plot characteristics,
selling prices, and names and identification of all buyers). From these booklets, it was easy to recover
all selling prices in the entire agglomeration at each and every moment throughout the 20th century – dream material for economic historians, sociologists … and urbanism researchers with a focus on
urbanisation. Interestingly, most of the firms listed below were ‘empty’ firms, consisting of nothing but of
its owners, shareholders and a whole lot of land. The firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises developed
and commercialised all these firms’ lands into urban, buildable land.
Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises. “Anvers-Donck, Compagnie Immobilière du Nord d’Anvers,
Deurne & Borgerhout Extensions, EGIMO Vlaanderens Ondernemingen en Uitbreiding, Eeckeren
Extensions, Entreprises Immobilières, Examim Kapittel, Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises, Fimoter,
Nimeco, St-Nicolas Extensions, Ter Borgt, Ventes Urbaines et Rurales [Deed booklets].” Retrieved from
Extensa Private Archives, Brussels: map Deed Booklets.
142 The sales prices of building plots around the new park Brandt were by far the highest in the entire
agglomeration.
Ibid.
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the municipality, according to specific evaluations yet at the expense of the private
financial group. If these expenses are exceeded, the group is entitled to compensation.”143 This proposition exploited the principles of urban rent to the fullest, and
part of the increase in value would materialise in 20ha of public park. Although it
potentially provided Deurne with a free 20ha park, several members of the municipal
council distrusted this construction and voted against it - to great incomprehension of
Schobbens and De Heem.144
Due to this reluctance on the part of the municipalities, Schobbens and
De Heem usually had to fall back on the same practice they had used for the
Nachtegaelenpark. Most of the time, municipalities allowed the development of profitable allotment schemes along the edges of the land they were able to buy from the
landowners in return, and at reasonable price rates in order to develop public parks.
In a similar way, the city of Antwerp was able to buy the Schoonselhof (84ha for 1 Fr/
m² in 1911); Deurne bought Te Boelaerpark (15ha for 13 Fr/m² in 1912); Borgerhout
bought Boeckenbergpark (10ha for 11,5 Fr/m² in 1914); and the Rivierenhof was
bought by the Province (87 ha for 6,3 Fr/m² 1921). Even of the park Te Boulaer, that
was bought for a record sum of 13,5 Fr/m², engineer De Heem said: “I do not believe
that 13 Fr/m² is an exaggerated price; on the contrary, I am convinced that the real
estate company could have gotten more cash out of its land by exploiting it to the
fullest.”145 In a context of fierce land speculation, rescuing a number of public parks
was quite an achievement. It’s true that landowners usually saw the value of nearby
parks themselves - but they usually preferred these large parks to be developed on
their neighbours’ land. It was the SCAA’s merit to coordinate that process in such a
way that a large number of parks were more or less evenly spread across the agglomeration (see Chapter 3).
But the committee’s merits go further than that. The SCAA also had a say in
the design of the new housing estates. In the case of Le Brandt, streets were laid out
in such a way as to ensure easy access to the new parks. In the following years, the
same concerns were guarded in all the surrounding projects and in a whole series
of planning requests – guaranteeing optimal permeability to the new park from the
wider surroundings.146 Moreover, the SCAA passed part of the expenditures for these
143 Schobbens, Joseph. Les Parcs Publics, p.20
SCAA, subcommittee 22. Création de parcs publics à Borgerhout et Deurne, [minutes of SCAA meeting].
22 December 1913.
144 Ibid.
145 SCAA, subcommittee 22. Création de parcs publics à Borgerhout et Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting].
22 December 1913.
146 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Plan d’ensemble des rues à ouvrir dans la zône du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 18 July 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Plan d’ensemble des rues à ouvrir dans la zône du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 30 July 1910.
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public infrastructures on to private developers. In case of the neighbourhood Brandt,
the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises was responsible for the construction of
most of the roads, including tree plantations, sewage systems, electricity, public lighting etc.147 In this way the SCAA steadily worked towards a shared urban fabric, while
financing this public fabric with the help of private capital. (Fig. 4.15)
Under the regime of the SCAA this kind of public-private cooperation and
negotiation became a custom, a commonplace. Nearly all the meeting reports from
subcommittees 18 to 25 contain traces of such practices. To some of the SCAA’s
members, it was the most normal thing in the world that if speculators or private
individuals wanted to valorise or consume remote land, they had to bear the costs
of providing all the utilities that were needed to do so.148 It was nothing more than
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier autour du cimetière de Berchem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 17 March 1911.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement de la zone s’étendant autour du nouveau parc de la ville d’Anvers
jusqu’à la route militaire sous Wilryck - Passages sous le chemin de fer longeant la route militaire. [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 15 June 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Ouvertures de rues à Hoboken; 2°) Aménagement de la propriété «De Hertog
van Brabant», 3°) Plan d’aménagement de la propriété «Het Hondsnest» à Wilryck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Création d’une artère nouvelle vers le parc des Rossignols, derrière le Minerva
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 18 November 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Création d’une artère nouvelle vers le Parc du Rossignol (derrière le Minerva);
2°) Aménagement du quartier St. Laurent [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25 November 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Tracé des rues nouvelles autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 15 January 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Tracé des rues autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 30
January 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier “De Groenenhoek” à Berchem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 6 March 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier «De Groenenhoek» à Berchem (Suite) [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 12 March 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Artères à tracer autour du nouveau parc de la Ville d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 16 April 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Artères à créer autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers, sur les territoires d’Anvers,
Berchem et Wilryck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 April 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Elargissement de la Vieille Route et création d’une artère entre la Pépinière et le
nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 10 June 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement des abords du nouveau parc d’Anvers sur les territoires d’Anvers et
de Wilryck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 July 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Nouvelle voie d’accès vers le Nachtegaelenpark, derrière les usines de la
«Minerva C°»; 2°) Elargissement de la rue Julius De Geyter [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 8 December 1913.
SCAA, subcommitee 20. Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc de Rossignols, derrière les usines
«Minerva» [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 12 January 1914.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier “Groenenhoek” à Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 February 1914.
147 Gheysens, Frédéric Auguste. “Convention della Faille [Notarial Deed].” 27 May 1910. Retrieved from
Extensa Private Archives, Brussels: map “Actes de vente, 1.”
148 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. Aménagement du quartier «Lackbors» à Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25
May 1914.
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a matter of common sense to them. To this end, the committee continued to work
on conventions between municipalities and landowners. In a 1914 meeting, on the
development of the Lackbors neighbourhood in Deurne, the SCAA mentioned an
indicative list of things they thought reasonable for future residents to contribute to.
They, for instance, advocated financial contributions for the construction of sewers,
including treatment and pumping stations.149 It was generally accepted that roadside
owners contributed to the costs of building the road itself, of planting roadside trees,
and even to the costs of the construction and maintenance of lampposts.150 In many
cases, the SCAA succeeded in financing public utilities with private funds. But the
lack of an overall standard tax system also remained somewhat of a problem for them.
Stakeholders who felt that they were being treated unequally because of inconsistent
regulations, for instance, were making their voices heard and contested overly heavy
indemnities.151 In the absence of standard formulas, owners often tried to bargain on
the width of roads or the quality of utilities, in order to reduce the cost, hence the
quality of urbanisation. It therefore remained a constant struggle for the SCAA, in
every case, to negotiate private contributions over and over again.
A battle the SCAA fought not only on relatively small and local residential
streets. Real estate capital was also solicited to finance large roads of common interest,
such as certain parts of the ‘metropolitan grid’ that was discussed at length in Chapter
2. Following the early successes of their estates around the neighbourhood Brandt,
the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises, for instance, managed to assemble a true
empire of estates that reached from the city of Antwerp, over Berchem, Wilryck and
Edeghem, all the way down to Kontich. To open up their estates, the firm had commissioned Engineer August Mennes to design a plan for a large boulevard in 1926, which
eventually became the Prins Boudewijnlaan. (Fig. 4.16) Yet, it is important to stress
that this large new avenue did not only represent the private and commercial interests
of the company Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises. It also responded to a growing
number of public needs. All the outer municipalities involved, for instance, endorsed
the importance of this new road that would firmly connect them with each other
and with the historic city of Antwerp.152 Even local communities had campaigned

149
150
151
152

S.N. “Interview de M. Schobbens, secrétaire-général de la Commission du Grand-Anvers.” L’Emulation
52, no 11 (1932): pp. 337-340.
SCAA, subcommittee 23. Aménagement du quartier “Lackbors” à Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25
May 1914.
Ibid.
Ibid.
See also: S.N. “Interview de M. Schobbens.”
In the extansa archives a map with correspondence between Edeghem, Kontich, Berchem, Wilryck, Paul
della Faille de Waerloos and engineer August Mennes was found that that gives a good overview of the
communication and cooperation between these parties.
See file “Prins-Boudewijlaan/Correspondance” in the Extensa Private Archives, Brussels.
“La Nouvelle Avenue Prince Baudouin sera inaugurée solonellement le 17 juin. Une route moderne
répondant aux exigences du traffic moderne,” Le Matin, 10 juin 1933.
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Figure 4.16
Same procedure on an ever-increasing scale. More and more land was accumulated within one
company, again Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises (a). August Mennes then investigated in
a 1926 map how a large new artery could open up these lands, but also the municipalities of
Berchem, Edegem and Contich (b). Finally, the Prins Boudewijnlaan was built in 1933, fully financed
by the Extensions et Entreprises, allowing the firm to bring a whole lot of lots to the market, while
equally satisfying several social needs (c). Case by case, private capital was used to help meet
public needs.
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for a road that would put an end to unnecessary and lengthy detours on their way to
surrounding villages; to purchase their daily groceries or for easy daily commuting to
school and work.153 Even the priest of Edeghem was in favour, as a lot of his parishioners showed up too late in church because they had to walk 45 minute detours every
Sunday.154
The municipalities themselves were eager to meet all these needs and aspirations
and had therefore already taken the initiative to realise a new avenue. But they had
come to the conclusion that they did not have enough capital to finance it. At that
moment, the SCAA approached the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises, in order
to invoke the help of private capital. The committee and its engineer August Mennes
chaired “thousands of meetings” involving “more than 20 administrations”155 to agree
upon a final trajectory that met everyone’s wishes. The words of engineer Mennes
from a 1927 meeting sum up the SCAA’s attitude towards private developers well.
“This new artery, which is so wide and which will be much travelled,” Mennes said,
“gives an extra value to their properties, so I do not despair of getting the owners to
make the sacrifices corresponding to this added value.”156 In the end, the avenue’s
total cost of nearly 18 million Frs. was almost fully financed by the firm Extensions et
Entreprises Anversoises and its associated companies. Many smaller companies cooperating with the firm Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises all contributed private funds
and ceded a total amount of 22ha (!) of land for free to ensure the new road’s rightof-way.157 Municipalities were only asked to finance those exact amounts that they
could recover later through state subsidies.158 In the end, they got their desired avenue
completely free of charge. Even the lighting poles, every 40m along the entire route,
were financed by the private entrepreneurs.159 In sum, the whole operation can best be
understood as a far-reaching public-private cooperation in which private capital was
solicited to fulfil the aspirations of an urbanising society at large. The new avenue was
finally inaugurated in 1933 and its history of origin captured the imagination.160 In a
153 Van Elshocht, Andreas. “De Geschiedenis van de Prins Boudewijnlaan [Draft].” Retrieved from Van
Elshocht Private Archives, Wilrijk: map Studies for Historical Circle Wilricia.
154 Ibid.
155 “Wat Privaat Initiatief Vermag. De Nieuwe Laan Berchem-Elsdonk-Kontich,” De Morgenpost, 11 juni
1933.
156 SCAA, subcommittee 20. Boulevard Berchem-Contich, par l’Elsdonck [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22
November 1927.
157 Ibid.
158 For those who are interested, the exact amount was: 17.852.000 Frs – 932176 Frs = 16.919.824 Frs.
Van Elshocht, Andreas. “De Geschiedenis van de Prins Boudewijnlaan [Draft].”
159 Letter from Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises to Commune de Edeghem, dated 11 December
1932. Retrieved from Extensa Private Archives, Brussels : map Prins Boudewijnlaan/Correspondance.
160 In particular, the companies N.V. Stadsuitbreiding, N.V. Entreprises et Placements immobiliers, N.V.
Extentions et aménagements immobiliers, N.V. Arendsnest, N.V. Garden city du nouveau parc d’Anvers,
N.V. Elsdonck were mentioned.
“Wat Privaat Initiatief Vermag. De Nieuwe Laan Berchem-Elsdonk-Kontich,” De Morgenpost, 11 juni
1933.
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1933 newspaper article, “the promoters of the new avenue, who have just given clear
proof of what private initiative is capable of achieving when it is incorporated in
theinterest of the collective,” were “warmly congratulated.”161 (Fig. 4.17)
Such a large public-private cooperation was not a one-off exception. On many
occasions, the SCAA involved private entrepreneurs in realising parts of the metropolitan grid. The Société du Nouveau Garden-City du parc d’Anvers contributed to
the enlargement of the right of way of the old Military Road162; the Société Anonyme
de L’Agglomération Anversoise ceded land to ensure the passage and building of new
intermediary ring road; or the company Deurne Extensions contributed to the building of the radial Avenue Antwerp-Wyneghem, only to mention a few.163 (Fig. 4.17)
A company like Berchem Extensions in turn co-financed the tram service on the
Diksmuidelaan connecting the city to the Airport in Deurne (Fig. 4.17) A fine example of the contribution of private capital to the construction of large public infrastructure can also be found in the files concerning the enlarged avenue Brasschaat-Kapellen
and the junction Oude Bareel in the north of the agglomeration. Banker and former
mayor of Brasschaet Willy Friling represented the landowners of the Antwerp-Donck
consortium in the SCAA’s meetings concerning these infrastructures. With respect to
the 6km-long avenue, he stated “on behalf of the owners, that they too [had] a vested
interest in having a beautiful artery and that, recognising the added value it would
give to their land, most of them would even be prepared, if necessary, to intervene in
its creation, for example by ceding all the land to be incorporated into the road free
of charge.”164 About the large roundabout, he stated that “it [was] important to carry
out a grandiose development” and that “he [had] no doubt that the owners [would]
be easy and generous towards the public authorities to help them achieve it.”165 Large
landowners did not seem to bother to invest private capital for the prestige of the
agglomeration - which was their own habitat, but also that of an urbanising society in
general. It was a sensitivity that the SCAA made grateful use of. (Fig. 4.18)
Despite the obvious capitalist motives of these land-owners and property developers, the SCAA nevertheless managed to capture some of their private resources for
the development of public parks, large planted avenues or junctions and picturesque

161
162
163
164
165

SCAA, subcommittee 20. Boulevard Berchem-Contich, par l’Elsdonck [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22
November 1927.
“La Nouvelle Avenue Prince Baudouin sera inaugurée solonellement le 17 juin. Une route moderne
répondant aux exigences du traffic moderne,” Le Matin, 10 juin 1933.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Route Militaire, traverse de Wilryck; 2°) Aménagement du domaine de l’Elsdonck, à Wilryck [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 31 July 1912.
SCAA, subcommitee 5. Détournement de la route Anvers (Schyn)-Wyneghem, aux abords de la route de
Turnhout [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 11 January 1910.
SCAA, subcommitee 25. Amorce de l’avenue Baillet-Latour, au carrefour de la Petite Barrière. - Mesures à
prendre par les communes intéressées. [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 28 April 1926.
SCAA, subcommitee 25. 1°) Carrefour de la Petite Barrière; 2°) Plan d’alignement du chemin n° 39, à
Brasschaet [Minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 May 1926.
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Figure 4.17
Several newspaper articles from that period point to the contribution of private resources in
achieving public goals in the urbanising agglomeration. Ranging from the private financing of new
tram lines (Berchem Extensions, 1930), the amalgamation and connection of Antwerp, Hoboken
and Wilryck (1931) or the construction of large new avenues of public interest (1933). What private
capital can do when it is cleverly deployed in the public interest – as the newspapers concluded.
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Figure 4.18
The Kleine Bareel roundabout, here majestically planted on a 1926 map by August Mennes, was
the most important junction in the road network in the north of the agglomeration. Both for the
roundabout itself and for the main avenues converging on it, neighbouring landowners were
willing to make substantial financial contributions in view of the infrastructure’s embellissement.
Apparently, not only the representation of one’s own plot was important, but that of the entire
environment or habitat.

residential streets including all necessary utilities. It were in other words, the committee’s coordinating efforts, that in the long were able to curb speculative urbanisation
into something more than the mere expression of the circulation of capital. It was not
uncommon for wealthy groups to bear the initial costs of developing and building
basic infrastructures and utilities that less fortunate groups could later also rely on.
In this way, the committee was able to ‘skim off ’ part of these private capital flows in
order to finance public use-values in the form of positive urban externalities for the
benefit of the agglomeration’s urbanising society as a whole.

Attempts at a socially fair redistribution of urban fortunes
In his original ‘Housing Question’, Engels wrote that “the building industry which is offered a much better field for speculation by more expensive houses - builds
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workers’ houses only by way of exception.”166 Engels expressed a kind of general truth
that also prevailed in the Antwerp Agglomeration. Around the public parks, for
instance, private developers usually built housing for the upper classes. Despite the
SCAA’s pioneering efforts to promote housing and comfortable garden districts for
the working class well before WW1 (see Chapter 1), many private developers and
municipalities were reluctant to build them.167 Exceptionally, private companies, such
as Conforta, did build workers’ houses, but initially, the working class was left in the
lurch. That also echoed in some of the agglomeration’s town councils, where it was
discussed that not only the upper social classes should be housed along the new public
parks and that also workers had to be able to live along these green parks.168
Eventually, it would be mainly public housing companies founded in the wake
of the 1919 law on social housing in Belgium, that would become most committed
to the task of housing the working poor. It is not surprising that a figure like Joseph
Schobbens, an early inspirer of social housing in the agglomeration, became a familiar
face with most of these social housing companies.169 In their search for suitable and
affordable land, the SCAA became a strategic partner for them.170 (Fig. 4.19)
166 Engels, Friedrich. The Housing Question, p. 23.
167 Vandewoude, Vincent. “De queeste naar de eerste tuinwijk,” in Metropoolvorming Antwerpse
Agglomeratie. Analyse Van De Eerste Twintig Jaar Werking Van De Studie-Commissie Tot Inrichting Der
Antwerpse Agglomeratie (1907-1927), pp. 23-34 [unpublished master thesis]. Ghent: Ghent University,
2018.
168 Historian Bart Tritsmans, for instance, pointed to the sharp interventions of notorious socialist Modest
Terwagne in the in this respect in the Antwerp Council.
Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen Zijn Waardevolle Bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk Groen In Antwerpen, 1859-1973.
Leuven: Universitaire pers, 2016, p. 263.
169 As soon as 1909, Schobbens was invested in the work of the protection the comittee for workers’
housing.
See files on Schobbens’ correspondence as SCAA registrar in the Provincial Archives of Antwerp,
Antwerp: depot number 1317, folder Joseph Schobbens.
170 Negotiations with social housing companies appear on the SCAA’s agenda from the early 1920s onwards. The meetings listed below are limited to 1923 – a full list of SCAA meetings regarding workers’
housing can be compiled based on Annex 1 to this work.
SCAA, subcommittee 15. Choix d’un emplacement pour habitations à bon marché, à Berchem [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 26 October, 1921.
SCAA, subcommittee 15. Aménagement du quartier d’habitations à bon marché, au «Groenenhoek», à
Berchem [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 19 January 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 27. Habitations à Bon Marché au Nord d’Anvers - moyens d’exécution [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 25 April 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 27. Plan d’aménagement de la cité-jardin à construire aux abords des darses 2 et 3
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 11 July 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 30. Aménagement d’une cité-jardin, à Wilryck, aux Boeksvelden (demande soc. «De
Eenheid») [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 7 November 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 19. Plan d’aménagement d’une cité-jardin à Hemixem [minutes of SCAA meeting].
20 November 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 27. 1°) Constructions de maisons ouvrières dans la région des darses, sur le territoire
de la commune de Wilmarsdonck, 2°) Aménagement de deux cités-jardins, aux abords du boulevard du Nord.
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 5 December 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagements à Wilryck: 1°) Construction d’une cité-jardin par la société
«Eenheid». 2°) Plan d’appropriation du Groenenborgerhof [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 26 February 1923.
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Figure 4.19
Schobbens and De Heem had been advocating
workers’ neighbourhoods from the early 1910s
onwards in the agglomeration. In a way, they had
paved the path long before the 1919 Act effectively
supported and encouraged the construction
of workers’ housing. When this ‘policy window’
opened, the working-class neighbourhoods sprung
up like mushrooms all over the agglomeration
under the patronage of De Goedkope Woning van
het Arrondissement Antwerpen, which was founded
in 1920.
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Figure 4.20
This map by August Mennes from 1933, shows various workers’ districts that were located along
the park Rivierenhof and Boterlaarbaan - both highly coveted and prime locations at the time.
Very symbolic is the fact that the main street of the garden suburb closest to the Rivierenhof ,
including public square, was named after clerk Joseph Schobbens. For Schobbens, everyone was
entitled to the most special and advantageous qualities the agglomeration had to offer: quiet but
central living next to a brand new and large city park.

In general, the SCAA helped them find affordable land in the vicinity of public
parks, new boulevards and rail- or tramway stations.171 Their extensive knowledge of
the dynamics of urbanisation in the agglomeration was very useful in this respect.
Sometimes the SCAA advised municipalities and their public housing companies to
negotiate a right of pre-emption with certain landowners in order to acquire strategic pieces of land over time.172 In such cases, the lack of an overall development plan
actually turned out to be an advantage.
In this way, the SCAA played an important role in the construction of a number
of working-class neighbourhoods on the edges of public parks, such as Weerstandlaan
(1921), Boterlaarbaan (1921) Elsdonck (1922). (Fig. 4.20) Arguably, the committee
responded to the pertinent criticism that the housing market was only serving the
most affluent classes around new parks and sought-after plots along many a large
new avenue.173 It was not evident to preserve some of these hotspots for the working classes. The fact that it happened anyway, was, in fact, partly due to the concern
of some of the SCAA’s daily members who considered housing as an expression of
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Ouverture de rues à Wilryck: a) au Vallaer (demande “Maatschappy voor Goedkope
Woning”; b) au “Duivelshoek” (demande Sté “Eenheid”) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 18 June 1923.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Ouverture de rues à Wilryck: a) au Vallaer (demande “Maatschappy voor Goedkope
Woning”; b) au “Duivelshoek” (demande Sté “Eenheid”) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 18 June 1923.
171 Ibid.
172 Ibid. and see in particular :
SCAA, subcommittee 15. Choix d’un emplacement pour habitations à bon marché, à Berchem [minutes of
SCAA meeting]. 26 October, 1921
173 Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn Waardevolle Bijkomstigheden, p. 263.
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the right to the urbanising agglomeration. It is significant that the main street of
one of the best-located garden suburb developments for workers, the garden district
Weerstandlaan right next to the park Rivierenhof, was named after Joseph Schobbens.
After all, it was mostly his park (see Chapter 3) and his concern to turn it into an
inclusive urban habitat.
Moreover, many of these working class neighbourhoods often lay in the vicinity
of the agglomeration’s main arteries and public transport facilities. Wherever possible, the committee tried to redistribute the urban fortunes they had negotiated over
society at large. As such, they steadily worked towards an urban and social realm that
was far removed from Prost’s original proposal of a rich south and a poor north. (See
Introduction) In general, neighbourhoods with different socio-economic characteristics remained rather small in size and composed a finely grained mosaic that was
more or less evenly distributed over the agglomeration’s urban features.

►

A job well done, but what if?

There was no such thing as ‘The SCAA’, just like there is no just thing as, for
instance ‘The State’. The committee was composed of different people with different
socio-economic backgrounds and imbued with different personalities, convictions
and ideologies. Provincial governors and the minister of public works belonged to
the same banking and real estate elites that people like Schobbens and De Heem
were ‘fighting’ every day, in their attempt to redistribute real estate profit and urban
rent over the urbanising society. The fact that the names of Holvoet and Schobbens
were given to streets of residential areas for totally different social classes is exemplary of this antagonism. Unsurprisingly, these conflicting interests occasionally caused
tensions within the SCAA’s sections.174 For example, registrar Joseph Schobbens got
involved in a fierce personal dispute with Governor Holvoet about an alleged conflict
of interest in developments on the left bank of Antwerp’s river Scheldt. Such tensions
were inherent in the composition of the committee’s members. Tensions that are
perhaps best captured by the fact that the Gouverneur Holvoet avenue was gracefully
designed for gigantic villas for aristocratic elites near the Boeckenbergh park, while the
Griffier Schobbens avenue was a picturesque street, including a small square, flanked by
workman’s dwellings along the park Rivierenhof. (Fig. 4.21)
In a political context that was twisted between normalising and resisting taxes on
174 Joseph Schobbens and Georges Holvoet had an open, almost public dispute about Holvoet’s alledged
conflicts of interest in the development of Antwerp’s left bank and were tensions ran high.
Picavet, Robert. “Het incident met griffier J. Schobbens,” in Baron Georges Holvoet: Magistraat 18991923, Gouverneur Van De Provincie Antwerpen 1923-1945, Kabinetschef Van De Prins-Regent 1944-1950.
Roeselare: Roularta books, 1998, p.178-190.
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Figure 4.21
Similar living environments and conditions for very different social classes: the Gouverneur
Holvoetlaan for the happy few and the Griffier Schobbensstraat for the masses. The welfare state
par excellence: making social differences seem smaller than they actually are. This image perfectly
sums up the merits of a figure like Schobbens. As well as it explains the occasional tensions
between figures like Schobbens and Holvoet.

urban rent, the SCAA’s more engaged members realised more than what seemed possible. In retrospect, their main achievement may have been their lucidity to reason beyond the then prevailing urban-rural divide - to realise very quickly that land not only
had enormous exchange value in the urban context, within the historical cities (as was
all too easily assumed at the time) but also outside the city. They saw from the front
row how the aristocratic elite set up the urbanisation of virgin land as a great machinery that allowed them to realise class-monopoly rent. In response, they examined,
within the existing legal context, how they could levy taxes on virgin land that was on
the verge of urbanisation. Despite repeated efforts, they never succeeded in imposing
a general and unambiguous taxation system that informed clear and standard urbanisation practices. Yet in many projects, tailor-made solutions of all kinds nevertheless
brought about a certain collectivisation of urban rent.
The members of the study committee were cunning enough to curb the capitalist
motives of a growing group of real estate players. The urban fortunes thus created can
best be described as ‘positive externalities’ creating shared and common values outside
the internal logic of a single economic enterprise. Once obtained, the SCAA tried to
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redistribute these externalities more evenly over the urbanising society at large. As
such, the SCAA seems to have supported a certain ‘vivre ensemble’ in the agglomeration for which it deserves credit. They had a good view of the strategies and practices
of Antwerp’s economic elites, to which they did not turn a blind eye. This schism is
reminiscent of Bourdieu’s characterisation politics as the balancing between what he
called the state’s left-hand (frontline elected politicians answerable to their constituents) and right-hand (a ‘state nobility’ of unelected, unaccountable financiers, bankers
and lawyers who are not in any way answerable to the needs and desires of ordinary
citizens). According to Bourdieu, both these ‘hands’ increasingly lost touch after
WWII, with the left hand dwindling while the right hand gained more and more
control over the political agenda, heralding the professionalisation of politics, turning
it into its own private fiefdom. It seems that in the time of the SCAA, the left and
the right hand still knew each other perfectly, even to such an extent that they were
perfectly able to fathom and control each other’s motives and strategies. Of course, it
was also an era when financial transactions and legal constructions of all kinds did not
yet have the complexity of today’s world. Still, it is exciting to see how the principle of
tax on urban rent determined the political agenda at that time, and how figures such
as Schobbens and De Heem were astute and savvy enough to deal with it in concrete
projects.
Yet it is difficult not to conclude this chapter on a critical note. As we have
argued, Huysmans saw two main reasons for the emergence of urban rent: improvement in public infrastructures and rising population densities causing scarcity in the
urban housing stock. Yet, the work of the SCAA was entirely focused on levying
taxes on ‘la plus-value immobilière’ or urban rent resulting from public works. Levying
taxes on surplus values as a result of densification over time completely faded into
the background. In this way, huge added value effects still remained untaxed. A firm
like ‘Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises’ may have paid some 17 million Fr for the
construction of the Prins-Boudewijnlaan in the early 1930’s – a major investment
indeed. But the firm did not even have to take out a loan for it. Moreover, it was able
to sell most of the 6km² of land that was opened up by the avenue in the post-war era,
at a (prudently estimated) average price of 200 Fr/m²,175 realising a total income of
1,2 billon Fr! The ‘hypothetical added value’ Devadder referred to when he criticised
taxes “that aimed to hit hypothetical, non-realised urban rent (…) of land that hasn’t
been built yet and that probably won’t be covered with buildings for a long time to
come” 176 appeared to be very real after all.
175 Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises. “Anvers-Donck, Compagnie Immobilière du Nord d’Anvers,
Deurne & Borgerhout Extensions, EGIMO Vlaanderens Ondernemingen en Uitbreiding, Eeckeren
Extensions, Entreprises Immobilières, Examim Kapittel, Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises, Fimoter,
Nimeco, St-Nicolas Extensions, Ter Borgt, Ventes Urbaines et Rurales [Deed booklets].” Retrieved from
Extensa Private Archives, Brussels: map Deed Booklets.
176 Devadder, Victor. Les taxes communales de plus-value immobilière: p.9.
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A tax policy that ignores these temporal aspects, in the long run, turns out to be
nothing more than a small drop in the ocean. In the Belgian context, taxes on urban
rent all in all remained rather limited in scope when compared to taxes in the realm
of industrial production.177 That is, after all, evident in the massive switching of capital
from the first to the secondary circuit during the great depression of the 1930’s - a
typical response to primary economic stagnation and a legal way to avoid so-called
‘excessive’ taxes. But it is also reflected more explicitly in the criticism of the rather
marginal Contribution of real estate ownership to national economic recovery,178 in the
interwar period - as economist Maurice Janssens demonstrated in his 1939 book.
It makes one wonder what could’ve happened if Huysmans’ more straightforward proposal had consistently been applied in the large urban agglomerations in
Belgium and in Antwerp in particular. What if levying taxes on urban rent in the
agglomeration had been unhindered by the provinces’ more conservative forces - by
governors retained by conflicts of landed interest? What if the municipal boundaries
had been redrawn not only to accommodate the industrialisation process in the north,
but also to support the urbanisation process in the south-east. (See Introduction)
What if, in short, urbanising the agglomeration and levying taxes on urban rent had
been the responsibility of a more progressive administration of the city of Antwerp
under Huysmans’ rule between 1933 and 1940? A series of questions that confirm
once more that such explicitly urban choices were, ultimately, never made in the
Belgian context.

177 Janssens, Maurice. Contribution de la propriété immobilière au redressement économique national. Brusselsl :
H. Wellens & W. Godenne, 1939.
178 Janssens, Maurice. Contribution de la propriété immobilière.

433

Ur b a n is on s !

434

“Nous sommes tous trop dominés par des préoccupations administratives, par des
soucis d’ordre financier. Notre travail ne fut pas suffisamment placé sous l’angle
artistique et je le regrette intensément. Et je ne parle pas seulement du décor emprunté à la Nature, que nous pouvons mettre à notre service dans des parcs publics
plus nombreux, dans les plantations routières, dans les plate-bandes et les gazons, je
veux parler aussi du décor résultant des ensembles architecturaux, des perspectives et
des places d’un seul style, des motifs de sculpture dans les palais publics et les maisons
particulières, des grands œuvres d’art enfin ; je veux parler surtout du beau qui
chasse l’uniformité et la médiocrité qui donne aux artères l’ampleur nécessaire et aux
constructions l’aspect de noblesse et de goût qui conviennent.”
JOSEPH SCHOBBENS, L’EXPOSITION DE LA COMMISSION DU
GRAND-ANVERS: INTERVIEW DE M. SCHOBBENS, LA MÉTROPOLE,
12/09/1932.

“En réalité le coût importe peu car le temps est le vrai banquier et il est inépuisable (…) Il est grand temps que nous nous rendions compte comme les marchands
d’Amérique que la Beauté est une valeur qui va augmentant.”
D.P.S., EXPOSITION ANVERS-EXTENSION: PRINCIPES POUR GUIDER LE VISITEUR, AVERTISSEMENT, 1910, S.P.

“Nieuwe straten zouden moeten toonen de dubbele karakteristiek: de individueele
schoonheid van ieder huis afzonderlijk en de algemeene schoonheid van al de huisen
vereenigd in het straatzicht of stadsbeeld.”
LEONARD NOLENS, VOOR ‘S LANDS WEDEROPBOUW: KORTE OPSTELLEN OVER BOUWKUNST, 1920, P. 15.
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Chapter 5

The Question of Aesthetics
Contingency rather than Autonomy
Toward an architecture of urbanisation

►

The Question of urban aesthetics as a question of
secondary importance
This chapter deals with the question which imaginative and aesthetic ambitions
were at the basis of the SCAA’s project of urbanising the agglomeration. The committee was founded at a time when the international debate on the new guises of the city
was in full swing in Europe – a debate that would continue throughout the SCAA’s
active period between 1907 an d 1939. Yet given the composition of the committee
and the rather technical nature of its mission, the aesthetic question did not seem
their first matter of concern. At the same time, the activities of the committee, show
how the aesthetic question is a sort of irreducible issue, one that throughout the
twentieth century was treated within official urbanistic discourse as secondary and
old school, but at the same time never disappeared. By focusing in this chapter on the
presence/absence of the aesthetic question I will explore the lingering debate between
the committee and the architecture community regarding its professional position
within the production of the architecture of the urban agglomeration. The argument
will be built that the Aesthetic Question became a matter of the ‘near order’ of architecture rather than of the ‘distant order’ of urbanism. I will document various initiatives taken by architects to regain control over the aesthetic question in a moment
of fundamental transformation of the production of the city. To kick off the chapter,
I will start by briefly recapitulating the shifting place of the aesthetic question in the
urban discourse at the turn of the 20th century.
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Urban aesthetics: from primary to secondary concern
In the long run-up to the twentieth century, the nature of urbanism had undergone major changes. The dire consequences of the Industrial Revolution and
political revolutions had destroyed the idea of urban design as a tradition of detailed
monumental complexes and aesthetically refined landscape assemblages. Accordingly,
urban space could no longer be conceived for elites, following the static perceptions of
relatively stable and ruling population groups. In the words of Benevolo, by the turn
of the twentieth century, designing the city no longer entailed the idea “to apply the
plausible approximation of an absolutely invariable image to a very slow-moving reality.”1 The early 20th century was an era in which the idea of the ‘City Beautiful’ grew
increasingly discredited for its exaggerated and somewhat naïve preoccupations with
urban aesthetics as a means to impress moral codes and civic virtue upon the urban
populations – a practice that was even portrayed as a constraint to real social reform.2
The idea of the ‘City Beautiful’ started to make way in the rhetoric of urbanism for
the ‘City Scientific’ in which emphasis was placed on science, meticulous calculations
and rational rigueur in designing cities.3 That doesn’t mean that aesthetic considerations completely disappeared, but they were increasingly subordinated to and anchored within deeper rationality principles that transcended the superficial question
of taste.
Throughout the entire 20th century, the discrediting of the ‘aesthetic’ as a legitimate and independent category would lead to a dominant treatment of urban
aesthetics in terms of underlying principles of a kind of formal normative framework4
- causing urban planners to circumvent a direct approach towards urban aesthetics.5
1
2

3

4
5

Benevolo, Leonardo, Storia della Città. Rome: Laterza, 1975: p. 12.
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All new city models that came in vogue around the SCAA’s reign - such as Howard’s
Garden City (1898), Hilberseimer’s Metropolis Architecture (1927) or Le Corbusier’s
Ville Radieuse (1930) - seem to correspond to this logic to a certain extent. (Fig. 5.1)
Although these approaches claimed to be primarily based on rational, functional and
‘scientific’ tenets, they were not free of specific aesthetic preferences and connotations.6 Yet, unlike their historic precedents, these new and rational city models were
characterised by a strong pre-configured compositional and formal rigidity that was
characterised by the annihilation of time in the process of urban design. Or, in the
words of Fortier, the modernist movement was marked by a complete “rejection of
accumulation, oblivion of the modifications to which the new subjected itself (the
new rejuvenating the old, the old attracting the new, making it part of what existed).”7
Gone was the era in which the beauty of the city resulted from the steady accumulation of (slowly) evolving conceptions of beauty that were projected on top of each
other to form a new synthesis over and over again.
The previous chapters of this work do claim that principles such as accumulation,
did not disappear from urban planning discourses and practices, but conceptions of
‘beauty’ were no longer a guiding parameter in this incrementalism. This transition,
however, was not self-evident and left urban planners with mixed feelings. In 1915,
urban planner Berlage aptly expressed this hesitation stating that the “condemnation
of ancient cities so greatly admired for their great beauty [was] justified on the one
hand because they no longer met the social demands that were required in terms of
habitation,” but that “at the same time such a condemnation [was] also to be grieved,
because it consider[ed] aesthetics as a mere ‘quantité négligeable.’”8 Berlage’s quote
nicely summarises how aesthetics faded into the background, but was never completely out of the picture either. Likewise, throughout the 20th century, various authors
have warned not to dismiss urban aesthetics as redundant or unimportant.
Scholars as diverse as Jean Gottmann and David Harvey pointed to a certain
correlation between aesthetically pleasing environments and their inhabitants’ social
well-being.9 “The aesthetics of a city are of course an important part of its cultural
capital; the city beautiful is a more pleasant place for work, leisure and study and
urban aesthetics are one of the ethical requirements [of urbanisation],”10 Gottmann
wrote in his seminal text the Economics, Ethics and Aesthetics of modern urbanisation.
6
7
8
9

10

Michael Hays, pp.440-461. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998.
Choay, Françoise. L’urbanisme : utopies et réalités : une anthologie. Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1965.
Fortier, Bruno. L’Amour des villes. Liège: Mardaga, 1994.
Berlage, Hendrik Petrus. “Stedebouw (1915).” In Het idee van de stad, edited by Janselijn Han and Jas
Brand, pp. 234-241. Arnhem: Akademie voor beeldende kunsten, 1983: p. 234.
Harvey, David W. Social Justice and the City. Baltimore (Md.): Johns Hopkins university press, 1973.
Gottmann, Jean. Economics, esthetics and ethics in modern urbanization. New York: Twentieth century
fund, 1962.
Gottmann, Jean. Economics, Esthetics, pp. 14-15.

437

438

Ur b a n is on s !

Figure 5.1
Supposedly scientific city models from the first decades of the twentieth century, yet not free
from specific (ideological?) aesthetic connotations. The picturesque traditionalism of the Garden
City (Howard), the harsh realism of the Grosstadt (Hilberseimer), or the blatant modernism of the
Ville Radieuse (Le Corbusier).
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Much later, authors like Thomas Sieverts argued that in highly urbanised and networked societies the aesthetic qualities of certain places tend to be more exceptional,
distinctive and thus an as valuable characteristic as most other features, such as, for
example, accessibility or centrality.11 Similarly, David Harvey noted how aesthetically
refined or memorable buildings should be considered as “a permanent improvement
into the value of land” turning entire urban quarters into a “happy state,” into pleasant
habitats. In sum, aesthetics are at the basis of spatial, social, and even economic capital
and have remained a valuable component in urban planning practices - also in the
SCAA’s project.
This chapter thus tries to demonstrate that there is a whole range of positions
between the rhetorical stances that historically played “the city scientific”12 against
“city planning according to artistic principles,”13 or alternatively that started playing
the positions of grand regional design against the petty architectural focus on the
building. Looking at the agglomeration through the lens of aesthetics, adds yet another layer to the effort to trade the study of the city in its reified forms in favour of the
interpretation of the process of urbanisation and its ever particular, highly diverse and
spatially differentiated historical manifestations. The aesthetic angle provides the tools
to study the craft that goes into the making of urbanisation. In contrast with the political economy informed perspective of the previous chapter, revealing how processes
of commodification are played out and surplus capital is circulated and absorbed
within dynamics of urbanisation, the aesthetic lens shows how the production of this
abstract order goes hand in hand with the creation of a lived reality upon which the
very process of urbanisation depends. A concrete reality that comes in many forms,
the aesthetics of which do matter in how this reality is lived and perceived.

The SCAA and aesthetics: from international urbanists to
local architects
How did the study committee deal with the question of urban aesthetics and the
image of the agglomeration? What image did they have in mind when considering the intensifying phenomenon of urbanisation beyond the city? As the previous
chapters and the epigraph to this chapter already suggested, the aesthetic question
was not the committee’s primary concern. Mainly dealing with urbanisation as social
reproduction, the SCAA was above all interested in works of hard infrastructural
nature, such as the sewerage system, road construction, railways, the provision of
11
12
13
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decent housing, public amenities and so on. According to the SCAA’s initial brief, the
beautification of the future agglomeration wasn’t really a goal in itself. That is in line
with the widespread and general image of Antwerp as the country’s military, maritime, commercial and industrial centre. “In a city like this,” Antwerp trader Loquet
wrote, “t i m e i s m o n e y. That is why communications between central and outer
areas must be as fast and direct as possible. A city of commerce and navigation must
be designed in a very different way than a city of luxury”14 (Fig. 5.2) In a 1957 review
on several decades of metropolitan development in the Antwerp agglomeration, city
secretary Peeters reaffirmed this view explicitly: “The Brussels problem is different
from the Antwerp problem. If in the former the ‘representative element’ (as a capital
city) plays a predominant role, in the latter the ‘socio-economic factor’ (as national
port) is of decisive importance.”15 In the Antwerp agglomeration, the Question of
Aesthetics always remained of minor importance. In similar vein, the SCAA evolved
more toward the “city-scientific” than to the “city-beautiful” as well – a shift that in
the Antwerp context remarkably coincided with the shift from the (bourgeois) city to
urbanisation (for all).
That doesn’t mean, however, that the SCAA could afford to bluntly ignore the
aspect of urban aesthetics. Several authors have stressed that convincing previews and
attractive images that make a life in newly urbanised territories imaginable and desirable are indispensable to initiate and perpetuate urbanisation processes.16 Without a
concrete rendering of as yet undeveloped land, people are, in general, not inclined to
settle in. It is, in short, not so difficult to comprehend that the SCAA had its reasons
to include aesthetic aspects and renderings in their urbanisation project. In 1907, the
agglomeration’s territories were still largely a rural no man’s land. It would take strong
images to convince the collective opinion of the fact that this no man’s land could be a
joyful future habitat for an urbanising society. But where were these images produced
- and how were they spread throughout society?
This chapter takes the 1910 international competition and its exhibition as the
starting point for the public construction of a vision for the future urbanisation of
the agglomeration, even though, as I will argue, the competition was a form of visual
propaganda designed to entertain the wider public and had actually little connection to the actual developments projected on the terrain. The visuals produced by
international master-urbanists were, however, of great value to promote the SCAA’s
14
15
16
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Figure 5.2
Pragmatic local-ism rather than universal beliefs or truth claims? Antwerp as a commercial city
rather than a representative city: trader Loquet’s rendering (1915-1916) of Antwerp’s future expansion as an eclectic collage city.

activities. They appear as a last convulsion of the city-beautiful movement that no
longer corresponded to the new socio-political realities of extended urbanisation.
After the competition, and in the absence of design competences within the SCAA
itself, the question of aesthetics was mainly picked up outside the committee - it was
outsourced, as it were.
I will argue that the aesthetic question was (more or less) successfully claimed by
a younger generation of local architects, referring to themselves as the ‘young watchmen’. I will show how the SCAA’s project became a springboard for them to start
experimenting with “other ways of doing architecture”17 in the urbanising agglomeration. I will argue that they explored architectural practices that imbued the urbanisation process with aesthetic qualities catering to the expectations of a diverse and
inclusive urbanising society. These aesthetic qualities were borrowed from (but at the
same time disassociated from) the modern ideological city-models. They were rather
pragmatically used to promote different development logics in the Antwerp agglomeration. Drawing on the work of people like Henri Lefebvre, Łukasz Stanek, Jean
Gottmann and Jeremy Till, I will frame the agglomeration as a zone on the margins,
where normative creativity was challenged, giving rise to an architectural practice that
did not start from strong preconfigured ideals. Instead, I will reveal an architectural
practice that was rooted in the process of urbanisation from which it was able to imbue the agglomeration’s development with a certain imagery and a sense of aesthetics.
A practice, in short, that may be conceptualised as an ‘architecture of urbanisation’.

17
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►

The Aesthetic Question: From autonomy and liberal
artistry to contingency and spatial agency
In this paragraph will be discussed how the aesthetic question in the Antwerp
agglomeration shifted from being a fully-fledged component of urban planning to
an aspect of architectural execution. In other words, aesthetics was represented in concrete building files rather than in abstract planning schemes. Such a shift was not only
a matter of scale. A shift that was accompanied by a transition of the rationale of the
people involved - displaying different attitudes towards modes of imagination, social
engagement and towards dealing with time.

International master-urbanists and aesthetics as
autonomous category
the SCAA’s original mission statement contained only one single reference to
the question of aesthetics. It was stated that - mainly by building roads - the former
bulwark had to be redesigned “according to the laws of modern aesthetics for the
cities.” 18 It seems that the SCAA considered the aesthetic question as a mere accessory of the modern road – and that, apparently, was only of particular importance on
the subject of the former fortification walls. The many plans that were drawn for that
area and the way they were brought into the public sphere then seem to be the most
suitable starting point to reconstruct the role of aesthetics in the SCAA’s project.
As already discussed in previous chapters, the renowned planner Joseph Stübben
was initially appointed by King Leopold II to shape his royal visions. The plans that
Stübben developed for the old ramparts in cooperation with engineer De Heem
between 1907 and 1910 are among the most concrete remnants of Stübben’s involvement.19 It was during the drafting of these plans, that Stübben is alleged to have proposed to the SCAA to organise an international design competition after the example
of cities such as Berlin, Vienna, Munich, Koln, Dresden, Stockholm etc.20 The participants were given so many specific preconditions, based on the preliminary plans,
18
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that committee member Geyselinck would later admit that “the competition program
itself was a real plan already, and all that remained to be done was to ensure that it
could be carried out and that some more harmony was brought to the design.”21 The
Jury was composed of architects Stübben, Bouvard, Hénard, Mayreder, Stordiau and
Simon, homme de la route22 Lagasse de Locht and the retired Brussels’ mayor Büls.23
It was asked to monitor “the requirements of aesthetics and technology”24 as closely as
possible. The jury members deliberated between 17 and 19 October 1910 and unanimously chose Henri Prost as the winner of the competition. The many similarities
between Prost’s proposal and De Heem’s and Stübben’s plans are striking. (Fig. 5.3)
The contestant that had most literally obeyed to the competition’s brief (hence to the
royal aspirations of king Leopold II) had won.
Between October 24 and November 24 1910, the SCAA exhibited the results of
this international competition in Antwerp’s city hall. Many a visitor expressed his or
her sincere admiration for the “masterful ideas”25 and the “magnificent vantage point
of the designs”26 of contemporary international ‘grandmasters’ such as Henri Prost,
Marcel Auburtin, Emeric Forbath & Eugène Lechner. For the first time, the general
public could get a picture of the urban expansion beyond the historical city. In the
following years, the SCAA remodelled the winning scheme, “with M. Prost as a consulting architect, so as to condense the different ideas into one practical scheme.” 27 In
1913, the committee revealed the final plan at yet another exhibition where a hall-filling scale model would leave the audience once again in awe. In fact, the competition
became the ultimate tool for imagining and promoting the agglomeration as a future
living environment.
The beautiful plans and overwhelming perspectives of the international
21
22
23

24
25
26
27
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Figure 5.3
Products of the new discipline ‘urban aesthetics’: beautiful plans d’ensemble according to
artistic and compositional principles at the abstract scale of the urban. Plans by Joseph Stübben
(1910-1913) and Henri Prost (1910) have been widely reported in the historiography of the city of
Antwerp – although they had, all in all, little impact on the agglomeration’s actual development.
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grandmasters were indeed welcome promotional material for the SCAA. Rather
than describing all these plans and their differences in detail,28 it seems more relevant here to highlight their common denominators. All these plans were described
as the expression of “a recently born science; which is called Städtebau in Germany
and Austria, L’art de bâtir les villes in France and L’esthétique des villes in Belgium.”29
A science that aimed at constructing an ordered modern world and that was clearly
understood in terms of spatial assignments, as they were traditionally connected to
the morphologies and spatial arrangements of the (historical) city. Planning principles
and spatial configurations following the French, German and British school, were
projected on Antwerp’s former city walls. The entire belt was sculpted and designed
as a coherent urban edifice, defined by autonomous morphological principles. It is
symptomatic that this kind of urbanism was at the time referred to as L’architecture
des villes30 and more recently as L’architecture du sol urbain.31 As an expression of
L’esthétique des villes, the competition can be understood as a late remnant of the
city-beautiful approach. When reading bills such as that of Louis Franck, suggests
that urbanising the agglomeration was, in these circles, initially considered an opportunity to further expand the bourgeois city. But that bourgeois image of the city no
longer corresponded to the social reality of the urbanisation process, which no longer
only catered to the aspirations of urban elites.
Moreover, there is a curious tension between Schobbens’ 1911 plea for incrementalism and l’idéal relatif (See Chapter 1) and the grand ideas of Leopold II and
the resulting ideal-plans of grandmaster-competitors such as Prost and Stübben. This
‘royal’ take to the agglomeration soon withered away after Leopold II’s death in 1909
and gradually made way for the approach of the ‘provincial clerk’. Initially, Stübben
remained an aesthetic advisor to some smaller projects. (Fig. 5.4) But all these plans
came to a halt and after WWI and Stübben’s role had been played out.32 Prost did not
get a long-term role either in shaping the agglomeration and left for Casablanca in
November 1913.33 With the retreat of these foreign grandmasters, the pursuit of aes28
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thetically pleasing blueprints also disappeared. An overall urban plan was never again
drafted for the entire agglomeration, at least not until the mid-1930s.34

The SCAA’s half-hearted attempts and loose ideas
After Prost and Stübben had retreated, the committee was completely dependent on itself as far as the aesthetic question was concerned. But as discussed before,
the committee was mainly composed of politicians and a number of civil engineers
and lawyers. Remarkably, there were no architects among its members –apart from
a number of municipal architects who were never commissioned to think about the
aesthetics of the agglomeration as a whole.35 All in all, Road Engineer De Heem
seems to have been most in touch with the aspect of urban aesthetics. (Fig. 5.5) In
addition to his collaboration with Stübben, he had also attended the first real planning conferences in London in 1910 – of which remains his 1912 mission report
L’embellissement des villes.36 At the conference, De Heem could indulge in the ideas
of planning protagonists such as Geddes, Unwin, Howard, Hegemann, Stübben, Rey,
Hénart, Burnham etc. In his report, Burnham & Bennett’s Chicago; Berlage’s The
Hague; Altman’s Bremen; Normand’s Picadilly Circus; Stübben’s plans for Leuven,
Antwerp, Posen and Berlin are all briefly reviewed along with a whole series of lessknown projects in many European cities. (Fig. 5.5) But the report’s most captivating
pages are about the conference’s excursions to Howard’s Letchworth Garden City,
London’s White Hart Lane, Lutyens’ Hampstead Garden Suburb, and the Levers’
Port Sunlight. This appreciation of the Garden Suburb later resurfaced in De Heem’s
mission report La construction des villes et cités-jardins (1921) following the 1920 Town
Planning Conference, again in London.37 The report pushed the garden city model
forward for as large an audience as possible in response to the great housing shortage
34
35
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Figure 5.4
A late plan by Joseph Stübben (1913) for the conversion of the Deurne fortress into a workers’
housing estate. This plan, which was never realised, is the last evidence that was found that testifies to Stübben’s active involvement in urbanising the agglomeration.

that had arisen after WWI. The model of the garden city became an unmistakable
Leitbild for the SCAA.
But De Heem and his colleagues seem to have struggled to translate this apparently broad knowledge into general everyday practice. Arguably, they were not trained
to do so, and as the quote of Schobbens at the beginning of this chapter demonstrated, they had enough on their mind coordinating the agglomeration’s major infrastructural questions. Finally, there was not really a legal framework on urban aesthetics
that the SCAA could rely on. Or, as critic Amand de Lattin put it in 1932: “aesthetic
supervision of the committee does not exist, nor can it exist with the current regulations and laws: thus where the committee’s most important task was supposed to start,
it actually ended.”38 Fact is that the aspect of aesthetics is barely touched upon in the
hundreds of meeting reports of the SCAA. If aesthetics was considered at all, it was
most often associated with greenery and plantations - both along avenues, on squares
and in front garden lanes.39 Yet again, these planting strategies did not amount into
38
39
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Figure 5.5
Engineer Paul De Heem was the SCAA’s representative at the international planning conferences
in London in 1910 (L’Embellissement des Villes) and 1920 (La Construction des Villes et Cités-Jardins). His reports on those conferences reveal his knowledge of some iconic plans and figures of
European urban history. Yet, apart from a few attempts (such as his plan for the urban redevelopment of the ramparts from 1909), almost no consolidated urban development plans or schemes by
De Heem could be found in the archives.
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a coherent approach toward the aesthetics question at large. Occasionally there was
a suggestion that a small square could enliven a neighbourhood; or that side garden
strips of 3m would be sufficient to maintain the image of the garden city; or that a
wide verge with a double row of trees would give a road a more picturesque aspect.40
But all in all, these proposals remained a hotchpotch of loose thoughts that did not
add up to a solid vision on urban aesthetics whatsoever.
In terms of architecture as well, the committee did not get much further than
some half-hearted attempts and loose thoughts. “Shouldn’t we impose something
with a curved turret at that street corner?,”41 Schobbens wondered while discussing
some new street’s profile. Or “we should preserve an entire city-bloc to erect a new
public monument to make a beautiful entrance to the city!”42 he proposed on another
occasion. This lack of grip on the aesthetic question is further exemplified in a
tragicomic meeting report, dating from July 15, 1909. On that Friday-afternoon, 6
members of the committee went on a collective excursion to the Van Putlei, on foot,
for a meticulous study of the front garden fences - in order to inspire regulations for
the ‘grilles’ on the new Van Rijswijcklaan: “The section decided to go immediately
on site, to the avenue Van Put. After examining the different fence types, it adopts
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SCAA, subcommittee 32. Plantations à établir dans la banlieue d’Anvers et sur les forts [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 9 October 1919.
For these particular aspects, see, for instance:
SCAA, subcommittee 6. Elargissement de la route Anvers-Turnhout dans les traverses d’Anvers (Rue
Carnot), de Borgerhout et de Deurne [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 July 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Discussion du profil transversal de la route (nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 23 December 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Détermination du profil transversal du nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière, partie
extra-muros (largeur 50 mètres, et 20m de jardinets) [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 February 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. 1°) Ouvertures de rues à Hoboken; 2°) Aménagement de la propriété «De Hertog
van Brabant», 3°) Plan d’aménagement de la propriété «Het Hondsnest» à Wilryck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 4 November 1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 32. Aménagement de la rive gauche [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27 November
1912.
SCAA, subcommittee 11. Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 June 1913.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Plan d’alignement de la route Brasschaet-Hoogboom [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1922.
SCAA, subcommittee 25. Aanleg van straten te Merksem, op gronden toebehorend aan Mej. Du Chastel de la
Houwarderie [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 26 February 1934.
CAA, subcommittee 20. Wilrijk - Wijziging van het Stratenplan voor het Oosterveld; Aanleg van het kruispunt der “Zwaantjes” [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 December 1937.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Elargissement de la rue du Verger [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 17 September
1909.
SCAA, subcommittee 12. Prolongement de l’avenue Jan Van Ryswyck; appropriation des terrains compris
entre la plaine des manoeuvres et la route de Boom; appropriation du polder du Kiel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 29 August 1911.
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the following dimensions: base: height 30cm, width 25cm. Artistic fences: max.
height 1.50m. The base can be made of freestone, granite, porphyry, yet excluding
masonry and white stone. The session is adjourned at 1 a.m.”43 Time for a weekend
well-deserved!
The committee’s members were not really inspired in terms of urban aesthetics . The provincial archives are bulging with rather unimaginative development
applications. Together with the province’s technical service and the Committee of
Monuments and Landscapes had to approve of these applications – something they
did without much resistance. The committee members never really rejected development applications on aesthetic grounds – they mainly objected when applications
threatened to interfere with major road works or public parks. After the 1910 competition, the SCAA did not seem to bother anymore in disseminating compelling
renderings of the future agglomeration to the general public. But it is not because the
SCAA wasn’t into the aesthetic question that it was simply dismissed: it was simply
raised and discussed elsewhere.

Local architects working towards a relative approach of
urban aesthetics
In the Antwerp agglomeration, the question of aesthetics would mainly be taken
up by a new generation of young architects, born roughly around the 1880s. This
group of about 15 architects, referring to themselves as the ‘young watch’ involved
the older architect Dirk De Vos-Van Kleef as their mentor. We will see that these
architects were anxious to free themselves from the dogmas of the master-urbanists.
Yet they would also gradually distance themselves from their 19th century predecessor-architects, to whom they somewhat disdainfully referred to as the ‘old guard’.44
In general, the young watchmen men had all received a very classical architectural
training at Antwerp’s Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts where they had, according to the
fundamental pedagogical tenets of Beaux-Arts education, been trained as liberal artists
engrained with the classical mores of an autonomous architectural culture centred
on the ‘cult of genius’, ‘appropriate form’ and ‘good taste’.45 Yet this new generation of
43
44
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SCAA, subcommittee 12. Type de grilles à adopter pour le nouveau Boulevard de la Pépinière (confidentiel)
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 July 1909.
De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. “De Oude Garde en de Jonge Wacht.” De Bouwgids 4, no. 3 (1912): pp. 53-56.
Laureys, Dirk. “De Oude Garde en de Jonge Wacht. Het architectuurdebat tijdens het Interbellum.” In
Bouwen in beeld: de collectie van het Architectuurarchief van de Provincie Antwerpen edited by Willem Aerts
& Dirk Laureys, pp. 86-94. Turnhout: Brepols, 2004.
Casus. “Over de Kunstopvoeding van den Bouwmeester.” De Bouwgids 3, no1. (1911): pp. 18-19.
Casus. “Over de Kunstopvoeding van den Bouwmeester.” De Bouwgids, no2.(1911): pp. 31-32.
Chafee, Richard. “The teaching of Architecture at the École des Beaux-Arts.” In The architecture of the
École des Beaux-Arts edited by Drexler, Arthur, pp. 61-109. London: Secker and Warburg, 1977: p. 69.
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architects started to challenge conventional wisdom of their Beaux-Arts education.
Displeased with their outdated education at the Académie des Beaux-Arts in
Antwerp, some members of the ‘young watch’ founded the Circle for Building Arts
(KVB) in 1899, in order to re-educate themselves in architecture through study trips
and meetings.46 In this way they tore themselves away from the more established
Royal Society of Architects of Antwerp (KMBA), the oldest architectural association
in Belgium in which the ‘old guard’ set the tone. But it was only after the law of 1906
that the actions of the young watchmen took on a specific focus and sense of purpose.
As we will see, the prospect of urbanising the agglomeration beyond the historic city
literally offered a new space for these young watchmen to put their new ideas into
practice. It is worth noticing, that some of the protagonists of this young watch lived
in the outer agglomeration themselves, or quickly moved out to this environment that
they helped shaping.
Just like the international grandmasters, these Antwerp architects tried to
conceive of urban environments with a far more rich imagination than what the
established laws and ‘final vocabularies’47 of urbanisation were standardly producing
in the agglomeration. Drawing on Jeremy Till’s work,48 I will argue that in order to
challenge these ‘final vocabularies’ (foundationalist beliefs and unquestioned assertions that dictate why things inescapably are as they are), both the local architects and
international master urbanists sought refuge in a certain practice of contingency - in
coping with the simple fact that “things could be otherwise as they are.”49 However, I
will argue that the master urbanists and some of the local architects coped with contingency in diametrically opposed ways. This strong divide already became clear in the
run-up to the 1910 international competition – and in the local architects’ reception
of the final results.
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Duany, Andrés. “The Beaux-Arts Model.” In Windsor Forum on Design Education: Toward an Ideal
Curriculum to Reform Architectural Education, edited by Stephanie Bothwell, Stephanie, Andres Duany,
Peter Hetzel, Steven Hurtt, and Dhiru Thadani, pp. 130-137. Miami: New Urban Press, 2004.
Nevejans, Annelies. “Kring voor Bouwkunde (1899-).” ODIS: 2011. Record last modified date:
May 27, 2017. Available from World Wide Web: http://www.odis.be/lnk/OR_17501, accessed on
11/03/2020.
Richard Rorty’s insistence on contingency is a pertinent critique of ‘universal truth claims’, and ‘final
vocabularies’ which he defined as the expression of unquestioned assertions that dictate why things
inescapably are as they are.
Rorty, Richard. Contingency, Irony and Solidarity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.
Till, Jeremy. “Coping with contingency,” in Architecture Depends, pp. 45-61. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 2009
According to William Rasch, contingency is quite simply, the fact that things could be otherwise as they
are.
Rasch, William. Niklas Luhmann’s Modernity: The Paradoxes of Differentiation. Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2000.
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Aesthetics as dependent category: a local plea for
worldly contingency
On the 15th of march 1910, in the run-up to the 1910 International
Competition, the Fédération des Sociétés d’Architectes de Belgique50 (FSAB) wrote a letter to SCAA secretary Joseph Schobbens. (Fig. 5.6) This federation represented several Belgian architectural associations, including the KMBA and the KVB The letter
was signed by Antwerp architect Ernest Stordiau, who was the president of both the
FSAB and the KMBA at the time of writing.51 The letter touched upon three issues.
First the international character of the competition was questioned: “We believe that
we have a better understanding than any foreigner of the national spirit and of the
many ideas that are in a latent state and that the artist must translate into his work.
Why resort to an international competition? Wouldn’t we find in Belgium a sufficient
number of architects capable of designing projects in relation to the importance of the
work to be created?”52 Secondly, the composition of the jury was criticised : “The composition of the jury seems to be dictated by a similar kind of disregard towards our
compatriots. We see, in fact, four foreign architects, and only one Belgian architect.
We do not think that this proportion is wise.”53 And finally, the letter boldly questioned the SCAA’s chances of success: “We know that the municipal law gives the
municipal council the power to regulate everything that is of municipal interest and
that consequently, the Intercommunal Commission, created for the purpose at hand,
has the initiative of the decisions to be taken regarding the City’s expansion plan. Yet
we all know too that the Municipal Councillors of the City of Antwerp and of the
interested Municipalities are too concerned about preserving the integrity of their
Municipal Powers to believe for one single moment that they would abandon one of
their most beautiful prerogatives.”54
Schobbens was not impressed and his reply was very straightforward.55 (Fig.
5.6) With regard to the prerogatives of the municipal council, he answered: “That’s
50

51
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This association was founded in 1905 and consisted of the Société Centrale d’Architecture en Belgique,
Société Royale des Architectes d’Anvers, Chambre Syndicale des Architectes de Belgique, L’association des
Architectes de Bruxelles, L’association des Architectes de Liège, Kring voor Bouwkunde d’Anvers, Société des
Architectes du Centre, Société des Architectes de la Flandre Orientale, Association des Architectes des Provinces de
Namur et du Luxembourg, and finally the Kring der Bouwmeesters van Brugge.
Letter from FSAB to Joseph Schobbens, dated 15 March 1915. Retrieved from the provincial archives of
Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 1317/Joseph_Schobbens, folder Correspondence SCAA.
In fact, Stordiau had founded the FSAB himself in 1905.
Letter from FSAB to Joseph Schobbens, dated 15 March 1915: p. 2.
Ibid.
Ibid.: p. 3.
In the archives containing Schobbens’ correspondence, a very firm hand-written response letter was
found. The letter nicely shows how he partly crossed out his first firm reaction in order to give it a milder
tone.
Letter from Joseph Schobbens to FSAB, dated 18 March 1915. Retrieved from the provincial archives of
Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 1317/Joseph_Schobbens, folder Correspondence SCAA.
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Figure 5.6
Letter from the Fédération des Sociétés d’Architectes de Belgique (15 March 1910) to protest against
the invitation of foreign planners and urbanists to the 1910 competition. And Joseph Schobbens’
handwritten, firm and impulsive reply – that he quickly corrected and mitigated afterwards. Q: Why
foreigners? A: Because they have at least designed urban plans of this nature before.
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Figure 5.7
A pamphlet reiterating the earlier criticism of the
Belgian architects. The pamphlet was intended to warn
the average layman to carefully consider the results of
the 1910 competition: Do not be fooled by the seductive
perspectives of a so-called intellectual elite and some
foreigners! Is this what we, Antwerp citizens, need?

none of your concern. You only have to reread the King’s Report, which precedes the
Royal Decree establishing our Commission, to know that the prerogatives are not at
risk.”56 On the lack of respect for Belgian architects, Schobbens stated: “You will have
to admit that no Belgian architect has ever had to redevelop a military compound as
large as Antwerp’s – but that there are many specialists abroad (...) As you rightly say,
you know the aspirations of the Antwerp agglomeration, its needs, its topographical
situation very well. You therefore have a considerable advantage over your foreign
competitors (...) The SCAA deeply regrets to see Belgian architects wasting their time
discussing the competition rules. The committee believes it would be more useful to
the public if [these Belgian architects] were to combine their efforts to emerge victorious from the competition.”57
In sum, the relationship between the SCAA and the local architectural scene
began at odds. Admittedly, at first sight the objections of the Belgian architects seem
rather conservative, narrow-minded and protectionist in nature. However, a small
guide EXPOSITION ANVERS-EXTENSION – Principes pour guider le visiteur –
AVERTISSEMENT handed out during the competition’s exhibition, further elaborated the views of some of the local architects.58 (Fig. 5.7) Although the undertone
remained somewhat protectionist, the exhibition guide forces us to take some of
the arguments seriously. The guide openly questioned the ‘masterly authority’ of the
56
57
58

Ibid.: p. 1.
Ibid.: p. 3.
D.P.S. Exposition Anvers-Extension.
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exhibition’s international heroes. The opening sentence immediately set the tone: “In
any artistic field, an appreciative public is necessary to inspire its spokesmen and to
recast new or foreign ideas to the national melting pot. The advice of a few intellectuals or foreigners is insufficient.”59
The authors were wary of compelling images and forceful compositions in which
the future of the entire agglomeration was precisely drawn and fixed according to
state-of-the-art principles. Such principles were considered relative, temporary and
contradictory anyway: “The Esthetique des Villes is barely in its infancy and its
patrons, as little in agreement as its few disciples.”60 They did not hold any universal
truth, and were portrayed as the expression of local customs and preferences. The
goal of the competition should not be about providing the future agglomeration with
an unambiguous and fashionable image. The city could not be treated as an artefact
in which “the essential is left to the chance of a more or less seductive (architectural) accessory.”61 The guide even called for two different competitions: one to define
l’essentiel, and a second competition for its architectural and aesthetic elaboration. This
division was consistent with the curious advice “to obstinately refuse to look at the
perspectives (...) so as not to be seduced by the perfidious songs of the drawing” and
to turn to a “methodical analysis of the projects (which) will set the judgment with
more certainty than the drawing’s impression.” 62
But what exactly was considered essential? The guide defined l’essentiel as: “This
scheme, these great internal and external communications, the great divisions by
districts, their relationships and contrasts, the great areas of greenery, the general harmony between the primordial factors, this is indeed the essential concern of the young
discipline called the Aesthetics of the Cities. If we have suffered, if the need to act has
been felt, and if a movement has just arisen, it was not so much for having noticed
a lack of pretty neighbourhoods or appropriate decorations; rather, it was for having
felt progressively afflicted by the vice of the Faubourg constructions and having run
up against the chicanes of administrative or political discord.”63 The quest for a new
urban aesthetics was, in other words, not prompted by an exclusive preoccupation for
‘beauty’ per se. It was essentially rooted in concrete, everyday concerns.
It is important to stress that l’essentiel was not a static and predefined category in
and of itself. In fact, it was in constant evolution. In the new discipline of L’Esthétique
des Villes, “the necessities are indeed more changeable”64 than in any other art form.
59
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Ibid.: p. 1.
Ibid.
Ibid.: p. 4.
Ibid.: p. 15.
Ibid.: p. 5.
Ibid.: p.1.
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Here lies the core of the author’s reservation against seductive images: “It is not a
question of fixing as of now the definitive and detailed plans of all future extensions,
this exaggeration, conforming perhaps to French legislative tendencies but repugnant
to our national temperament, leads indeed to monotony and to business as usual. If
more distant paths are sketched, it is simply to evaluate and show certain probabilities
or possibilities and to facilitate a different future by the judicious choice to adapt the
general scheme. This scheme then, shouldn’t be too detailed, not to prevent future
neighbourhoods from taking shape freely according to local needs and convenience;
yet at the same time it should be farsighted enough to safeguard the new districts
from the chaotic blunders of current practice.” 65
According to the guide, distinct architectural form and stylistic fetishism were
subordinate to general guidelines in support of a an open-ended development scheme.
There was little faith in an enduring aesthetic conception of the agglomeration that
was drafted in a short-lived competition. “The layout of the cities requires an initiation refined by long observations,”66 the guide stated, “Let’s not forget that after a
certain number of years all the houses in a city are renewed. Well then, what’s a few
centuries in the life of a city! So let’s arm ourselves with a good plan and patience,
that’s all it takes!”67 The image of the future agglomeration could not instantly be
projected on paper, it would gradually take shape over time. All that was needed was,
‘an idea good enough to start with’ to paraphrase Marvin Trachtenberg.68 A versatile
spatial framework in which evolving and ‘dependent’ conceptions of beauty would add
up to an Esthétique Intégrale over time: “Let’s thus to seek this ‘esthétique intégrale’,
varying solutions according to the case, balancing the abstract and the concrete, the
classic and the accidental in the hope of arriving one day at the perfect fusion of
reality and imagination.”69
The guide exposed a clear approach to the Question of aesthetics; an approach
that was not informed by instant state-of-the-art and abstract imageries. Instead, it
argued in favour of strategies that were able to cope with the many everyday contingencies that were inherent in the urbanisation process, such as politics, economics, culture locale, the evolution of time, uncertainty, necessity, possibility, etc. Urban
aesthetics could not instantly be projected on top of the agglomeration from above; it
had to grow from within through a permanent reinterpretation of what was essential
and of the appropriate architectural elaboration thereof.
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Ibid.: p. 7.
Ibid. p. 1.
Ibid. p. 17.
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University Press, 2010.
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The critique of the master urbanist as a liberal ironist
The guide’s criticism of the master urbanists bears striking resemblances to
Jeremy Till’s criticism of Richard Rorty’s ‘liberal ironist’ which he defined as a
liberal individual that acts against ‘final vocabularies’ and ‘foundationalist beliefs’ by
facing “up to the contingency of his or her own most central beliefs and desires.”70
Or, rephrased by Till: “liberal ironists develop their awareness of, and response to
contingency in the privacy of their own belief systems.”71 It is thus consistent, Till
argues, that Rorty’s archetype of the liberal ironist is the “poet… only poets (…)
can truly grasp contingency.”72 Unlike the guide’s plea, the liberal poet’s emphasis is
not on the contingent conditions of society at large, but on “the contingency of the
self.”73 There is thus rigid separation between public and private, with the result that
what is achieved in the private world, might, but only might, then affect the public
realm: “poetic, artistic, philosophical, scientific or political progress results from the
accidental coincidence of private obsession with public need.”74 The optimistic hope
for society then, is to let such liberal poets flourish in the hope that their private
visions will accidentally collide with public needs. It is at that point, Till criticises,
that Rorty’s argument “slips from a robust critique of foundationalist beliefs into a
decadent acceptance of the imaginative impulses of an intellectual elite as potential
saviours of society.”75 Decadent, because “faced with the intractable contingencies of
the real world, the liberal ironists’ natural reaction is one of denial and the recourse to
impossible ideals.”76
The resonance of this critique with the exhibition guide’s tone is remarkable.
Moreover, in a review on the competition, Antwerp based architect and critic De Vos
Van Kleef literally used the metaphor of the poet to describe Henri Prost’s plan: “with
an incomparable talent, he has managed to conjure up a new city on paper like only
a poet can dream of.”77 Whereas some admired the poet-urbanist for his visionary
dreams, others portrayed his plans and perspectives as deceitful and illusory paper
dreams. The fact that Prost’s plans were never realised is usually explained by the fact
that the military belt was never released.78 But that is far from the only explanation.
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“The circumstances should be taken into account,” Loquet Jr. wrote around 1910
already. “Each municipality, no doubt, has its right to squares, playgrounds, parks
and everything according to its importance, its needs and its number of inhabitants,”
he continued. “However, the project that won the prize turns Berchem into a new
Versailles, while Borgerhout is endowed with a new workers’ city as large as the municipality’s current size! Never will these municipalities accept that!”79
Antwerp architect Alfred Portielje, on his behalf, reported that “of all the plans
which were presented and which were of high quality, very few were of possible execution. In nearly all the schemes presented the financial side or the chances of realisation had been disregarded.”80 Even the reviewed scheme of 1913 proved to be unrealistic after all: “The cost of refurbishing the grounds of the bulwark - which are to be
developed according to the Prost plan - has been calculated by the Antwerp Planning
Commission. The result of these calculations is that the levelling and development
costs will far exceed revenues from the resale of these plots of land - even in the most
optimistic forecasts. These lands therefore have practically no market value, and it is a
utopia to think that surplus values can be gained there to finance the construction of
new neighbourhoods.”81
Here it is, the poet-urbanist’s impossible ideal; the illusion of his liberal utopia.
Although inspiring, the urban image promoted by these projects proved practically
impossible to implement. The homogeneous urban extensions that were projected
upon the urbanising territories made abstraction of a number of hard preconditions,
such as political and socio-economic parameters, topography, land-ownership, potential investors, social needs and longings etc.
Time has proven that the masters urbanists’ ‘instant visions’ didn’t ‘accidentally
collide’ with the public need in the Antwerp agglomeration. It would take a different,
more enduring kind of commitment to gradually invent imageries that were in tune
with the many contingencies at work in the agglomeration. The master urbanists
would not play a lasting role in that process. For liberal ironists, it suffices to “do as
they will; they are not burdened with the need to act with reformative intent.” In the
end, “they escape from dealing with the contingencies of the real world with intent
– a retreat sanctioned by [their] reliance on the individual muse.”82 As we have seen,
prominent figures such as Prost and Stübben quickly disappeared from the agglomeration’s stage. It would take a different breed of architects, engaging in a long-term
79
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commitment to spatially accommodate the urbanisation process in the Antwerp
agglomeration.

The Young Watchmen as situated practitioners in thick
time
In his work, Jeremy Till proposes ‘situated knowledge’ as the opposite of ‘liberal
irony’ – a term he borrows from Donna Haraway.83 According to Till, situated knowledge is responsible84, particular85 and partial.86 Situated knowledge encourages specific
forms of publicly accountable agency that “work more humbly [than liberal irony],
gathering the past in order to shape better (but not perfect) futures, from points of
view which can never be known in advance, which promise something quite extraordinary, that is, knowledge potent for constructing worlds less organised by axes of
domination.”87 A long-term everyday commitment is essential for building up situated
knowledge. For the situated practitioner, the everyday becomes the place where “the
riddle of [everyday] recurrence intercepts the theory of becoming.”88 In the course of
time, recurrent every day time adds up to ‘thick time’, which Till defines as “time of
the extended present, that avoids mere repetition of past times or the instant celebration of new futures (…) a temporal space that critically gathers the past and from
there projects the future.”89
The architects of the young watch in Antwerp may be characterised as spatial
agents operating in thick time rather than as liberal artists standing outside of time.
These young watchmen didn’t eschew a long-term responsibility in a search for an
83
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Figure 5.8
Comprehensive master planning and ideal plans were drafted by Antwerp architects as well. We
see yet another general development plan for Antwerp, centred upon the Cathedral, together
with and overview perspective of Loquet (ca. 1913) and a general plan for the Noordergronden
[Northern Lands] along the harbour by architect Jos Smolderen (ca. 1930). None of these plans
were ever realised. In that sense the emerging discipline of Stedenesthetiek [Urban Aesthetics]
never became a very effective practice in the Antwerp context.
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applicable esthétique intégrale in the agglomeration. They weren’t only looking for
personal artistic success, they also felt collectively responsible for the harmonious
development of the agglomeration’s everyday fabric. That doesn’t mean that all local
architects were situated practitioners pur sang. Loquet’s plan for the future agglomeration, for instance, with its multiple circular boulevards centred on the cathedral wasn’t
any less dogmatic than Prost’s and Stübben’s endeavours. (Fig. 5.8) And the iconic
plan of Jos Smolderen for the development of northern Antwerp clearly has the spirit
of the urbanist-poet written all over it. (Fig. 5.8) But as the exhibition guide already
suggested, in the shadow of these ‘muscular’ but mostly unexecuted plans, different
kinds of architectural agencies emerged. In what follows, I will argue how a methodological shift from liberal artistry to spatial agency remarkably coincided with the
transition from city to urbanisation – or from ‘building the city’90 to ‘urbanising the
agglomeration.’

►

Architects as spatial agents: towards an architecture
of urbanisation
Few authors have explicitly theorised how the shift from city to urbanisation impacted architectural practice. Only a few seminal texts are available. Geographer Jean
Gottmann touched upon this relation in his work “Economics, Ethics and Aesthetics
in Modern Urbanisation” (1962), which he published in the slipstream of his famous Megalopolis: The urbanised northeastern seabord of the United States (1961). In the
early 1970’s, Henri Lefebvre wrote a long forgotten manuscript Vers Une Architecture
de Jouissance, which was only recently recovered and published by Łukasz Stanek.
According to Stanek, Lefebvre’s dérive architectural should be read against the background of his most explicit (and parallel) work on urbanisation, such as La Révolution
Urbaine (1970) and La Production de l’Espace (1974).91 Moreover, Stanek himself
explores the relation between urbanisation and architecture more explicitly in his
introduction to Towards an Architecture of Enjoyment and in the chapter Architecture
for the Urban society in his book Henri Lefebvre On Space from 2013.92 It may not be
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Lefebvre, Henri. The Urban Revolution [La Révolution Urbaine]. London : University of Minnesota
Press, 2003 [1970].
In the book, Stanek argues that Lefebvre’s “project is not a separate part of the theory of the production
of space, distinghuished from Lefebvre’s studies on the processes of urbanisation; rather, it is a set of
postulates formulated within these studies, their consequences generalised beyond the context of their
formulation.”
Lefebvre, Henri. Toward an Architecture of Enjoyment [Vers une Architecture de Jouissance]. Translated by
Robert Bononno. Edited by Łukasz Stanek. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota press, 2014 [1972].
Stanek, Łukasz. Henri Lefebvre On Space: Architecture, Urban Research, and the Production of Theory.
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much, but these texts proved useful in understanding the changing architectural practices of the young watchmen after 1907 – changes that, as I will argue, cannot be seen
in separation from the SCAA’s project.

Architecture and urbanisation: spatial agents building a
concrete utopia
What changed for architectural practice with the shift from city to urbanisation?
Both Gottmann and Lefebvre related the historical roots of (professional) architecture to landscapes of (religious, economic, political,…) power and prestige. “Architects
and urbanists”, Gottmann wrote, “used to be mainly concerned with beauty and
prestige: their job was to build churches and castles, fortresses and ramparts. Because
all these buildings housed prestigious and respected functions and people, they had to
be spectacular, to impress the outsider, the people passing by. A certain kind of beauty,
of aesthetics, was indeed one of the building’s functions. It may have been functional
to decorate and overstress the aesthetic features.”93
However, both authors claim that the position of architecture radically changed
in an urbanising world. “With the concept of the city itself, the artistic ideas of architecture must break out of the narrow confines of their traditional domain,” Gottmann
wrote. “What prestige is left,” he continued, “to a condition which almost everybody
shares? (…) Urbanisation carries with it social progress: a more urbane way of life
for the vast majority of people, more comfort, better education, more leisure (…)
Our social and political ethics require the greatest possible equality in distribution of
benefits. Are such requirements consistent with Aesthetic demands inherited from
a different past, and with the economic mechanisms of [urbanisation]?” Building
“for prestigious and respected functions and people,”94 would no longer be “the main
market for the talents of the architect (…) Those talents and endeavours are also and
increasingly to be exercised for a completely different market of mass consumption.”95
Gottmann concluded that in urbanising societies, the world of architecture should
pay more attention to the development of a feasible ‘aesthetics of the mass’. A similar
narrative is found in Lefebvre’s work, who stated that ‘the building’ had steadily
dethroned ‘the monument’ somewhere during the nineteenth century. “Monuments,”
Lefebvre wrote, “are characterised by their affection or aesthetic pretention, their
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Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2011.
Gottmann, Jean. Economics, Esthetics: p. 4.
Gottmann referred to the strong links between architects and different historical power-regimes
(religious, political, mercantile) and the way architecture represented that power by ‘spectacular’ and
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official or public character, and the influence exercised on their surroundings, while
buildings are defined by their private function, the preoccupation with technique,
their placement in a prescribed space. The architect came to be seen as an artist
devoted to the construction of monuments, and there was a question of whether
buildings were part of architecture at all.” According to Lefebvre, this explains why
the everyday built fabric in urbanising societies tends to be ‘poor’ and deprived of
‘meaning’ and ‘values’.96 Therefore, he argued that in urbanising societies, architecture’s
implicit commission was to draw the consequences from the fact that the paradigm of
the production of space increasingly shifted from and “industrial” to an “urban” logic
– a logic of habitation. It is in this void that Lefebvre proposed his own definition of
architecture: “By architecture,” he wrote, “I understand neither the prestigious art of
erecting monuments, nor simply the professional’s contribution to the indispensable
activity of construction. In the first sense, the architect elevates himself to the status
of a demiurge; in the second, he responds to an external and higher command, which
authorises him to stand in for the engineer or the entrepreneur. What I propose to
understand by ‘architecture’ is the production of space at a specific level, ranging from
furniture to gardens and parks and extending even to landscapes. I exclude, however,
urban planning and what is generally known as ‘land-use-planning.”97
This apparent contradiction – asking for an architectural reflection on the city’s
everyday fabric as a whole, yet excluding the field of urban planning – was a deliberate
move. Lefebvre saw the liberating potential of what he called the ‘micro-sociological’
approach and the ‘near order’ of architecture, in contradistinction with the ‘macro-sociological’ approach and the ‘distant order’ of urbanism. The crux of this distinction is
not the differentiation of scales, because as architecture can be reduced to an instrument of urbanism, it is also able to address a register ranging from furniture over
gardens to parks and landscapes (which is in line with how Lefebvre theorised habitation: as a practice reaching beyond the individual domicile toward the neighbourhood
and the entire urban territory).98 Rather, architecture and urbanism are distinguished
by what Lefebvre calls different modes of imagination: an opposition that comes to
the fore in Lefebvre’s distinction between ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’ utopia. Lefebvre
had little sympathy for the modernist’s abstract utopias, which he approximated with
‘perfect cities’ based on the rather naive belief in the possibility of a coherent, cohesive
and functional system of needs, services and transportation.99
The near order of architecture, in turn, “takes its clues from the practices of
habitation” – responding to concrete needs and aspirations of an amalgamation of
96
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Lefebvre, Henri. “Préface.” In L’Habitat Pavillonnaire, edited by Raymond, Henri, Nicole Haumont,
Marie-Geneviève Dezès and Antoine Haumont, pp. 7-23. Paris : L’Harmattan, 2001 (4th ed.).
Ibid.: pp. 146-153.
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different clients. “By setting aside the distant order, by clearly apprehending the link
to practice,” Lefebvre argued, “a consideration of the architectural work liberates the
imaginary.”100 “Such thinking” he continued, “can approach utopian space by avoiding
abstraction and underwriting in advance the concrete nature of that utopia (one that
must and can reveal itself at every moment in its relation to practice and to lived experience).”101 In that sense, Lefebvre’s idea of concrete utopia goes back to Ernst Bloch’s
notion of concrete utopia, which refers to “an investigation of possible futures from
within the affordances and limitations of a given situation.”102
This reading chimes remarkably well with the SCAA’s provisional morality and
their pursuit of a relative ideal. According to Lefebvre, an architect’s task was not
to devise ideologically charged and abstract ideal plans, but to explore possible and
practicable pathways towards an enjoyable cadre de vie for the urbanising society as
a whole – extending from the private, over the shared to the public realm. It allowed
Lefebvre to make a move towards a more relational understanding of urban aesthetics that was rooted in everyday use and use value.103 In that sense, Lefebvre stated
that concrete utopia, “begins with jouissance and seeks to conceive of a new space,
which can only be based on an architectural project.”104 It is exactly in this context
that Lefebvre framed architecture as a “social practice”, rather than as an “art, a
technique or a science.”105 For Lefebvre, architecture in urbanising societies implied
social practice in two senses. In the first place, it implies the practice of dwelling, or
inhabiting. Secondly, it implies the practice of the architect himself, a profession that
contributes to the production of social space and which has its very own place within
the social division of labour. Thus, Lefebvre recognised the practice of an architect as
“a producer of space, but never the only one.”106 Such practice is defined by its external
constraints imposed by other agents of the production of space (developers, bankers,
contractors, planners, and users). Architecture’s field of possibilities is thus delineated by its dependencies and synergies with other practices, disciplines and institutions. Defined as such, architecture is endowed with what Lefebvre called a “relative
autonomy.”107
Such an interpretation is scouring Till’s plea for a contingent architecture.
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Moreover, Lefebvre’s reading of architecture and the role he attributes to the architect, is very reminiscent of Awan’s (et.al.) definition of spatial agents who “are neither
completely free as individuals, nor completely trapped by societal structures: they are
negotiators of existing conditions in order to (partially) reform them (…) Agency
means being able to intervene in the world, with the effect of influencing a specific
process or state of affairs.”108 Awan, Schneider and Till borrow Giddens’ term mutual knowledge to characterise spatial agents. Mutual knowledge, they state, means
“abandoning the hierarchies embedded in most professional relationships and instead
welcoming contributions from everyone in the spirit of a shared enterprise.”109 Awan
(et al.) have argued that the openness and willingness to engage in such mutual
enterprises, is what defines “spatial agents”110 who are looking for “other ways of doing
architecture” – ways beyond architecture as a liberal art and profession.

The young watchmen as spatial agents in the Antwerp
Agglomeration
In the Antwerp agglomeration, the shift from city to urbanisation at the turn
of the 20th century, redefined the praxis architecture in a very similar way. Unlike
the master-urbanists, who had been able to approach the agglomeration from the
‘macro-sociological’ perspective of urbanism, the young watchmen relied on the
‘micro-sociological’ approach of architecture in order to shape the agglomeration.
Consequently, the ‘planning of an abstract utopia’ gave way to the ‘building of a concrete utopia’. Just as their ancestors had gradually built the city’s monumental order
- so they shaped the urbanisation of the agglomeration. Yet they urged for a different
architectural approach.
In a 1911 article, some of the young watchmen complained that “public education [had] remain[ed] unchanged, entirely based on an outdated assembly of conventional formal theories, taught as a dogma, without the slightest relation to the real
demands of the new age […] This kind of teaching has nothing in common with our
conceptions of everyday life and our morals; it merely gives us half-formed master
builders with a lifeless art education.”111 The role of the architect as an artist trained in
108 Awan, Nishat, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till. Spatial agency: p.31.
The authors partially paraphrase Anthony Giddens.
Giddens, Anthony. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1984: p. 14.
109 Awan, Nishat, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till. Spatial agency: p.33.
110 Spatial agency, the authors argue, implies that action to engage transformatively with fixed societal
structures is possible, but will only be effective if one is alert to the constraints and opportunities that the
structure presents.
Awan, Nishat, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till. Spatial agency: p.33.
111 Casus. Over de Kunstopvoeding van den Bouwmeester. De Bouwgids 3, no1. (1911a): pp. 18-19.
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neo-classical styles and mainly concerned with aspects of monumentality, ordinance
and representation was fiercely criticised. These old stylistic views may have been in
tune with the tastes of nineteenth century urban elites, but by 1911, the Bouwgidsarchitects claimed that they “left the public completely indifferent.”112
Apparently, the urbanising suburbs no longer catered to the image of the city
as an unambiguous ‘enwalled entity’ that could be shaped according to the relatively
stable taste of one dominant socio-economic group.113 The dissolving urbanity of the
agglomeration became a home for “aristocrats, bourgeois and working poor alike”114
This socio-spatial transition, these young architects understood, was in need of new
urban and architectural imaginaries in order to get suburban development going.
The prospect of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration literally offered a refuge for
these architects to dispose of what they called the “academic tampering and toil in
neo-Greek and neo-Roman styles” with which their predecessors had built (and still
occupied) the city centre.115 Instead, this new generation claimed the territories of
the urbanising agglomeration to explore architectural practices that were not rooted
in such ancient artistic narratives and traditions, but in the (an)aesthetics of everyday
life.
In pursuing this situated, relative and relational approach, the ‘young watchmen’
slowly but surely exchanged their role of liberal artists for a role that could be described as ‘spatial agents.’ I will demonstrate that the architects of the ‘young watch’
tried to anchor their ideals within concrete logics of urbanisation. They were open
towards negotiation and the principles of mutual and shared knowledge expanding
their opportunities to move beyond the continued extension of substandard urbanisation protocols into the future, enabling them to work steadily towards an (admittedly)
imperfect but (at least) practicable ideal – a concrete utopia. In what follows, I will
isolate four kinds of agency that moved beyond the normative tenets of liberal artistry
and that architects explicitly started to explore as soon as the 1906 law accelerated
the urbanisation of the Antwerp agglomeration. Arguably, not all of these forms of
agency must be understood as a clear break with the past, but they took on extended
and professionalised proportions after the turn of the 20th century.

112 Ibid.: p. 19.
113 Benevolo, Leonardo, Storia della Città.
114 De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers: Cité-Jardin. Antwerp: Nederlandsche boekhandel, 1907: p.
39.
115 Eds. De Bouwgids. “Aan onze lezers.” De Bouwgids 3, no 1. (1911): p.1.
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Transactions with the public sphere: towards a renewed
civic sense of urban aesthetics
As already mentioned in the introduction, debates on city planning in the early
20th century were animated by competing debates between the aspirations of planning to be a normal science and the revival of aesthetic planning principles.116 Artistic
points of departure became less and less self-evident in urban design, partly because
the consensus on these points of departure was increasingly falling apart. Several authors have argued how style, as a category of the first modernity (of modernity as tradition, of bourgeois aesthetics) steadily disintegrated from the 20th century onwards.117
Others, however, have argued that urbanisation processes are only likely to materialise
if the technocratic making of those processes is accompanied by cultural imageries
that render daily life in these emerging urban worlds tangible, socially acceptable and
desirable.118
In the context of the Antwerp agglomeration, it were the self-declared ‘young
watchmen’ that would moderate the public debate on new urban imaginaries. (Fig.
5.9) From the minute the decision was taken to tear down the city’s old ramparts, several architects started publishing books and articles exploring how these events would
change their working conditions.119 More importantly, however, the “young watchmen” launched and published two local architecture magazines centred on finding
proper imaginaries for Antwerp’s urbanising agglomeration between 1909 and 1939.
First, the Bouwgids was published. It ran between 1909 and 1933 as the monthly journal of the KVB. After moving on to the KMBA, the young watchmen tried to renew
this longstanding organisation, mostly through the introduction of new publication
channels. In 1930, they launched the KMBA’s Monthly Bulletin that ran until 1939.
The young watch’s most committed and fruitful period, between 1909 and 1939, ran
remarkably parallel to the SCAA’s activities between 1907 and 1939.120 (Fig. 5.10)

116 Picon, Antoine. L’invention de l’ingénieur moderne: L’Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées, 1747-1851. Paris:
Presses de l’Ecole nationale des ponts et chaussées, 1992.
Rabinow, Paul. French Modern, Norms and forms of the social environment. Cambridge (MA): MIT Press,
1989.
Talen, Emily. New Urbanism and American Planning: The Conflict of Cultures. New York & London:
Routledge, 2005.
117 Colenbrander, Bernard. Stijl : norm en handschrift in de Nederlandse architectuur van de negentiende en
twintigste eeuw. Rotterdam: NAi publishers, 1993.
118 Gottdiener, Mark. Planned sprawl.
Harvey, David W. Consciousness and the urban experience.
Schorske, Carl E. Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: politics and culture. New York : Knopf, 1980.
Smets, Marcel. Charles Buls, les principes de l’art urbain. Brussels: Mardaga, 1995.
119 Portielje, Alfred. “Town planning in Antwerp.”
120 Other magazines appeared in Antwerp in the period 1907-1939, such as for instance the magazine
Bouwkunde. But they ran much shorter and were less influential.
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Figure 5.9
In the urbanising agglomeration, question of aesthetics would mainly be successfully dealt with
from the ‘near order of architecture’, rather than from the ‘distant order of urbanism’. A group of
architects referring to themselves as the ‘young watchmen’ found in the urbanising agglomeration
a free space for architectural renewal and experimentation. They were all members of the local
association KVB before moving to the more formal KMBA. Next to the architects in the figure, we
should mention Egide Van Der Paal (1891-1953); John Van Beurden (1880-1967); Hendrik Wittockx
(1893-1965); Edward Leonard (1890-1981) and Gerard De Ridder (1878-1958).

The main ambition of these magazines was not that of the typical professionally oriented architectural periodical. The journals aimed at reaching much broader
audience. The editorials of the first editions of both magazines, make these intentions
very clear. The Bouwgids wanted to “reach private owners and individuals (…) in order
to have influence on the public’s mind and taste,”121 while the RSAA’s Monthly Bulletin
promised that reintroducing “the art of architecture in the midst of public life, as a
main component and necessity of it, [was] the [journal’s] ultimate goal.”122 From 1909
onwards, and in the slipstream of the 1906 law and the establishment of the SCAA,
the ‘young watchmen’ seized the opportunity to start a public debate about the future
development of suburban Antwerp.
Whereas the Bouwgids mainly promoted the image of the garden city, the more
modernist-inspired RSAA’s Monthly Bulletin found more connection with the modernist movement and the architectural programs of the expanding metropolis. De
Bouwgids’s first articles were directly inspired by De-Vos-Van-Kleef ’s remarkable
book Le Nouvel Anvers: Cité-Jardin from 1907 that portrayed the future Antwerp
surroundings as one large garden-like extension that was anchored on the historic city
by majestic avenues.123 (Fig. 5.11) The image of the garden city was used according
to the architectural language of the British Garden Suburbs designed by Unwin and
Parker, rather than to the garden city concept as it had been defined in the programmatic writings of Ebenezer Howard. This might be interpreted as somewhat pragmatic, but at the same time precise thought was given to how a vocabulary of concretely
designed neighbourhoods, including amenities, could be used to gradually turn fallow
land into an urban agglomeration in the making.
121 Eds. De Bouwgids. “Aan onze lezers.” p.1.
122 Eds. KMBA, (1930). “Aan den lezer.” KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters
van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten 1, no 1. (1930): p.1.
123 De Vos – Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers.
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Figure 5.10
Between 1909 and 1939 (thus remarkably parallel to the work and existence of the SCAA), the
young watchmen launched two magazines: De Bouwgids (1909-1932) and the Maandschrift der
KMBA (1930-1939). According to the editorials of both magazines, their goal was to stimulate the
public debate on urban beauty, aesthetics in general and the importance thereof for the future
of (Greater) Antwerp. The Antwerp architects joined forces and united in their struggle for the
beauty of their city and its urbanising agglomeration.
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Figure 5.11
De Bouwgids was a traditionalist-inspired
magazine. The first article series about ‘villa
parks’ around Antwerp (1911) were a direct
reproduction of the book Le Nouvel-Anvers
Cité Jardin (1907) by Dirk De Vos - Van
Kleef, in which he argued that the garden
city was already being (partially) realised
in the agglomeration. The garden city and
local picturesque architecture remained a
dominant theme throughout the magazine’s
entire existence.
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The KMBA’s Monthly Bulletin, on the other hand, was launched on the occasion
of the world exhibition in 1930 in Antwerp – a true showcase for modern architecture in Antwerp and Belgium at the time – and announced the rise of a more metropolitan architecture that would mainly be built along the major arterial avenues both
in the inner city and the outer agglomeration.124 (Fig. 5.12) The KMBA’s monthly
propagated an architectural language that was reminiscent of the ideas propagated by
Hilberseimer in his Grosstadt Architektur (1927), a book that tried to give form to the
development of the city beyond its historical core through the architectural definition
of the large programs and could establish a coherent architectural vocabulary of urban
types.125 Although this early twentieth-century divide can be understood as a classical
battle of styles and a clash of individual preferences,126 I will put forward a very different reading. Rather than choosing between those seemingly opposing models, many
of the young watchmen tried to combine both perspectives, echoing two complementary logics of urbanisation that were practised by the SCAA. (Fig. 5.13)
On the one hand the SCAA negotiated with (mostly aristocratic) landowners
to provide their land with roads and amenities at their own expense and that only
became part of the public domain after completion. This often resulted in picturesque
street patterns suitable for the development of garden suburbs, which also matched
the rather conservative tastes of the land-owners and many (often catholic) suburban
municipalities. Moreover, it was argued that some premature version of the garden
city had always existed in the Antwerp agglomeration, and that its completion only
just needed a little push. Just about every architect that was active in the agglomeration in some way or another contributed to the building of the agglomeration as a
garden city.127 (Fig. 5.14)
On the other hand, the SCAA had started a program to substantially widen and extend supra-local arterial roads running through the city and its larger
124 In the Belgian context, 1930 was a symbolic year for the introduction of modernism in the world of
architecture. After the first editions in La Sarraz (1928) and Frankfurt-Am-Main (1929), the CIAMcircus came to the Palais Des Beaux Arts in Brussels in the autumn of 1930. “The Congress will mainly
deal with the impact of the minimum housing solution on land parcelling and the progress of technology ” national host Victor Bourgeois wrote on the conference’s content. The most debated contributions
of the congress explored the possibilities, social impact and feasibility of (high-rise) housing, enabled
by new technologies, in the urban context. These ideas were propagated in the monthly magazine of the
KMBA in Antwerp from 1930 onwards.
Bourgeois, Victor. “IIe Internationaal Kongres voor Moderne Bouwkunst.” KMBA: maandschrift der
Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten 1,
no 6. (1930): pp.98-103.
125 Hilberseimer, Ludwig. Groszstadtarchitektur. Stuttgart: Hoffmann, 1927.
126 Laureys, Dirk. “De architectuur in een stroomversnelling. Art-Deco, modernisme en traditionalisme
in de provincie Antwerpen.” In Bouwen in beeld: de collectie van het Architectuurarchief van de Provincie
Antwerpen edited by Wouter Aerts & Laureys Dirk, pp. 85-129. Turnhout: Brepols, 2004.
127 Delahay, Ruben, Stefaan Grieten, Dirk Laureys, Serge Migom, and Els Spitaels. “Repertorium.” In
Bouwen in beeld: de collectie van het Architectuurarchief van de Provincie Antwerpen edited by Willem Aerts
& Dirk Laureys, pp. 164-310. Turnhout: Brepols, 2004.
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agglomeration. It was along these boulevards that the first experiments of ‘metropolitan architecture’, upon which the Monthly Bulletin commented, were built. These
exercises in Grosstadt Architektur answered to the need of new programs such as
offices, banks, century hotels and apartment buildings. At first, Antwerp’s inner-city
arteries became the preferred setting for these new constructions that were generally
realised by new building entrepreneurs who appear to have been drawn to architectural experiments, be it adventurous eclecticism or art-deco modernism.128 Soon, however, construction along large avenues crisscrossing the entire agglomeration followed.
These outer boulevards were not only the perfect playground for these scaled up metropolitan experiments, these architectural choices also enabled the creative construction of these new milieus - especially after a 1924 law laid down the legal modalities
for the construction, sale and purchase of apartments. These scaled up metropolitan
experiments gave shape ‘instantly’ to new urban milieus in the agglomeration where
little else was in place yet.129 Extended beyond the former bulwark in the late 1920’s,
these boulevards became the setting for a new and scaled-up form of metropolitan
living. They became sanctuaries for experiment for many a KMBA architect in the
early 1930’s and soon hosted a number of tall apartment building making up a new
metropolitan milieu within and outside the city alike. (Fig. 5.15)
Remarkably, architects such as Portielje & De Braey, Cols & De Roeck,
Smolderen & Van Beurden, Van der Paal, De Ridder, Van Steenbergen all switched
freely between these two currents, depending on the developmental dynamics they
were part of. They were prone to a certain pragmatism, which did not, however, lead
them to build just anything. Their creative energy did not go in individual artistic
expression or signature pieces, but rather in the pursuit of contrasting but internally
coherent design that could define the physiognomy of these newly established urban
milieus. Arguably, contributing to shared imaginaries in support of urban development was as important to these architects as personal conviction and the pursuit of
individual artistic expression. (Fig. 5.16)
This suggestion that personal conviction did not play a decisive role in shaping
the agglomeration can be deferred from the idea that “the garden city [responded]
to the aspirations of the greatest number of people.”130 This appreciation and validation the users’ perspective seemed sincere. In a later interview young (then very old)
watchman Van Reeth recalled that upon congratulating Raymond Unwin on one of
his achievements in England, the latter ironically replied: “That’s exactly what you
Flemings should say!” after which he “open[ed] his lectern and show[ed] the thickest
128 Architectuur in het interbellum in Antwerpen.
129 Broes, Tom, and Michiel Dehaene. “Real Estate Pioneers on the Metropolitan Frontier : the Works of
Jean-Florian Collin and François Amelinckx in Antwerp.” Cities, Communities and Territories 33. (2017):
pp. 89–112.
130 De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers: p. 16.
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Figure 5.12
The KMBA’s monthly journal was launched
on the occasion of World Fair that was
organised in Antwerp in 1930. The magazine
promoted a moderate (brick) modernism
and made a passionate plea to reconcile
modern building techniques with the cultural-material legacy of the historical city. In
sum, the magazine advocated a straightforward, albeit contextual metropolitan architecture. In that sense, the KMBA’s monthly
complemented De Bouwgids.
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Figure 5.13
The images of the historical city, the garden city, and the modern metropolis co-existed side by
side in the Antwerp agglomeration. As De Vos – Van Kleef’s image from 1907 nicely suggests,
these images were the constituents of a newly agglomerated urban whole. The wide avenues of
the one-mile grid connected the inner and outer city and from the 1920’s onwards increasingly became the stage for metropolitan architecture. In the in-between areas, the garden city, developed
around public parks, was given free rein. In this way, the images of the modern metropolis and the
garden city were linked to the actual urbanisation dynamics in the agglomeration: a metropolitan
landscape emerged along widened and state-funded large roads, while the garden city materialised along picturesque and mostly privately funded streets.
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Figure 5.14
The internally coherent urban images in the urbanising agglomeration as they were built and
shown in the publications of the young watchmen: almost all of them contributed to building the
garden city.

Figure 5.15
The internally coherent urban images in the urbanising agglomeration as they were built and
shown in the publications of the young watchmen: almost all of them contributed to building the
modern metropolis.
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Figure 5.16
These different architectural imaginaries (and quickly materialising realms) were not so much
the subject of a typical ‘battle of styles’. Various architects of the ‘young watch’ contributed to
building both realms simultaneously throughout the agglomeration. They adhered to a certain
‘relative autonomy’ in their architectural practices: strong architecture with a certain ambition that
nevertheless conforms and contributes to an overall urban milieu in the making.

pack of photos of Flemish béguinages [Van Reeth had] ever seen!”131 “That’s where I
sought inspiration, and where I found the right kind of atmosphere” Unwin had said,
after which Van Reeth was “confirmed [in his] conviction that architects didn’t have
to steal everything abroad” and that there was “only one good way in art: serving the
community and eliminating your own self !” 132
Moreover, serving the community was understood in a very broad sense. “Rich
people, bourgeoisie and working class, everyone will benefit from it,”133 the young
watchmen promised in rendering the agglomeration as a future urban habitat. Both
in the scaled-up metropolitan experiments as in the garden-city districts, the young
watchmen soon started building for a wide variety of commissioners.134 In addition to
private commissions for wealthy clients, the architects soon found their way to emerging housing cooperatives, real estate and social housing companies, turning the future
agglomeration into the habitat of a very diverse audience. With regards to the garden
city model, the work of Cols and De Roeck is exemplary, as they managed to build
131
132
133
134

Florquin, Joos. Ten Huise Van ... 14. Brugge: Orion, 1978: p. 324
Ibid.
De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers: p. 39.
The fact that Van Kleef explicitly referred to these alternative development logics was rather exceptional.
Most French-speaking authors, such as Bary and Benoit-Levy simply ignored these social aspect of
Howard’s garden city and strongly focused on mere visual aspects. It were, however, such alternative
social models that made Awan et al. include the original garden city practices in their book Spatial
Agency, other ways of doing architecture.
Awan, Nishat, Tatjana Schneider and Jeremy Till. Spatial agency, pp. 168-169.
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private villas for wealthy clients, while at the same time becoming the regular architects of the most important social housing company that was active in the Antwerp
agglomeration. In general, the garden city model was built for all social classes. (Fig.
5.17) As for the metropolitan imagination, the work of Portielje & De Braey stands
out. Along the Van Rijswijcklaan, they built luxury apartments for the bourgeoisie,
middle-class apartments for entrepreneurial self-employed people, and an iconic
housing block for Antwerp’s committee for social assistance (Fig. 5.18).
In the early 1920’s, SCAA-Engineer De Heem had still claimed that “at first
glance, it [was] tempting to think that the layouts of the plans (cosy living room,
bathroom, small garden) [were] purely theoretical and even somewhat utopian”135
Nevertheless, the young watchmen managed to turn the agglomeration into an
inclusive ‘concrete utopia’ in the following years. By extension, the architect’s efforts
were not limited to housing alone. A whole range of public programs such as schools,
taverns, swimming pools and park pavilions, gave shape to a garden-like urban habitat
beyond the private domicile. New metropolitan buildings such as a leisure dome, soccer stadiums, an airport, a hydraulic Laboratory, hospitals, schools and movie theatres
and made the agglomeration exude a thrilling metropolitan atmosphere. (Fig. 5.19)
The young watchmen’s collective act of imbuing everyday urbanisation dynamics
with consistent imaginaries seems to have become equally as important, as making highly individual contributions to the city’s monumental order. This can almost
literally be read in the 1935 KMBA-article entitled ‘The layout of urbanisation in
Belgium’: “The master builders, who some fifty years ago were mainly involved in the
design of buildings of some importance, have kept pace with the times. They started
contributing to the solution of social issues, of cheap housing, sanitary requirements
and comfort in housing, economy in execution, especially in terms of apartment
buildings and the construction of garden suburbs.”136 Arguably, it was in the urbanising agglomeration that architecture was able to evolve from an artistic to a social
practice in the Antwerp context – that architecture was displaced from the city’s
monumental order to its urbanising everyday fabric.
It is exactly the solace of a kind of middle-ground between monument and
building, that captures well the spirt behind many of the contributions in the
Bouwgids and the KMBA Monthly Bulletin. They were borrowing some of the aesthetic aspects from the emerging urban models in Europe without necessarily ascribing
to the ideological positions and planning dictates of the movements through which
135 De Heem, Paul. La construction des villes: p. 6.
136 KMBA. “Inrichting der urbanisatie in België.” KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der
Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten 6, no 4. (1935): pp. 101-109: p.
109.
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Figure 5.17
In the Antwerp agglomeration, the garden city was built for people from all walks of life. Large
country houses for wealthy residents (Portielje & De Braey for a private client), comfortable
dwellings for the middle classes (Eduard Van Steenbergen for the private housing cooperative
Unitas) and efficient but frivolous developments for the working classes (brothers Devos for the
social housing company De Goedkope Woning van het Arrondissement Antwerpen) formed one
and the same habitat.

Figure 5.18
The modern metropolis also became an inclusive living environment. Here we see multi-family
houses, all built by Portielje and de Braey along Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, for the upper bourgeoisie,
for independent middle-classes and for the public assistance committee. One new avenue for
many different inhabitants: ghettoization and social segregation on a large scale were avoided.
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Figure 5.19
The ‘garden city’ – ‘modern metropolis’ binary featured more than just housing. Urban programmes such as schools, taverns, hostels, offices, hospitals, airports, sports domes, churches etc.
contributed to the development of both urban imaginaries. Arguably, it was the coexistence of
both realms that ensured the development of several, yet complementary urban programmes.
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they were promoted. Instead, these aesthetic aspirations functioned as image-guides,
that could be built incrementally, commission by commission, piecemeal according to
specific needs and individual longings, yet adding up to a larger and layered picture. A
picture that was informed by different urbanisation dynamics. The question of urban
aesthetics, then, was not so much characterised by the “annihilation of time”137 and by
“building outside of time”138 in the Antwerp agglomeration.
This claim seems true for both the imaginaries of the garden city and metropolitan architecture. In Antwerp, the garden city, for example, was not seen as an
independent new-town nor as a loose collection of villas in the green. “What is a
Garden City?” Van Kleef wondered. “Well, it is the creation of an agglomeration of
villas, cottages, country houses, workers’ houses etc... along a large path, along a park,
around a square, around a lake in the middle of a mass of trees or greenery, isolated
from one another, or in groups of two or three, by pretty little gardens, and the main
arteries of which converge towards the [historic] centre as much as possible.”139 The
garden city, in other words, did not exist in spatial isolation, but in harmonious spatial-temporal continuity with the historical city. A similar reasoning can be made with
regard to metropolitan architecture. The young watchmen may have identified with
Hilberseimer’s aesthetic approach - avoiding “individualistic aesthetic speculations”
and any “imitation and reproduction of ancient cultures” and identifying “the task of
Metropolisarchitecture (…) not [with] the design of singular moments or buildings;
[but with] the shaping of an (…) heterogeneous mass of material.”140 But that doesn’t
mean these young architects equally adopted Hilberseimer’s ideology about the city.
For the young watchmen the idea of “spatial cohesion” was not necessarily an “ideology that was tied to the past” and that should be “dispensed with” in order to imagine
a completely new kind of city.141 Rather, the experiments in metropolitan architecture
initiated a transformation process of the agglomeration along its main arteries – both
in the historical city and the outer agglomeration. Modernism tied in with urbanisation as an historical process of continued accumulation. L’Art de Bâtir la Ville in a
modern jacket.
Arguably, the young architects tried (and to some extent managed) to imbue urbanisation processes with a new kind of aesthetics. Moreover, With their magazines,
they made a long-term contribution to popularise these new imaginaries, stirring
debate on how best to implement them in the context of the agglomeration. It would,
137
138
139
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Fortier, Bruno. L’Amour des villes: p. 11.
Trachtenberg, Marvin. Building In Time.
De Vos – Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers: p. 16.
Anderson, Richard. “An end to speculation.” In Metropolisarchitecture and Selected Essays edited by
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Books, 2013: p. 62.
141 Hilberseimer, Ludwig. Metropolis Architecture: p 133.
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however, be too simple to attribute the young watchmen’s achievements to the rise
of architectural magazines alone. To secure a place at the helm of urbanisation, I will
argue that some entrepreneurial architects turned to even more trans-professional
forms of agency. In what follows, we will isolate the germs of three kinds of ‘mutual
enterprises’ that seem to have been at work in the Antwerp agglomeration.

Transactions with general contracting firms: building
urbanisation
From the end of the nineteenth century, the Belgian construction industry
underwent a deep transformation that led to the gradual replacement of specialist craftsmen by general contractors.142 Historically, there were limited distinctions
between architects and craftsmen, as their professional statutes fell under the same
legislation and their education was organised in the same school - which in Antwerp
was the Royal Academy of Fine Arts.143 However, a growing polarisation emerged
between architects and contractors throughout the nineteenth century. This split was
partly caused by the increasing complexity and construction pace in building processes, requiring upgraded and more specialised training programs for skilled workers
in newly emerging technical schools.144 As a consequence, specialist craftsmen and
artisan-builders gradually gave way to larger general contracting firms. Founded in
1865, the firm Blâton-Aubert, for instance, was a true pioneer that through this transformation was able to refashion itself as one of Belgium’s most notorious building
companies.145 In the context of Antwerp, large building firms like Van Riel & Van
Den Bergh (1904) and Vooruitzicht N.V. (1905) were founded as general contractors
devoted to a building’s entire construction process.146 In general, established architects
deplored this evolution and the general contractor was “seen as an economic aggressor elbowing himself into a position between architect and craftsmen.”147 They feared
that the extinction of craftsmanship would lead to architectural impoverishment and
142 Bertels, Inge. “Building contractors in late nineteenth-century Belgium: from craftsmen to contractors.”
In L’histoire de la construction: relevé d’un chantier européen, edited by A. Becchi et al., pp. 1139-1167.
Paris : Classiques Garnier, 2018.
Dobbels, Jelena. Becoming professional practitioners. A history of General Contractors in Belgium (18701970) [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Brussels: VUB, 2018.
143 Bertels, Inge. “Antwerp’s Public Works Contractors,” in Building the City, Antwerp 1819 - 1880 [unpublished doctoral dissertation], pp. 155-203. Leuven: KULeuven, 2008.
144 Bertels, Inge. Building the City.
145 Culot, Maurice, Rika Devos, Bernard Espion, Yaron Pesztat, and Jens Van De Maele. Blaton: Une
Dynastie De Constructeurs. Brussels: Archives d’architecture moderne, 2018.
146 Entreprises générales de constructions Van Riel & Van den Bergh. Entreprises générales de construction, Van Riel & Van den Bergh, Société Anonyme, Rue Lamorinière 159, Anvers. Antwerp: Exposition
Internationale d’Anvers, 1930.
Hypotheekbank Vooruitzicht N.V. (1930). Verslag over het 25 jarig bestaan der maatschappij in feestzitting
van 22 februari 1930, 1905-1930. Antwerp: De algemene drukkerij, 1930.
147 Bertels, Inge. Building the City: p. 204.
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negatively affect their autonomy and personal creativity.
The very same opinion was also voiced by De Vos-Van Kleef in De Bouwgids. At
the seventh Belgian architectural congress in Liège in 1911, specialised tendering was
officially promoted at the expense of general contracting.148 However, the architects
of the young guard did not support this decision. In his sharp style, De Vos Van Kleef
wrote that it would only lead to “more work for the architect for less pay.”149 He concluded that the old guard architects had to be “Übermenschen” that placed the “true
principles of architecture” far above the worldly concerns of its servants,” fulfilling “no
less than the role of the Messiah, driving the cheapskates out of God’s Temple!”150 The
young watch seems to have been more open towards working with general contractors
- an openness that would boost their activity in the urbanising agglomeration.
As it was not yet mandatory at the time to engage an architect in order to get a
building permit, these general contractor firms, along with all kinds of land surveyors,
were literally building urban development all by themselves. This was particularly
true in the outer agglomeration, where very few building regulations applied and
where new buildings didn’t naturally conform to the long existing urban context.
“As soon as a meadow, no matter how big or small, that is close to a new tram-line,
becomes available, all sorts of earthworms start eating it away and land surveyors start
drawing the highest number of plots on the smallest surface. And then ... once the
meadow has been parcelled out, one sees the infamous yellow houses rise up, straight
from the toy box filled with blocks.”151 About the latest expansions of the northern
hamlet Sint-Mariaburg, De Vos Van Kleef wrote that “there [were] loads of houses
there that [were] full of Blaton-Aubert which meant they all [had] a gloomy and sad
appearance.”152
Whereas the old guard turned its back on these practices, the young watch was
more opportunistic, but also seems to have believed that a rapprochement to such
contracting firms was necessary in order to improve the quality of these projects. A
rapprochement that gained even more momentum with the rise of modernism in the
early 1930’s, which started, among other things, from a strong fascination for the (an)
aesthetics of (industrial) building processes and construction techniques. The hope
existed that construction methods ranging from reinforced concrete to steel frames

148 De Vos-Van Kleef, Dirk. “De Oude Garde en de Jonge Wacht.” De Bouwgids 4, no. 3 (1912): pp. 53-56.
149 Ibid.: p. 54.
150 Italics by original author.
Ibid.: p. 53.
151 Van Reeth, Flor. “De uitbreiding van Antwerpen. Drama in twee bedrijven.” De Bouwgids, 4, no 4.
(1912) : pp. 80-84.
152 De Vos-Van Kleef: p. 67.
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Figure 5.20
The development and proliferation of modern building methods
changed city’s skyline. From the early 1930’s onwards L’ossature
métallique gave a boost to the formal language of early twentieth-century metropolitan architecture. Office towers, sports
stands, the sports palace and even church domes redefined the
agglomeration’s physical appearance.
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and structures, could form the basis of a genuine and new aestheticism.153 (Fig. 5.20)
In the Belgian context, leading modernist Bourgeois stated that “the most complex
modern construction issues [could] not be solved by one [person], not even by the
entire guild of architects” but that “it [belonged] to the collective experience of many
practitioners to find the best building solutions.”154 In the Belgian context, the idea
of sharing mutual knowledge between architects and contractors was manifested by
such conferences as La Rationalisation de l’habitation et de l’Industrie du Bâtiment
organised by the Belgian Society of Modernist Urbanists and Architects (SBUAM)
in 1933. The conference’s main objective was to “establish collaborations”155 between
economists, urbanists, hygienists, sociologists, architects, contractors and the building industry – in a search for a rational (yet not lean) architecture. This conference
remained a one-off initiative, but it testifies to the favourable atmosphere for mutual enterprises between architects and contractors in the heydays of modernism.
Perhaps most symbolic, was the fact that Belgium’s master of Art-Nouveau, Victor
Horta himself, entered into a structural collaboration with the previously reviled
firm Blaton-Aubert from the 1920’s onwards.156 I will argue that despite a growing
socio-professional divide, a certain overlap between practising architects and general
contractors was nevertheless able to survive in the context of interwar Antwerp.157
Moreover, the fascinating 1930 publication Entreprises Générales de Construction
Van Riel & Van Den Bergh bears witness to an almost structural collaboration between
the firm and several architects of the young watch between 1905 and 1930. The company was a concession holder of the French company Bétons Armés Hennebique and a
153 In the Belgian context, the first International Congress of Concrete and Reinforced Concrete was
organised in 1930 in Liege. A few new technical journals rose, such as L’ossature métallique (19321954). The first project shown in this journals was the tower Boerentoren that was being built in Antwerp
around that time.
Premier Congrès International Du Béton Et Du Béton Armé. Liège: La technique des travaux, 1930.
L’ossature Métallique: Bulletin De Documentation. Brussels: Centre belgo-luxembourgeois d’information
de l’acier, n.d.
154 Bourgeois, V. (1930). “IIe Internationaal Kongres”: p. 99.
155 Horta, Victor, and Henry Van de Velde. Rationalisation De L’habitation Et De L’industrie Du Batiment.
Brussels: Société Belge des urbanistes et architectes modernistes, 1933: p. 7.
156 Culot, Maurice, Rika Devos, Bernard Espion, Yaron Pesztat, and Jens Van De Maele. Blaton: Une
Dynastie De Constructeurs.
157 Antwerp architect Jules Hofman, for example, can figure as an early example of an architect who
disregarded the old guard’s reservation towards general contracting and became the principal architect
of the building company Vooruitzicht N.V. in 1909 – a position he maintained until his death in 1919.
As such, he was able to work on a rich oeuvre of art-nouveau houses and eclectic apartment buildings. Thriving on the building firm’s growing momentum and extensive portfolio, he co-authored the
townscape of the avenues that served as gateways to the outer agglomeration such as the Marialei, the
Helenalei and the Van Rijswijcklaan, where Vooruitzicht had commission after commission. Under the
wings of this large contractor, Hofman was in pole position to shape urban development at the city’s
fringes. In itself, Hofman’s individual buildings may not belong to the architectural pinnacle, but the
residential areas they helped shaping are among the most pleasant in the city today
Cools, Katrijn. Jules Hofman (1859-1919): Architect Voor Een Ondernemende Burgerij [unpublished master
thesis]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2008.
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forerunner of applications in reinforced concrete in Antwerp. As a general contractor
involved in the building of roads, Van Riel was, as we have seen not unknown to the
SCAA’s road engineers (see Chapter 2).But architects such as Alphonse Francken
(together with whom Van Riel had built Antwerp’s first high-rise apartments, called
the Goliath Residences in the Helenalei), Alfred Portielje & Jan De Braey, Van Beurden,
François Dens, Raymond Ceurvorst all appear as (regular) clients of the firm as well.
Their 1930 brochure displays a wide variety of buildings, ranging from metropolitan
apartments, banks, cafés, theatres, garden villas, social housing, factories, even drydocks etc. In other words, the firm was literally ‘building the urbanisation process’ at
the turn of the 20th century throughout the entire agglomeration. (Fig. 5.21)
The close ties between the building company Van Riel and Van Den Bergh
and the architectural scene can perhaps be explained by the figure of architect
Raymond Ceurvorst. Ceurvorst, a member of the young watch, was the son of Eduard
Ceurvorst, with whom Jacques Van Riel had founded the firm Van Riel & Ceurvorst
in 1904.158 It was only after Eduard Ceurvorst’s retirement in 1925 that Jacques van
Riel associated with a new partner to found the firm Van Riel & Van Den Bergh.
Raymond Ceurvorst was a logical link between the contracting firm and the Antwerp
architects – a bond that persisted even after his father’s resignation. In 1930, the firm
Van Riel & Van Den Bergh became one of the principal sponsors of the KMBA’s
monthly journal (Fig. 5.22).
Especially Portielje & De Braey, whose projects are the most represented in the
brochure, were very close to the company. In the 1920’s, Van Riel & Van den Bergh
had founded the company ‘Le Confort’, in order to build three apartment complexes,
which were all designed by Portielje & De Braey.159 It seems that their close collaboration with this contractor brought them to places and commissions for which they
would otherwise never have been considered. When studying Portielje & De Braey’s
projects from the brochure, it is striking that they became more experimental the
further they were built from the historical centre. Whereas their inner-urban projects
still conform to the tempered scale, intricate parcels and style of the historic city, their
projects in the urbanising agglomeration become much more adventurous, both in
terms of scale, program, figure-ground and style. In a way, the wide variety of adopted styles, assimilating the buildings within their urban context, again testifies to the
architects’ urban aspirations. (Fig. 5.23)
In their projects deeper into the agglomeration, however, their building aesthetics was no longer rooted in the mastering of abstract style paradigms that somehow
158 Entreprises générales de constructions Van Riel & Van den Bergh. Entreprises générales de construction.
159 Braeken, Jo. “Appartementsgebouw Le Confort III,” on https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/erfgoedobjecten/300214 (accessed February 2, 2021).
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Figure 5.21
The Firm Van Riel & Van Den Bergh had close ties
with the architects of the ‘young watch’ in Antwerp.
A 1930 brochure recollecting 25 years of building
activity reveals that many of the Antwerp architects
cooperated with the firm on a regular basis. The
company built both the modern metropolis, the garden city and even the city’s industrial sites: building
urbanisation!
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Figure 5.22
When the KMBA launched its monthly magazine in 1930, it didn’t take long before the construction company Van Riel & Van Den Bergh became one of the journal’s main sponsors. The images
used here are from issues of the KMBA monthly magazine from 1932. A number of advertising
campaigns featured buildings that were also shown at exhibitions by the young watchmen.

Figure 5.23
The architect duo of Portielje and De Braey worked together very structurally with the contracting firm Van Riel & Van den Bergh. All images are from the firm’s 1930 brochure. They once again
reveal the strikingly contextual adaptability of the architects. We see buildings that blend into the
historic city, while a little further afield, the architects contributed to both the modern metropolis
and the garden city. In general, the further they away from the historical centre, the more experimental their architecture became. The agglomeration as a sanctuary for architectural experiment?
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had to be executed, but in mastering the act of building itself. Or, in the words of
the famous modernist Ludwig Mies Van der Rohe, they “liberated building activity
from the aesthetic speculation of developers” and made it “once again the only thing
it should be, namely, BUILDING.”160 Arguably, it is this kind of building aesthetic
that characterises Portielje & De Braey’s projects in the outer agglomeration for Van
Riel & Van den Bergh, such as the factories for the companies Telephone Bell and
Minerva - building that are usually missing from these architects’ historiographies.161
Arguably, seeking architectural expression in the praxis of ‘building’ determined their
oeuvre as much as their personal or ideological preference for some artistic style – and
they clearly relied on general contractors for doing so.
The agglomeration functioned as a testbed for new construction methods stimulating a joined quest of contractors and architects for new typologies and aesthetics
that were rooted in the act of ‘building’. The sheer scale of these new general contracting firms made them look for spacious plots in the suburbs themselves, suitable for
large ateliers and sufficient stockroom. From 1929 onwards, for example, the company
Van Riel & Van Den Bergh settled on a site of more than 6000m² in Edeghem. This
partially explains why the large majority of early 20th century experiments in modern building appeared in Antwerp’s larger agglomeration.162 Moreover, it was in the
agglomeration that these modern building experiments were able to culminate in the
grand-scale and rationalised building of large apartment blocks and entire neighbourhoods, but also stadiums, domes, velodromes, factories. These experiments became
the expression of a new material aesthetic made of the creative combination of brick,
steel, glass and reinforced concrete, realised through the exchange between young
architects and new creative entrepreneurship in the field of general contracting.
This rapprochement between the respective realms of contracting and architecture were more structural than this one example alone. The fathers of Eduard Van
Steenbergen and Max Winders, for instance, were both contractors.163 Apparently,
in that period, it was not uncommon that a contractor’s descendants later became
architects. Family ties ensured a prolonged overlap between contractors and architects, even if these professions were increasingly drifting apart, marked by the
growing social division of labour. Even a contractor like François Amelinckx, (renowned in Belgium for his utterly banal post-war housing production deprived of
160 Mies wrote this sentence down in his 1923 article “Building” for the magazine G: An Avant-Garde
Journal.
See: Anderson, Richard. “An end to speculation”: p. 50.
161 Van Mieghem, Saskia. Alfred Portielje (1883-1965). Leven En Werk Van Een Veelzijdig Antwerps Architect
[unpublished master thesis]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2015.
162 Van Aerschot, Suzanne et. al. Bouwen door de eeuwen heen : inventaris van het cultuurbezit in België :
architectuur. 3nd : Stad Antwerpen, fusiegemeenten (3rd Ed.). Turnhout: Brepols, 1992.
163 The birth certificates of both architects made mention of their fathers’ professional occupation as
contractor.
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any architectural consideration) cooperated with fairly interesting architects in the
interwar period.164 In Antwerp, he collaborated with KMBA-architects like De Braey,
Van Weert and Segers, who was a fellow student and regular associate of Renaat
Braem until the late 1930’s.165 These early realisations exceed by far Amelinckx’s
post-war production in terms of imagination and aesthetic quality, as is shown most
convincingly in Amelinckx’s many contributions to building the Van Rijswijcklaan
throughout the 1920’s and the following decades. (Fig. 5.13)
Unmistakably, this short-lived collaboration between general contractors and
Antwerp’s architectural scene imbued the building industry and the process of urbanisation in the agglomeration with a sense of architectural refinement and expression.
It were these mutual practices that resisted the widening gap between design and execution and between the so-called architecte-commerçant or architecte-entrepreneur and
the architecte-artiste, who favoured “socially prestigious design activities”166 over “actual
construction-related execution.”167 This may explain the general attention that was
paid to the architectural aesthetic and architectural qualities of the ordinary everyday fabric in the urbanising agglomeration. To this day, the neighbourhoods built
between 1907 and 1939 remain among the most sought-after in the agglomeration.
Yet, this architect-contractor reciprocity would come under severe pressure with the
laws of 1939 and 1947 - on the protection of the profession of the architect and the
recognition of the contractor respectively.168 The division of labour became more and
more legally entrenched and sharpened the conflicting interests and responsibilities of
architects and contractors.

The rise of the architect-developer
The law of 1906 and the prospect of large scale urbanisation gave a boost to the
real estate market in and around Antwerp at the beginning of the 20th century and
led to the creation of numerous and sometimes rather obscure development companies.169 As turning virgin land into urban land was most lucrative, most of these
164 Broes, Tom. “The architect, the contractor and the developer: the rise and fall of real-estate architecture
in Belgium, 1918-1985.” In The Apartment Building edited by Burquel, Benoît and Martin Dumont, pp.
14-22. Brussels: REA ASBL, 2018.
165 Broes, Tom, and Dehaene Michiel. “Real estate pioneers on the metropolitan frontier.”
166 Dobbels, Jelena. Becoming professional practitioners: p.130.
167 Ibid.
168 Bertels, Inge. Building the City: p. 174.
169 Letter from Edouard Bunge to Ernest Bunge, dated 22 June 1907. Retrieved from the archives of the
Koninklijke Heemkring Hoghescote, Folder Edouard Bunge.
Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige aanstellingszitting der commissie tot inrichting der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie
gehouden in het Provinciaal bestuur van Antwerpen den 8 februari 1908 [pamphlet]. Antwerp: Aug. Van
Neylen, 1908.
Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De Heem, dated 1 June 1910. Retrieved from the provincial
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Figure 5.24
A pattern emerges: architects that were building for
the social housing company De Goedkope Woning van
het Arrondissement Antwerpen were asked by private
developer Société Anonyme C.A.M.O. to build middle-class
housing schemes, sometimes even on adjacent land. This
was the case, for example, with the Devos brothers in
Wilryck (blueprint) and the architectural duo Cols & De
Roeck in Berchem and Merxem (black & white). Different
social groups were accommodated in similar architectural developments drawn by the same hands. Balancing
between ‘building economically’ and ‘making architecture’:
architecture as social good.
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companies targeted the outer agglomeration as their preferred terrain of action. In
general, architects feared - not unjustifiably - that promoting spatial and aesthetic
qualities was not among the main motives of these groups. But, at closer look, the
great variety of development companies also left room for architects to creatively
engage. Sometimes, the services of architects who had just built garden districts for
social housing companies were hired by private firms to develop similar schemes
on adjacent land (Fig. 5.24). Moreover, Leafing through the founding deeds of the
emerging real estate companies themselves, reveals that many of them had architects
among its members and shareholders – both among the tract developers as the apartment builders.
In general, it were the somewhat older architects, further advanced in their
careers, who became shareholders in real estate companies. Joseph Hertogs, who
was well-networked within Antwerp’s high society, became shareholder in the firms
Extensions et Entreprises Anversoises and Compagnie Immobilière du Nord d’Anvers.
Several fathers of the young watchmen were involved in real estate companies, such as
Walter Van Kuyck and former KMBA-president Michel De Braey who were represented in the Société Anonyme pour l’Exploitation commerciale et industrielle de la banlieue
d’Anvers and Groenborger Tuinstede (Antwerpsche Uitbreiding). The Compagnie des habitations Conforta had architect Julien Dries among its members and landscape architect
Jean Van Hoof was involved in the company Edeghem Extensions. But also members
of the young watchmen participated. Max Winders, for instance, was involved in the
company Te Boulaer Uitbreiding. Gerard De Ridder, in turn, became involved in the
N.V. Ter Rivieren, the real estate company that, as was already discussed, developed
the Venneborgh neighbourhood around the RAFC’s soccer stadium.170 Jules De Roeck,
finally, was engaged in the development company Merxem Extensions.171 In addition to
financiers and architects, contractors and craftsmen were at times also represented in
these real estate companies. For example, the construction company Vooruitzicht had
shares in the real estate company Te Boulaer Uitbreiding. Arguably, such companies
were ‘mutual enterprises’ in the true sense of the word. More research is needed to
clarify the exact role all these architects played in those real estate companies. Yet the
architectural and spatial qualities of many of these companies’ development schemes,
ranging from high-end villas to workers’ housing, was above average (Fig. 5.25).
However, some members of the young guard went a step further by setting up
archives of Antwerp, Antwerp: depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
KMBA. Inrichting der urbanisatie in België. KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der
Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten 6, no. 4 (1935): pp. 101-109.
170 SCAA, subcommittee 21. 1°) Ouverture de rues derrière les plains d’aviation. - 2°) Accès au stade du Boschuil
- 3°) Plan général d’aménagement de la commune [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 May 1926.
171 The names of these architects all appeared in the acts of these firms’ constitutions that were listed in
footnotes 995-999 of this work.
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their own real estate companies – an idea that was occasionally put forward in de
Bouwgids. In 1921, Bouwgids editor De Vos-Van Kleef engaged in such an experiment
in his home-town Capellen. Through a local notary, he had come into contact with
a “consortium of landowners in Heide who wanted nothing better than to use their
beautiful forests to design a garden city quarter.”172 He had also been “able to secure
the cooperation of six architects, who were willing to take a financial interest, and so
the N.V. Tuinwijk-Vredeburg came into being on 20 August 1921.”173 Among these
architects, we find Paul Smekens, Flor Van Reeth and Egide Van Der Paal. In their
new role, these architects managed “to start by designing a completely new street network with an accurate indication of all the buildings, including front gardens, squares,
streets and alleys.”174 At the time of publication, in 1924, the first ten country houses
were built by architect Smekens. (Fig. 5.26) It was hoped that they would be sold
before 1925, when Flor Van Reeth was asked to design the next 10 houses. But it did
not get that far; only these first ten houses were ever built.175 Despite the proximity of
a station and a direct connection to Antwerp, there was no strong demand in remote
Capellen. The project turned out to be an act of poor judgement by architects whose
beaux-arts education hadn’t really prepared them for commercial entrepreneurship.
In the apartment sector as well, similar kinds of cooperation between architects
and developers emerged. Along the Van Rijswijcklaan architects such as Portielje &
De Braey, Raymond Ceurvorst or Smolderen all worked for real estate firms such
as the Compagnie Nationale Immobilière, Home Van Rijswijck N.V., etc. What’s more,
some of these architects themselves acted as project developers themselves. Jan De
Braey, for instance, developed a building at the Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, where he moved
in himself and which he partly rented out.176 Paul Smekens, in turn, developed a rental apartment complex with commercial base in the Kruishofstraat.177 Most of the time,
however, this remained one-off experiments. Nevertheless, a young man called Jean
Florian-Collin (1904-1985), would end up taking the principle of the architect-developer to a completely different level.
It is worth noticing that Collin didn’t study at Antwerp’s Académie des BeauxArts. As a graduate from the military engineering school in Berchem in the early
1920’s, he nevertheless went down in history as an architect.178 But he clearly followed
a different path. His reading of sir Harold Bellman’s The Silent Revolution, the influence
172
173
174
175
176
177
178

De Vos-Van Kleef, D. (1924). “Tuinwijk Vredeburg.” De Bouwgids, 16, no. 9 (1924): pp 165-172: 165
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.: p. 168.
Broes, Tom, and Michiel Dehaene. “Real estate pioneers on the metropolitan Frontier.”
Laureys, Dirk. “De architectuur in een stroomversnelling.” p. 237.
Hennaut, Eric and Liliane Liesens. “Collin, Jean-Florian.” In Dictionnaire de l’Architecture Belge de
1830 à nos jours, edited by Anne Van Loo, pp. 215-216. Anvers: Fonds Mercator, 2003.
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Figure 5.25
Firms such as the S.A. Edeghem Extensions (with gardener Jules Van Hoof) and the N.V. Ter Rivieren (with architect Gerard De Ridder) succeeded in building joyful residential neighbourhoods.
Both picture series date from the late 1920’s. Did these figures play a more substantial role than
that of neutral shareholder in these societies?

Figure 5.26
Some architects went a step further than
the mere membership of existing real estate
companies. They founded and ran their own real
estate firms - partly to keep control over the
built production. So did De Vos - Van Kleef, Paul
Smekens, and Egide Van Der Paal, among others,
with their company Tuinwijk Vredeburg in Capellen in the early 1920’s. By 1924 a first series of
10 houses by Smekens were built and published
in De Bouwgids. Unfortunately, the experiment
stopped there: architects were not necessarily
good entrepreneurs.
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Belgium ←

→ Congo

Figure 5.27
Jean-Florian Collin, who (uncoincidentally) was not educated in a
traditional school of architecture, became an inspiring example of an
architect-developer and engaged entrepreneur who initially (and to
some extent) embodied the idea of an architecture of urbanisation.
In his early thinking, Collin explored the relationships between users,
architecture, urban habitat and urbanisation, coupled with a thorough
examination of appropriate political-economic constructions needed
to support the emergence of such an architecture. Designing urbanisation: a social cooperative project on the scale of the nation.
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of building societies on the modern housing problem from 1928 drove him on a trip to
Great-Britain - and later the whole of Europe – to study the ways in which building societies had been able to literally build the urbanisation process at large.179 At
a time when the architectural avant-garde travelled to Rome or Athens in search of
the foundations of a veritable modern architecture, Collin was wandering through
Manchester’s grey streets to experience for himself what the English building societies had achieved, looking for a different rooting of architectural praxis. He reported
his conclusions in his intriguing book L’Epargne Immobilière et sa Fonction Sociale from
1938. (Fig. 5.27)
His book reads as an open plea for mutual enterprise between developers,
architects, and public authorities. Large savers’ cooperatives would unite individual
end-users, providing them with enough shared capital to start building their own
habitat. For this purpose and in order to curb speculation, Collin suggested that municipal and regional design competitions should be organised and building regulations
installed requiring the cooperation of local political boards, architects, planners and
engineers.180 Altogether, future residents, financiers, engineers, urbanists, policy-makers and architects were invited to build urbanisation beyond Belgium’s historical cities.
“What has been done in England without general plan and by chance,” Collin wrote,
“could be done more profitably for the country as a whole, this time with a harmonious urbanisation plan unique in the world.”181
One of Collin’s major inventions was that these ‘building societies’ could become
‘open structures’ attracting ever new participants, undergirding the rise of a ‘rolling
fund’. In this way, participative building societies didn’t necessarily cease to exist after
a project was finished – as had mostly been the case in Bellman’s Great-Britain. The
rolling fund made it possible to start over and over again, which would enable Collin
to ‘build urbanisation’, piecemeal. (Fig. 5.27) Collin’s strategy for capital accumulation was in tune with his incremental interpretation of urbanisation plans, which he
thought should be “schematic, and realised in a very short time, to be deepened only
during the execution.”182 Collin’s proposal, in other words can again be interpreted
as an ‘idea good enough to start with’, which “tens of thousands of architects and

179 In great Britain, for instance, private building societies managed to build next to one million houses
between 1920 and 1936. At the time of publication, it was estimated that their total production approximated 2.25 million houses.
Collin, Jean-Florian. L’épargne Immobilière Et Sa Fonction Sociale.. Paris: Librairie générale de droit et de
jurisprudence, 1938 : p. 72, 272.
Bellman, Harold. The silent revolution: The influence of building societies on the modern housing problem.
London: Metheun: 1928.
180 Collin, Jean-Florian. L’épargne immobilière: pp. 273-278.
181 Collin, Jean-Florian. L’épargne Immobilière: p. 273.
182 Ibid.: p. 274.
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urban planners across the country”183 would elaborate over time according to local
exigencies. Finally, only families who committed themselves to actually live in Collin’s
projects could become members of the cooperative – a measure that had to prevent
housing from becoming a mere investment product. Collin’s utopian plan was never
systematically implemented on a large scale, but it is symbolic of the experimental
climate and representative of actual practises in the interwar period.184
A climate that also manifested itself in the context of the Antwerp agglomeration. The way in which the Van Rijswijcklaan was developed, for instance, was not very
distant from what Collin had in mind. The avenue was the produce of the SCAA’s
urbanisation project, supplemented by the commitment of a local architecture guild,
in which entrepreneurial architects were able to secure interesting positions allowing
to introduce a shared architectural culture within real estate firms that were quintessential in developing the agglomeration’s architecture.

Transactions with public authorities: imagining a mould
for the agglomeration’s urbanising landscape
With urbanisation processes operating on frontiers beyond the historic cities, the
discussion about building regulations for smaller municipalities picked up speed. At
the turn of the twentieth century, only established historical cities like Brussels and
Antwerp had proper building codes at their disposal. Beyond these more important
cities, local authorities had little to no means of regulating urbanisation. They could
only intervene on the basis of police law concerning issues of health and safety, but
they could not intervene on aesthetic grounds. In the Belgian context, that changed
with the law of 28 May 1914 allowing municipalities to include aesthetic considerations in refusing building permits.185 In general, however, this law was seldom applied, such that “aspects of good layout and beauty in cityscapes still had such limited
significance that never too much attention was devoted to it by public administrations.”186 In retrospect, this 1914 law came at a rather unfortunate time. There was the
interruption of the great war, and throughout the 1920’s, the focus seems to have been
more on post-war economic recovery than on aestheticism per se. From the 1930’s
onwards, however, urban aesthetics and building codes became a matter of concern
again, both within and beyond the large urban centres.
As overarching bodies, it were, in the end, mostly the provincial authorities that
183 Ibid.
184 Broes, Tom, and Dehaene Michiel. “Real estate pioneers on the metropolitan frontier.”
185 Oostvogels, Jos. Handleiding voor de bouwverordeningen van de provincie Antwerpen: met toelichtingen.
Antwerp: Nederlandsche boekhandel, 1937.
186 Ibid. p. 27.
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put the question of building codes beyond the large cities on the policy table.187 In the
Monthly Bulletin of the KMBA, architects increasingly expressed their fear that “the
harmonious development of Greater Antwerp was threatened by the lack of proper building codes”188 as well as the design of urbanisation. (Fig. 5.28). The alarming
conclusion was drawn that “of the 151 municipalities in the province, at most about
30 [had] some kind of building regulations.”189 The young watchmen saw a solution
in infiltrating the public administrations by adding a number of architects to the
SCAA that was, after all, responsible for the development of the Antwerp suburbs.
In a 1932 opinion piece, the architects offered to share their expertise with the rather
technocratic committee in order to assist the SCAA in terms of “architecture, hygiene,
aesthetics, building styles, etc., in order to allow the committee to take more broadly-informed decisions.”190 The aim of this criticism was not “to question the merits of
the committee’s members, but rather to make the functioning of the committee all
the more fruitful.”191
The young watchmen, in other words, were prepared to take on policy roles to
explore architectural practices beyond the act of building. Arguably, assessing all the
development and building applications the SCAA was faced with in the Antwerp
agglomeration on spatial and aesthetic grounds and on a daily basis over a longer
period of time. Given the fact that the SCAA was mandated to assess every planning application in the entire agglomeration, it could have engendered interesting
reflections on the aesthetics of urbanisation.192 It could have revitalised what KMBAarchitect and architectural critic Leonard defined as assessing the “completeness of
singular buildings with their overall surroundings.”193 Leonard was proposing nothing
less than a re-appraisal of the practices of “medieval city builders (…), whose tact and
187 Houtart, Albert. Urbanisatie En De Wet: Redevoering Op 1ste October 1937 Uitgesproken Ter Gelegenheid
Van De Opening Der Gewone Zitting Van Den Provincialen Raad Van Brabant. Brussels: Guyot, 1937.
Verwilghen, Hubert. Over de Gemeentelijke Bouwreglementen: Rede uitgesproken in de openingsvergadering
van den provincieraad op 1 Juli 1938. Hasselt: Crollen, 1938.
188 Suykerbuyk, Constant, and Gerard De Ridder. “Aanleg en bebouwing der steden.” KMBA: maandschrift
der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten, 8, no. 7 (1937): pp. 165-176, 165.
189 Wittockx, Hendrik. “Het inrichten van een bouwraad door het provinciaal bestuur.” KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve
kunsten 8, no. 4 (1937): pp. 98-100, 98.
190 KMBA. “Grooter Antwerpen.” KMBA: maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van
Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten, 3, no. 11 (1932): pp. 205-209: p. 208.
191 Ibid.
192 In fact, the position of provincial architect existed and would have been quite suitable for such as position. Instead, the provincial architects focused on filling the 20th-century agglomeration with 19th-century churches, schools and town halls – to put it a bluntly.
Grieten, Stefaan, Serge Migom, Bart Sas, Jacques Sonck, and Dirk Van de Vijver. Sterk Gebouwd En
Makkelijk In Onderhoud: Ambt En Bouwpraktijk Van De Provinciale Architecten In De Provincie Antwerpen
(1834-1970). Brugge: Van de Wiele, 2006.
193 Leonard, Edward. “Gebouw, omgeving en tijd,” in Voor ’s lands wederopbouw: korte opstellen over bouwkunst, pp. 85-96. Amsterdam: Maatschappij voor goede en goedkope lectuur, 1916: p. 89.
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Figure 5.28
Series of intriguing photographs depicting the ongoing process of urbanisation in the Antwerp
Agglomeration. Footage taken from a 1935 article in the KMBA’s monthly journal entitled The
Development of Urbanisation in Belgium. The article called for more general and sophisticated
building regulations, in order to ensure a more harmonious development of urbanisation.
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Figure 5.29
The demand for more coherent forms of urbanisation triggers new types of architectural practice
outside and beyond the mere act of building. Rendering the agglomeration to investigate
appropriate building regulations. And vice versa: what building regulations yield which urban
environments? Exercises by Egide Van Der Paal from the KMBA’s monthly in 1937.

sense of environment was so much an ingrained part of themselves, that out of intuition they were able to make the most wonderful compositions mature into beauty.”194
According to Leonard, these medieval practitioners, to whom the Belgian cities owed
their illustrious history, did not merely build, they cultivated urbanising territories by
“growing their buildings”195 on the spot. “What they did for the beauty of our countries, who will do it today?”196 Leonard wondered. Some of the young watch architects
seem to have been applying for a similar job under the SCAA’s wings, but things
turned out differently.
However, from a few articles in the KMBA’s monthly, it becomes clear that views
such as Leonard’s were increasingly challenged. His ‘medieval’ remedies were generally considered outdated. Young watchman Van Der Paal wrote in 1936: “Whereas
in the past, a great deal of freedom was permissible and arguments of pure art and
fantasy prevailed, the question now arises quite differently. Consideration should be
given to other things, such as professionalism and well-considered compositions;
financial possibilities; technical ingenuity; etc. Urban imagery of street and building
profiles, neighbourhoods and entire cities, will be based on order, arrangements and
the stringent application of ordinances that will embed a modern sense of beauty in
urbanism.”197 Again, highly personal and artistic views of creativity were subordinat194 Ibid.:pp. 89-90.
195 Ibid.
Arguably, Leondard’s ‘vitalist’ approach towards a sense of aesthetics, is in tune with what thinkers such
as Marvin Trachtenberg, Trystan Edwards or Robert Venturi described as the dominion of the eye,
inflection, or the obligation towards the difficult whole respectively - concepts that all have their roots in
a long history of urbanisation dating back to premodern and medieval modalities of urban accumulation.
Trachtenberg, Marvin. Building in Time.
Edwards, Trystan. Architectural Style. London: Faber and Gwyer, 1926.
Venturi, Robert. “The Obligation toward the Difficult Whole,” in Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture, pp. 88-105. London: Architectural press, 1977.
196 Leonard, Edward. “Gebouw, omgeving en tijd”: p. 90.
197 Van Der Paal, Egide. “Hoog-Middel-Laagbouw. Over hoogbouw in’t algemeen.” KMBA: maandschrift
der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten
7, no. 12 (1937): pp. 289-295.
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ed to more relational approaches, facing up to many contingencies of the real world.
Consequently, an architectural practice emerged, rendering and giving shape to a
collective imagination based on which a future oriented generic building code could
be built – and vice versa, investigating what kind of urban environments would be
produced by which codes. (Fig. 5.29) Urban aesthetics, in this approach, no longer
evolved incrementally, together with the agglomeration’s evolution, but became a
preconfigured category.
It may explain why the young watchmen never made it to the SCAA-staff as
permanent members. Their concerns, however, were answered in a different way. In
1934, a provincial committee for the development of building regulations was founded. It was Joseph Schobbens who chaired the committee, that aimed at remedying the
“ensuing unhealthy and insane speculation on land [that have] led to such a situation
that many of these complexes fall far short of what can and should reasonably be
expected in terms of public health, morality and beauty.”198 Three architects of the
‘young watchmen’ ( Jan De Braey, Jos Ritzen and Hendrik Wittockx) were appointed
to assist in creating the new provincial building regulations.
The aim was to develop a provincial model code “to help the municipalities in
the design and application of their building code.”199 “Conceived in that spirit, we are
of the opinion, that the creation of the provincial building commission will contribute
to the improvement of the architectural and aesthetic character of the constructions
of town and country alike,”200 Wittockx claimed. However, the ordinance turned out
to be an amalgamation of utterly generic rules that were published as a manual in
1937. Perhaps most striking was the fact that urban aesthetics could not be actively pursued. Specific regulations on aesthetics were only reactive in nature, allowing
municipal councils to deny building permits that threatened to tarnish the aesthetic
harmony of the built environment.201 But there were hardly any tools to actively promote and guard aspects of urban beauty. The document was full of normative ideas.
Multi-family houses, for instance, were banned in the countryside. Apartments, so it
was said, only belonged in urban municipalities, where soaring land-values necessitated more dense development schemes.202 The outer agglomeration was supposed to fill
up with 6m-wide 2-story houses with pitched roofs and rear structures of maximum
2.5m height. It were these generic regulations that eventually formed the basis of

198 Oostvogels, Jos. Handleiding voor de bouwverordeningen: p.7.
199 Wittockx, Hendrick. Het inrichten van een bouwraad door het provinciaal bestuur. KMBA: maandschrift
der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw, decoratieve kunsten
8, no. 4 (1937): pp. 98-100: p. 98.
200 Ibid. p. 100.
201 Oostvogels, Jos. Handleiding voor de bouwverordeningen: pp. 481-482.
202 Ibid. p. 260.
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Belgium’s despised urban landscape by post-war architects themselves.203 In retrospect, it would have made much more sense not to link the regulations to ‘urban’ or
‘rural’ municipalities but to spatial structures, such as the metropolitan grid (with the
possibility of high-rise buildings) or the villa districts around the new parks (with the
emphasis on low-rise buildings and greenery) – regardless of administrative boundaries. It would have been less politically sensitive and much more in keeping with the
actual development dynamics of the agglomeration. Instead, the architects ended up
contributing to generic building regulations they themselves despised afterwards.
The discussion about building regulations did not only take place outside the
city, but also in urban centres. New construction methods and techniques enabling
high-rise structures caused turmoil. In the context of the Antwerp agglomeration, it
was Joseph Schobbens who, as a true policy-entrepreneur, sounded the alarm. In a
series of letters to the Antwerp City Council, which were all publicly published in the
KMBA’s monthly magazine, he wrote that “as a native of Antwerp, [he was] increasingly worried about the consequences of building policies that had gradually grown
in the city council, and [he could] not fail to share [his] reservations, in the hope that,
in the shortest possible time, a complete turnaround [would] be brought about.”204
Schobbens cited the Boerentoren and the Century Hotel as early high-rise precedents,
after which the situation had escalated completely. “From then on, the maximum
heights were no longer respected anywhere: both in regular 12m wide streets and
along major arterial roads, tall buildings rose up out of line, with awful side walls,
taking light and air from neighbouring properties and creating all kinds of nauseating
conditions,”205 Schobbens wrote. He denounced the light-hearted land policy of the
city, stating that unthoughtful high-rises devalued the aesthetic and cadastral value of
entire urban areas, while slowing down development in the outer agglomeration.
In his letter, Schobbens referred to “two excellent studies” 206 from M. Maertens
and Victor Horta that placed and discussed the problem in the broader Belgian
context. (Fig. 5.30) Maertens’ Projet de réglementation de la hauteur des bâtiments prescribed fascinating Ferris-like regulations for tall buildings and constructions. Horta,
on his behalf, pointed at Maertens’ overly simplistic approach and pleaded for a more
integral approach. In his study Le Problème de la réglementation de la hauteur des bâtiments (which was integrally re-issued in the 1934 volumes of the KMBA’s monthly
magazine) Horta wrote: “Most of the conflicts about the imposed height of facades,
between city administrations and private individuals could be (…) avoided, if instead
203 Braem, Renaat. Het Lelijkste Land Ter Wereld. Leuven: Davidsfonds, 1968.
204 Schobbens, Joseph. “Bouwpolitiek: brief naar Antwerps gemeentebestuur op 1 september 1936.” KMBA:
maandschrift der Koninklijke Maatschappij der Bouwmeesters van Antwerpen: Bouwkunst, Stedenbouw,
decoratieve kunsten, 8, no. 8 (1937): pp. 204-211.
205 Ibid.: p.205.
206 Ibid.
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Figure 5.30
Maertens’ and Horta’s early 1930’s studies investigating a more profound regulation of appropriate building heights. They were first published in the Bulletin des Commissions Royales d’Art
et d’Archéologie in 1932. Horta’s study was later re-published throughout the 1934 issues of the
KMBA’s monthly. The plans and elevations reveal a great deal of confusion. Horta pointed to the
unavoidable limitations of general regulations and argued in favour of a case-by-case-and-in-time
approach instead.
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of basing regulations on the principles of aesthetics combined with empirical sanitary
hygiene laws, the problem would be reversed by relying on the vital necessities of the
tenants, on the indispensable return on investment of public and private property, on
the needs of public traffic and finally, by the consequences of these rigorously fixed
data on the subsequent laws of aesthetics.” 207 For Horta, urban aesthetics, was not an
absolute and preconised category. Rather it was dependent on many contingencies.208
Horta’s many and sometimes conflicting prerequisites, again seem to argue in favour
of a case-based approach – something that would never materialise.
What all these studies illustrate best, is probably the fact that a robust and
pro-active approach towards an esthétique intégrale could hardly be reduced to generic
and mostly defensive building regulations. The KMBA’s young architects tried to manoeuvre themselves into the SCAA’s daily working, but didn’t succeed in doing so. In
retrospect, it seems like a missed opportunity. Much like their Dutch colleagues from
the Amsterdam School (who co-defined the contours of Amsterdam’s urbanising
landscape from within public administrations),209 the young watch could have come
in the ideal position to elaborate an architecture for the urbanising agglomeration.
However, the idea of such an active and case-specific kind of building politics gradually made way for the implementation of a more passive and generic building code,
drastically reducing the architect’s chances of bringing a meaningful contribution to
the topic.

The SCAA’s as provider of enabling conditions
Founding their magazines, the Antwerp architects took engagement beyond
their individual practices and managed to cultivate a shared and to some extent public
architectural culture in the urbanising agglomeration. A culture that was subsequently
brought into practice (with varying success) from different hybrid positions such as
architect-builders, architect-developers and architect-policymakers. It gave rise to a
general idea aesthetics that was broadly rooted among many agents in the production
of space. That may explain why numerous environments of less illustrious authors,
207 Horta, Victor. “Le problème de la réglementation de la hauteur des bâtiments.” Bulletin des commissions
royales d’art et d’archéologie. (1932): pp. 86-117: p. 87.
208 A building’s appropriate height, for instance, was seen in function of : 1° the manner of measuring this
height; 2° the influence of the width of the streets; 3° the influence of the width of the courtyards; 4° the influence
of the character of the architecture; 5° the orientation and its influence on the width of the public roads; 6° the
influence of the average solar rays; 7° their action on the mass of the construction; 8° the problem of traffic in the
streets; 9° absolute comfort in the home; 10° the sites and the consequences of neighbourhoods; 11° the influence of
the economic value of land, the nature of commerce and industry; 12° the interests of the municipalities and the
State.
Ibid. p. 116.
209 Panerai, Philippe, Jean Castex, and Jean-Charles Depaule. Formes Urbaines: De L’îlot à La Barre.
Marseille: Parenthèses, 1997 [1975].
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for instance, bathed in a pleasant atmosphere.210 It’s no coincidence that many of the
neighbourhoods created between 1907 and 1939 remain among the most sought-after today. In that sense, it was not inappropriate that the architects had a certain pride
in their achievements. But it is equally important to point to a certain blind-spot in
their discourse. Their endeavours were part of a broader project that was more determinant and enabling than what the architects themselves realised or were willing to
admit.
Many of the buildings that were praised in the architects’ magazines were realised in those areas where the SCAA had first prepared the grounds - but that was
never mentioned. The example of the Brandt district, the villas of which proliferated
both in the Bouwgids and the KMBA’s monthly, is most telling. As already explained,
it had been the SCAA and City Engineer Lemeunier in particular, that had drawn
the general development plan for the neighbourhood (see Chapters 2, 3 and 4).
Together with De Heem and Schobbens, he had visited the estate to match the street
pattern to the local topography - an approach which was at times advocated by the
SCAA.211 Streets with a double row of trees curbing around the park highlighting the
area’s topography, gave the new neighbourhood a picturesque appearance. (Fig. 5.13)
Moreover, the constructions that would gradually fill up the plan had been subjected
to detailed regulations that were negotiated by SCAA-member and city secretary
Geyselinck.212
In the notarial deed describing the land transaction, the longest article (8 pages
long!) was devoted to detailed building regulations that intended to promote and
preserve the image of a parc habité. Plots were supposed to have a minimal surface
of 1000m², existing trees were to be preserved as much as possible, buildings had a
height-range between 7 and 17 meters and had to respect a minimal free range of 4m
towards neighbouring parcels and 6 to 4m towards the public street (depending on
the street’s width). The architectural details and materials of the façades of each and
210 Such as, for instance, the Ter Rivierenlaan & Gilmanstraat in Deurne, the Joos Robijnslei &
Wofljagerslei in Borgerhout, the Louisalei in Hoboken or the Bredabaan in Merksem, only to name a
few.
211 SCAA, subcommittee 21. Ouverture de rues à Berchem, sur les terrains de Madame Meyer-Van den Bergh
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 21 October 1908.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Plan d’ensemble des rues à ouvrir dans la zône du nouveau parc d’Anvers [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 18 July 1910.
SCAA, subcommittee 20. Aménagement du quartier autour du cimetière de Berchem [minutes of SCAA
meeting]. 17 March 1911.
SCAA, subcommittee 21. Deurne: Wijziging aan het stratenplan voor de gronden der N.V. DeurneBorgerhout-Uitbreiding [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 20 December 1937.
This strategy is somewhat reminiscent of ‘Capability’ Brown’s landscape design approach.
Phibbs, John, and Joe Cornish. Capability Brown: Designing the English Landscape. New York, NY:
Rizzoli, 2016.
212 Schobbens, Joseph. Les Parcs Publics dans l’Agglomération Anversoise. Brussels: Goemaere, 1924: p.9.
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Figure 5.31
In 1919, the SCAA organised an urban planning competition for the reconstruction of the Schoenmarkt and the Eiermarkt in the centre of Antwerp. One of the most important preconditions for
the competition was the widening of these road/markets as discussed in chapter 2. The SCAA
was constantly creating a context in which the architects were later able to make a meaningful
contribution. Along these widened spaces, and at the outer end of the famous artery De Meir,
architects Smolderen, Van Averbeke and Vanhoenacker would eventually be able to build their
iconic Boerentoren.

every cottage had to be approved of by the city administrations before a private client
could even buy a plot from the della Failles. Finally, meticulously described standards
were imposed on steel forgings [le grillage artistique], which were considered as a
decisive decorative feature. It is only within these outlines, that architects were able to
contribute to the neighbourhood’s success.213
Framed in this manner, urban aesthetics was the outcome of a collective process
that involved many people, skills and knowledges. Similar stories can be told for development projects in Brasschaet, where engineer August Mennes recollected a plan by
the Parisian Architecte-Paysagiste Eugène Touret.214 None of the metropolitan apartments could have been built without the SCAA’s efforts to enlarge the city’s main
arteries. The realisation of the Boerentoren, symbol of the modern metropolis, would
not have been possible without the SCAA’s 1919 competition for the reconstruction
of the Schoenmarkt which defined the spatial conditions that made the tower possible
some 10 years later (See Chapter 2).215 (Fig. 5.31) In a sense, this working method
213 Gheysens, Frédéric Auguste. “Convention della Faille [Notarial Deed].” 27 May 1910. Retrieved from
Extensa Private Archives, Brussels: map “Actes de vente, 1.”
214 SCAA, subcommittee 21. Aménagement du domaine du Donck [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 31 March
1927.
215 SCAA, subcommittee 18. Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 2 August
1919.
SCAA, subcommittee 18. Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 27
November 1919.
SCAA, subcommittee 18. Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 18 March
1920.
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was in line with the advice given in the 1910 Exhibition Guide as discussed earlier in
this chapter: together with a bunch of stakeholders the SCAA set out the contours of
what was l’essentiel, while the architectural associations took care of the architectural
interpretation and imagination thereof.
This idea of a collective approach towards an esthétique intégrale, involving a
mix of expert architects and policy-makers, reflects the deep-rooted way of thinking
about aesthetics that was common during the interwar period. A way of thinking the
roots of which were expressed in Louis Van Der Swaelmen’s contribution Le Problème
de l’Esthétique dans la Vie Municipale to the 1913 conference in Ghent, and on the
basis of which he would later write his intriguing Préliminaires d’Art Civique.216 In
this remarkable text, Van Der Swaelmen pleads for the establishment of collective
commissions esthétiques in which an amalgamation of different professional profiles
are considered more likely to achieve an enduring idea of ‘l’Esthétique de ville’ than
the “tyranny” and “singular expertise” of the individual.217 As we have seen, such an
aesthetic commission was never officially installed in the agglomeration. Even if the
architects failed to be included in the SCAA’s daily organisation, a certain co-authorship nevertheless marked the agglomeration’s urbanisation. It allows for the
interpretation of urban aesthetics as a social process which came into being thanks to
the SCAA’s project that was unfolded within the contours of a specific political-economic instant (see Chapter 4).218 This social co-authorship was hardly recognised by
the architects, who didn’t always seem to have realised that the role they were able to
perform was largely due to the bigger piece the SCAA was directing – and that their
role could only be as good as the play they were part of. (Fig. 5.32)

SCAA, subcommittee 18. Eigening van het kwartier van de Meirbrug, de Schoenmarkt en de Eiermarkt
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 April 1930.
Ministère des travaux publics. Commission d’études pour l’aménagement de l’agglomération anversoise.
Concours pour l’aménagement du quartier compris entre le pont de Meir, le marché aux Souliers, la place Verte et
le marché aux Oeufs à Anvers : rapport du jury. Antwerp: Van Dieren, 1919.
216 Van der Swaelmen, Louis. “Le Problème de l’Esthétique dans la vie municipale.” In Premier congrès
international et exposition comparée des villes, Gand 1913, edited by UIV, pp. 193-197. Brussels: UIV, 1913.
Van der Swaelmen, Louis. Préliminaires D’art Civique Mis En Relation Avec Le «cas Clinique» De La
Belgique. Leyde: Sijthoff, 1916.
217 Van der Swaelmen, Louis. “Le Problème de l’Esthétique”: pp. 194-195.
218 For interpretations of architectural form and aesthetics in a similar sense, see,
Kockelkorn, Anne. “Palace on mortgage: the collapse of a social housing monument in France.” In
Neoliberalism On the Ground: Architecture and Transformation From the 1960s to the Present, edited by
Cupers, Kenny, Helena Mattsson and Catharina Gabrielsson, pp. 19-44. Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 2020.
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Figure 5.32
The architects of the KMBA did not miss an opportunity to mention that the SCAA had little understanding of urban aesthetics. At the same time, almost all of the KMBA’s exhibitions revolved
around buildings that were realised on land initially made available for development by the
SCAA. A report on an exhibition in 1932, for example, shows buildings in the Vriesendonck estate
in Brasschaet, Den Brandt in Wilryck and the Tentoonstellingswijk in Antwerp. The SCAA was
closely involved in the development of all these places, but that is never acknowledged. Were the
architects unaware of this, or did they refuse to admit this interdependence?

Chapter 5
►

Contingency, Mutual Knowledge and Spatial agency
oppressed
So far I have argued that the SCAA’s project in a way provided the context in
which architects were able to claim hybrid positions in an attempt to expand their
role in urbanising the agglomeration to what could be described as spatial agents
– with varying success. This was not necessarily an Antwerp phenomenon. Victor
Horta’s remarkable transformation, for instance, from hermit-genius in the late nineteenth century (literally inventing Belgian art-nouveau in the privacy of his architectural studio) to a spatial entrepreneur collaborating with a general contractor like
Blaton, and promoting a contingent notion of aesthetics in the 1930’s, characterises
the changing times well .219 Exploring the hybrid positions of the architect-contractor, -developer and -policymaker, architects multiplied the positions from which they
were able to design urbanisation. However, these hybrid architectural positions came
under increasing pressure towards the end of the 1930’s.
It is remarkable how, after CIAM 4 in 1933 and the spreading of the Athens
Charter, international (post-war) discourse was characterised by a subordination of
the near order of architecture to the distant order of urbanism – to use Lefebvre’s
evocative language.220 A turnaround that also manifested itself in the Antwerp
agglomeration – and in the young watch’s magazines and rhetoric in particular. The
1933 international competition for the development of Antwerp’s Left Bank became a perfect test-bed for the radical and functional planning paradigms of CIAM
modernism. Many of the competition’s planning schemes and perspective drawings
reaffirmed the urbanist as a liberal ironist, projecting a new urban realm according
to universal, abstract and ideological planning principles. (Fig. 5.33) These images
breathe a stubborn “wilfulness which stands in the way of form’s own evolution,”221
as Richard Sennett called the formal obsessions of CIAM modernism. Just as in the
1910 competition, the jury didn’t award a first prise in 1932. Moreover, the fact that
SCAA-engineer Paul De Heem ended up working out the final plans for the area
caused resentment, both among international and local participants.222 (Fig. 5.34)
219 Horta, Victor, and Cécile Dulière. Mémoires / Horta, Victor. Brussels: Ministère de la Communauté
française de Belgique. Administration du patrimoine culturel, 1985.
Borsi, Franco, Paolo Portoghesi, Jean Delhaye, and Marie-Hélène Agüeros. Victor Horta. Brainel’Alleud: Collet, 1996.
220 Lefebvre, Henri. Toward an Architecture of Enjoyment: pp. 3-5.
221 “But urbanism’s problem has been more a self-destructive emphasis on control and order, as in the charter of Athens in the last century, a wilfulness which stands in the way of form’s own evolution.” See:
Sennett, Richard. Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City. London: Allen Lane, 2018, p 302.
222 Le Corbusier, for instance, expressed his disbelief as follows : “The jury passes in front of our studies,
made with meticulousness and rigour in accordance with the possibilities of modern techniques: “Fools”,
they conclude and our work is judged.”
Boesiger, Willy, Pierre Jeanneret, and Le Corbusier. Le Corbusier Et Pierre Jeanneret: Oeuvre Complète De
1929-1934. 3e éd. Zürich: Éd. d’architecture Erlenbach, 1946: p. 13.
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Arguably, these events complicated the relationship between the SCAA and the
Antwerp architects.
It is remarkable that after the competition, the architects, with renewed self-esteem, started to reclaim the lead in the process of urbanisation. In a 1935 KMBAarticle, the earlier 1932 suggestion to co-operate with the SCAA made way for a
renewed and fierce criticism of the committee and its prominent engineer August
Mennes. The architects denounced the fact that almost all development plans for the
22 municipalities of the agglomeration were signed by ‘an engineer’ “who makes every
effort to keep all the plans originating from the office of a private architect from arriving in safe harbour.”223 “These urbanisation plans should be designed by architects and
not by public authorities, engineers or land-surveyors,” they continued “because such
a plan is a work of art and only the master builder is really able to create it.” By virtue
of their profession, the architects considered themselves “more qualified than anyone
else to judge and study urban development, since the architect also designs the monuments and dwellings that make up the most indispensable parts of this whole.” “Now,
it is failed urbanisation!”224, the architects pitied the process. Similar criticism was
voiced by one of Belgium’s principal urban planners Raphaël Verwilghen in an opinion piece on a 1932 exhibition celebrating the SCAA’s 25th anniversary.225 Barely a few
years later, Verwilghen hired the services of architect/urbanist Constant Hanekroot in
order to develop a decent and coherent spatial plan for the entire agglomeration - an
initiative that was part of Verwilghen’s mission to prepare several regional plans for
the Belgian territory.
The return to this terminology of the city as a work of art and as an artefact
plotted by the architect-artist was not a one-off exception. From the early 1930s
onwards, it increasingly re-appeared in the KMBA’s monthly magazine. Apparently,
the different positions of the architecte-commerçant, architecte-entrepreneur and the
architecte-artiste never really ceased heating the mood. It was mainly discussions about
different and sometimes conflicting responsibilities between architects, engineers and
contractors that had the upper hand. Long-running debates on such conflicts of interest culminated in 1936 on the protection of the architect’s diploma and a 1939 law on
the protection of the profession of architect. From 1936 onwards, only graduates from
one of the recognised architecture schools were allowed to become practising architects. The 1939 law, on the contrary, re-affirmed and legally determined clear boundaries between the roles and responsibilities of contractors, developers, policy-makers
and architects. As the oldest Belgian association, the KMBA and its monthly played a
key role in advocating these laws, next to the professional architects’ association Société
223 KMBA. “Inrichting der urbanisatie in België”: p. 106.
224 Ibid.
225 Verwilghen, Raphael. “L’urbanisation du Grand-Anvers.” La Cité 11, no. 1 (1932): pp. 15–17.
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Figure 5.33
In 1933, the big names and protagonists of the CIAM movement came to
Antwerp as part of the International
Urban Design Competition that was
organised by the SCAA and the city
to develop Antwerp’s left bank at the
other side of the river Scheldt. The
competition results breathed absolute
faith in the abstract utopias of urban
planning - as shown here by means of
a selection of the entries that were
published and discussed in the KMBA’s
monthly in 1934. The paradigm of many
hands patiently cooperating towards
a concrete utopia from the near order
of architecture was subordinated to
a renewed trust in an imperative and
singular authorship from the distant
order of urbanism.
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Figure 5.34
None of the entries from the 1933 competition were declared a winner. Instead,
provincial engineer Paul De Heem and city
architect Emiel Van Averbeke designed
their own plan, loosely based on a compilation of best ideas from the competition
entries. The resulting plan and perspectives
were published and quickly dismissed in
the KMBA’s monthly journal in 1936. These
plans were no better than those of the
great international masters of modernism themselves. Compared to the 1910
competition, the tone of the architects had
changed considerably. Despite the fact that
the plans never materialised, they strongly
jeopardised the relationship between the
KMBA’s architects and the SCAA.

Centrale d’Architecture de Belgique (SCAB) and its journal l’Emulation.226
The law must be understood as part and parcel of a long process of professionalisation and the increasing social and juridical division of labour, which gained momentum in the middle of the twentieth century.227 Just about all actors involved in the
production of space, from engineers over architects and real estate agents to general
contractors, obtained their ‘own’ legal framework - neatly delineating their limited
responsibilities and professional expertise. In that process, architects re-claimed their
right to be artists again, obtaining the “sole legal authorisation to design.”228 Such
strong demarcations were aimed at putting an end to dubious practices that most
226 Dobbel, Jelena. A history of General Contractors in Belgium: p. 257.
227 Ibid.
228 Ibid.
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certainly occurred. At the same time, however, it could be argued that a price was paid
as well, as these series of laws undermined the conditions under which the principles
of mutual knowledge and mutual enterprise had been able to flourish. As a consequence, it became much more complicated and less common for practising architects
to take on policy roles, to be involved let alone found real estate companies or to
maintain too close relations with contractors, allowing them to expand their activities. In short, the law compromised the search for different and hybrid architectural
positions, from which architect-contractors-developers-policymakers had been able to
imbue the urbanisation process with aesthetic qualities.

►

Towards a relative autonomy for an architecture of
urbanisation
Throughout this chapter I have argued how a young watch of ‘situated’ architects
opposed to the liberal irony and ‘abstract utopias’ of master urbanists like Stübben and
Prost, mainly catering to urban elites while largely ignoring the contingent forces of
urbanisation in early 20th century Antwerp. Instead, these architects started working
towards a ‘concrete utopia’ from the near order of architecture. They did so by establishing architectural magazines that posed the question of urban aesthetics in the
public sphere by spreading shared urban imagery for the urbanising agglomeration,
catering to the shifting aspirations of an urbanising society at large. Several entrepreneurial architects ventured themselves into new positions, multiplying the chances of
implementing these imageries through engaging in close collaborations with a rising
scene of contractors, developers & bankers, policy-makers and planners. This methodological shift from liberal artistry to spatial agency went hand in hand with a shift
from aspirations of a ‘particular monumentality’ to an embrace of the ‘shared every
day’ leading to the development of an ‘architecture of habitation’.
In that respect, the shift from city to urbanisation in the Antwerp Agglomeration
was accompanied by a shift in the architect’s profession. More than ‘an art, a technique or a science,’ the interpretation of the development of the Antwerp agglomeration, makes it possible to frame the architecture of urbanisation as a ‘social practice’
- an activity developed in mutual understanding and cooperation with all other actors
involved in the production of space and centred on the question of building an enjoyable and shared everyday habitat for society at large. In his Aesthetics of Urbanisation,
for instance, Gottmann worded this transition as follows: “the profession of city
planner and architect should certainly not renounce their artistic formation; but their
training needs to include some competence in many fields they rather despised in the
past: the financing of the construction; the economics of the area that they will build;
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the geography of a wider region around it; and the social needs and habits of the users
(…) All this needs to be taught in every good school of architecture, and taught in a
way that would not conflict, but could be harmonised with aesthetics.”229
I believe some of the KMBA-architects, and people like Jean-Florian Collin or
Victor Horta at a national level, were exploring the (political- and socio-economic)
boundaries of such an expanded interpretation of the profession. As spatial agents,
engaging in mutual enterprises, they became brokers of spatial and aesthetic capital
in the process of urbanisation - a form of capital that only increased in value over
time – to say it with the same terminology of the epigraph at the start of this chapter. Defined as such, aesthetics became a social process, establishing a “permanent
improvement into the value of land.”230 The analysis of architecture in this perspective
starts with recognising the practice of an architect as a producer of space, but never
the only one. Such an interpretation is important, because it releases the question of
(urban) aesthetics from the clutches of abstract thought and liberal artistry, and allows
it to be shaped by the contingent forces inherent in historical urbanisation processes.
The young watchmen were, in the terms of Jeremy Till – paraphrasing Richard
Rorty - moving away from the ‘individual muse’ and the ‘contingency of the self ’ and
instead rooting their profession in an engagement with ‘the intractable contingencies of the real world.’231 In The Creative mind, philosopher and cognitive scientist
Margaret Boden identified two senses of creativity in this regard. P-Creativity as
an idea that is novel “with respect to the individual mind which had the idea”, and
H-Creativity which concerns an idea that is “novel with respect to the whole of
human history.”232 H-creativity is therefore a historical category that “depends on
shared knowledge and shifting intellectual fashions.”233 Arguably, the shift from city
to urbanisation at the turn of the 20th century in Antwerp enabled such a transition
from P- to H-creativity in architecture. A shift that encouraged architects to become
part of the urban process at large that inevitably depended on “the working together
of many hands and many minds to secure common ends which are quite unattainable
by the unaided efforts of isolated individuals or small groups of people.”234
Such an architectural practice is defined by the ability to cope with external
229 Gottmann, Jean. Economics, Esthetics: p.36.
230 Harvey, the urbanisation of capital.
231 Till, Jeremy. Architecture Depends.
Rorty, Richard. Contingency, Irony and Solidarity.
232 Boden, Margaret A. The Creative Mind: Myths and Mechanism. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1990:
p. 8.
233 Ibid.: p. 32.
234 Unwin, Raymond. “The need of a Regional Plan.” In International Town Planning Conference Amsterdam
1924 edited by the International Federation for Town and Country Planning and Garden Cities, pp.
15-35. Amsterdam: De Ervan van Munster, 1924: p. 16.
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constraints and conditions imposed by other agents in the production of space in
determinate, synthetic and authentic ways. A meaningful architecture of urbanisation
considers such constraints and contingencies as valid and enabling preconditions
rather than as a threat to the absolute aestheticism of some autonomous architectural
project.235 Such an interpretation of architecture chimes in with a notion of relative
autonomy which refers to an investigation of possible (better but not perfect) futures
from within the affordances and limitations of a given situation. A hybrid position
that is pending between “radical interdependence and autonomy” necessary for the
“making of worlds.”236

235 Aureli, Pier Vittorio. The Possibility of an Absolute Architecture. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2011.
d’Hooghe, Alexander. The Liberal Monument: Urban Design and the Late Modern Project. New York:
Princeton Architectural Press, 2010.
236 Escobar, Arturo. Designs for the pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the Making of Worlds.
Durham: Duke University Press, 2018.
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“De heer Schobbens vervulde het ambt van algemeen secretaris der StudieCommissie der Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, sinds hare oprichting. De rol welke hij
er vervulde vereenzelvigt zich met de geschiedenis der commissie; hare veelzijdige
werkzaamheden ontwikkelden zich onder zijne geestdriftige stuwkracht; in al haar
initiatieven had hij de hand en ieder van ons is er van bewust dat hare prestaties
steeds voor een leeuwendeel toekwamen aan haren Algemene Secretaris (…) Niet
alleen in den schoot onzer commissie, welke hem daartoe vruchtbaar terrein bood,
maar ook daarbuiten, voerde de heer Schobbens een rusteloozen strijd tegen het
bederf van de schoonheid van het landschap en tegen de wanordelijke uitbreiding
onzer gemeenten (…) Wij weten allen met welke onwrikbare wilskracht en welke
hardnekkigheid hij zijn talent ten dienste stelde van de zaak, welke hij zich als
levenstaak had gekozen.”
H. DEBAEDTS, MERKSEM: OPENEN VAN EEN STRAAT TER STREKE
“KATERSVELDEN”, SCAA MEETING MINU TES, 03/07/1939.

“Trouwens neem ik mij voor het advies van een paar werkelijke urbanisten te
vragen.”
PAUL DE HEEM, NIEUW ONTWERP TOT HET BOUWEN VAN HET
DEFINITIEF WATERBOUWKUNDIG LABORATORIUM, SCAA MEETING MINU TES, 21/08/1936.
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Chapter 6

A Question of shared culture
Towards a common language
Urbanisation as the work of amateurs.

►

Urbanisons!: towards a shared cultural practice

Today, one hundred years from date, it is clear to sea that the SCAA operated
in an era in which the meaning of the concept of the city was subject to profound
changes. In his Classic work Zwischenstadt for instance, Thomas Sieverts argued
that the dominant “perspective of cultural history that the cultural development of
mankind (…) was inseparably connected with the development of the compact city”
as it had been “in the past 5000 years”1 had become more questionable than ever at
the turn of the 20th century. The stable city-countryside binary was swiftly becoming
an outdated reality. (Fig. 6.1) At the same time, it was not very clear yet what kind
of urban realm would replace this millennial-old way of ordering the world. Scholars
as diverse as Sieverts and Brenner claim that this search remains topical in urbanism
to this day – even to the extent that we are still in need of a new epistemology of the
urban.2 In early twentieth-century Antwerp, too, the question arose as to what exactly
should become of the urbanising agglomeration. Nobody really knew what the vantage point of urbanisation beyond the historical city was going to be.
In fact, the SCAA’s project to urbanise the agglomeration, as part of a more
1
2

Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt: Zwischen Ort Und Welt, Raum Und Zeit, Stadt Und Land. Braunschweig:
Vieweg, 1997, p.13.
Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt.
Brenner, Neil, and Christian Schmid. “Towards a New Epistemology of the Urban?” City 19, no. 2/3
(2015): pp. 151-182.
Brenner, Neil. Implosions/explosions: Towards a Study of Planetary Urbanisation. Berlin: Jovis, 2014.
Merrifield, Andy. The New Urban Question. London: Pluto press, 2014.
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Figure 6.1
“Why don’t we build cities in the countryside? The air is so clean there.”
A cartoon published in a 1904 issue of the journal Le Cottage shows how,
from the beginning of the twentiewth century, the urban-rural divide
came under increasing pressure. In Antwerp, this transition was symbolised by the literal demolition of the sharp demarcation line between city
and countryside from 1906 onwards. But what was that new country-city
to look like? What was its social significance?

general episode of ‘urbanising the large agglomerations in Belgium’ should be considered as part and parcel of an international urge for the professionalisation of urbanism at the turn of the 20th century.3 The ideas that were formulated to urbanise the
large agglomerations was the Belgian contribution to an international search for an
“alternative cadre bâti for the ‘new man’ and his ‘new society’”4 that no longer coincided
with the good old historical city. Arguably, next to a recalibration of the profession,
this shift also required a profound cultural turnaround in the way of looking at and
interpreting cities and urban territories. A turnaround that, as already mentioned, is
still difficult to grasp today, let alone what it must have been like 100 years ago.
From 1907 onwards The SCAA’s members saw themselves confronted with a
phenomenon the intensity of which was historically unprecedented. Throughout
this PhD it became clear how they gradually traced the implications of urbanisation
outside the historic city - how they developed a common language, a shared way of
looking and interpreting.5 In the case of the SCAA, developing such a shared frame of
reference was further complicated by the fact that the SCAA depended on ‘amicable
cooperation’ with a large number of different municipalities and stakeholders – as was
3

4
5

For an overview, see :
Mantziaras, Panos. “Vers une urbanité étendue: le modèle de la ville-paysage,” in La Ville-Paysage: Rudolf
Schwarz Et La Dissolution Des Villes, pp. 58-154. Genève: MétisPresses, 2008.
Mantziaras, Panos. La Ville-Paysage : p. 57.
In Exploring the City, Ulf Hannerz described a very similar struggle the ‘Chicago ethnographers’ were
struggling with to come to terms with modern Chicago. See:
Hannerz, Ulf. “Chicago Ethnographers,” in Exploring the City, Inquiries Toward an Urban Anthropology.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1980, pp. 19-58.
Hannerz, Ulf. “The Search for the City,” in Exploring the City: pp. 59-118.
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explained at length in the first chapter. Géry Leloutre has argued that this Belgian
recipe of ‘Municipal Urbanism’ depended upon the building of a ‘common municipal
culture’ - or in French a ‘Culture Commune.’6 In other words, a hotchpotch of local
municipalities had to become part of the SCAA’s explorations in search of a new
cultural approach towards the urban. As argued throughout the previous chapters, the
members of the SCAA used their central role in numerous meetings and negotiations
to gradually imprint shared imaginaries in the many minds of committee-members
coming from different municipalities, administrations, departments, ministries etc.
In that sense, the SCAA’s members belonged to a technocratic and bureaucratic
elite that embodied a certain professionalisation of urbanism and urban planning in
Belgium.
However, several authors, ranging from Jane Jacobs over David Harvey to
Thomas Sieverts, have argued that in order to make urbanisation a meaningful social
project, much more is needed than technocratic expertise alone.7 Turning urbanisation into a cultural project at large requires much more than the sum of a bunch of
(technocratic) projects involving professional stakeholders.8 As Sieverts argued, the
true cultural project of urbanisation is an exercise in the construction of a collective
imaginary for urbanising territories, shared by its inhabitants and society at large. An
imaginary that can carry a vison for the territory, even if the initial formulation of that
vision is, at first, still lacking a clear project.9 Consequently new forms of ‘city’ outside
the city only have a chance of existence and endurance when a common project can
be articulated and when people are enabled to imagine and debate in concrete terms
about what it could mean to co-inhabit new territories. Only under these circumstances, extended urban territories can eventually house a population that shares more
than a lifestyle called ‘urban’ simply by virtue of the fact that it can no longer be called
‘rural’. This chapter investigates in which ways the SCAA involved common citizens
in its project and tried to introduce them to new ways of looking at the city-territory.
An aspect of their project which, as I shall argue, was driven by some SCAA members’ amateurism – their love for the agglomeration - more than by their desire to
professionalise.

6
7

8

9

Leloutre, Géry. “Une culture ‘commune’ L’urbanisme communal Bruxellois ou la construction concertée
d’une agglomération capitale.” Bruxelles Patrimoines no. 18 (2016): pp. 21-39.
Jacobs, Jane. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. London: Cape, 1962.
Harvey, David W. Consciousness and The Urban Experience. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1989.
Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt.
Sennett, Richard. Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City. London: Allen Lane, 2018.
Dehaene, Michiel. “More than Projects.” In Changing Cultures of Planning Rotterdam, Zurich, Nantes,
Randstad, Bordeaux, edited by Nathanaelle Baes-Cantillon, Joachim Declerck, Michiel Dehaene, and
Sarah Levy, pp. 9–15. Brussels: Architecture Workroom, 2012.
Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt.
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Wrong expectations and a false start
Establishing such a shared culture was never going to be an easy task for the
SCAA. Urbanisation, as a process of socio-spatial change, tends to arouse societal
resistance. Sieverts, for instance, argued that “the dispute as to whether the demolition
of city walls and moats was a liberation or a loss of uniqueness and safety”10 marked
the history of many European cities. In Antwerp most people thought it was more
of a liberation - but the way in which urbanisation beyond the old bulwark had to be
managed was initially the subject of much discussion. From the outset, there had been
strong criticism of the SCAA and its works in Antwerp and its surroundings. The
committee was, for instance, accused of stalling the construction industry in Antwerp
in its development and of blocking a great deal of work “on the pretext that a final
plan had not yet been adopted.”11 Underestimating the extent of the task at hand,
press and public complained “that the Intercommunal Study Committee, set up by
the Government, [was] so badly progressing.”12 (Fig. 6.2) Moreover, many a citizen
was “very disillusioned” because they did not immediately “see the city and agglomeration turned into a giant construction site.”13 The SCAA, in other words, began its
mission “amidst quite a bit of hostility.”14 Turning prejudice and fear of change into
acknowledgement and enthusiasm for the shared opportunities that could come with
urbanisation became an important task for the SCAA, from the very beginning.
The question arises in which ways the committee’s members tried to involve the
Antwerp population in defining a shared horizon for the urbanising agglomeration?
Where, when and how did the S.C.A.A seek to win over the public opinion? How
did the SCAA’s members try to establish a shared imaginary of ‘urbanisation beyond
the city’ in the minds of the Antwerp population? In the previous chapter we already
mentioned how architectural associations started portraying and disseminating new
urban imaginaries. Many other initiatives followed that assumed a more active involvement of urbanites in exploring the Antwerp agglomeration in the making – offering a clear idea of what it could mean to cultivate and share this territory with each
other. These initiatives can be interpreted as attempts to promote a shared language of
the city among the population - a common way to ‘read’ the city at a time when it was
completely being rewritten.
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Ibid.: p.2.
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“De Inpalmers,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 11 October 1908.
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Figure 6.2
An article from the Gazet van Antwerpen of 11 October 1908 recounts how the SCAA
was initially highly criticised for its ‘slow operation’. The article put this criticism into
perspective. It sure seems that, from the onset, the SCAA used the press to handle
its PR. The article also reminded its readers that the city outside the city consisted of
all different municipalities.

Urbanisation, Semiology and Amateurism
Urbanisation, as a process of socio-spatial transformation, continuously creates
a gap or a beak between the word city and the material reality associated with it. A
phenomenon that also the SCAA saw itself confronted with, especially when the
stable notion of the word city disappeared along with the demolition of the city walls
in 1907. André Corboz argued, that throughout the 20th century, the city gradually became a territorial “palimpsest,” or a “hypertext” that became much harder to read and
understand than the clearly delimited historical city against its feudal background.15
Curating the readership of the city at a moment when the concrete substance and
meaning of that word was profoundly changing, became a genuine concern for the
SCAA.
A text by Roland Barthes - a semiologist intellectually engaged in dealing with
15
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the rupture between ‘les mots et les choses’, between the ‘signifier’ and the ‘signified’
- became crucial in reading and understanding a different side of the SCAA’s work: a
side that was not in tune with a merely technocratic and professionalising approach
to urbanisation. The text in question is Urbanisme et Sémiologie, in which Barthes
applied concepts from the field of semiology to urbanism and urbanisation.16 The
city, Barthes argued, is not only a material commodity, but also “a discourse and this
discourse is truly a language: the city talks to its inhabitants, we talk about our city,
the city where we are, simply by living in it, walking through it, by looking at it.”17
This language is not metaphorical, but is what allows citizens to make sense of their
everyday environment. But urbanisation as a process of relentless socio-spatial transformation constantly creates new ruptures between the city-as material reality and
the city as common discourse. Or, in other words, Barthes investigated how mental
representations of the ‘city’ could remain relatively stable, even at moments when the
very nature of that city is profoundly changing. In order to tackle this question regarding the semiotics of the city, constantly altered by urbanisation, it was, according
to Barthes “not the most important thing to multiply research and functional studies
on the city, but to multiply different readings of the city.”18 According to Barthes,
exploring these different readings, giving social meaning to the city was the joint work
of all citizens and not just urban planning experts.
Barthes’ reasoning resonates with assertions of urban scholars such as Thomas
Sieverts, who argued that good urban design and good urban landscaping are
much-needed, but that such technocratic-professional approaches have to be supplemented and supported by all kinds of cultural activities in order to enable citizens to
make sense of the hypertext that is the city – and the city beyond the city in particular. 19 “To decipher the cities in which we live,” Barthes argued, “the best entrance is to
be found in a certain naïve attitude of the reader [the citizen].”20 An entrance that will
be more easily found, he argues, beyond the sphere of rigid professionalism and that
requires a more “personal commitment and involvement.”21 In line with these arguments, Barthes considered his very own attempts to make sense of the city in his text
as “the musings of an amateur, in the etymological sense of the word: (…) a city-amateur is someone who loves cities.”22 Amateurship, Barthes seems to argue, is what
16
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constructs a common readership and language of the city – not the multiplication of
professional jargon and methodologies.
In The Amateur, The Pleasures of Doing What You Love, Andy Merrifield recently investigated amateurism as “an alternative category and as the nemesis to (…)
professional expert[ise].” In Merrifield’s universe, amateurs are non-alienated citizens,
enthusiasts who counter the mechanical expertise, technical formalism and professional corporatism of modern society. Merrifield described how intellectual amateurism is “organised around two central pillars: a sensibility to de-professionalise reality
and a political allegiance to ordinary folk.”23 Of course, SCAA members like De Heem
or Schobbens did not necessarily qualify as people that were opposed to the professionalisation of urbanism and urban planning in the context of the early 20th century.
In that sense, this reference to Merrifield’s amateurism might sound counterintuitive.
However, the SCAA was operating in an era when the planning profession was only
in the making – an era in which sharp professional boundaries had not been institutionalised yet – most certainly not to the extent against which Merrifield reacted
some 100 years later. Moreover, it is important to stress that Merrifield argued that
amateurism and professionalism are not necessarily mutually exclusive or antagonist
categories. They can co-exist, and I will argue that was the case with some of the
SCAA’s protagonists. Amateurism is thus not used here as a category to deny the
SCAA’s search for professionalisation, but rather to explore different dimensions of
the committee’s work beyond the sphere of technocracy.
A number of qualities listed by Merrifield, clarify why the SCAA’s professional
policy-entrepreneurs may also be regarded as enthusiastic amateurs. In fact, Kingdon’s
policy-entrepreneurs are marked by qualities that are very similar to Merrifield’s amateurs, such as, for instance, their perseverance and willingness to invest large amounts
of personal time in order to pursue a higher cause. Some of the characteristics that
Merrifield attributes to amateurs echo Kingdon’s description of policy-entrepreneurs
and are in that sense apt to describe SCAA protagonists such as Schobbens and De
Heem. Amateurs, Merrifield stated, prefer “risky fulfilment” beyond “safe routine”24
and adhere to the “more open-ended, more uncertain and more adventurous”25 ways
of the amateur rather than to the “ideologically driven world of professionals.”26
Merrifield’s amateurs move beyond professional “specialisation, technical formalism
and narrow expertise.”27 Given the transdisciplinary, trans-sectoral, provisional and at
times dilatant nature of some SCAA members, Merrifield’s characterisation seems
23
24
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Ibid.: p. xiv.
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in place. As already said, that doesn’t mean that the SCAA was devoid of expertise,
on the contrary. Perhaps it could be stated that the SCAA practised urbanisation as a
‘concrete abstraction’ - combining the amateur’s situated “choices, decisions, commitments and alignments”28 with the expert’s more universal and “impersonal theories
and methodologies”29 to paraphrase Merrifield once again.
Apart from being experts, the SCAA members were immersed in the urbanisation process themselves, as amateurs, together with society at large. The hundreds
of meeting minutes testify as much to a difficult search for shared ways of looking,
thinking and talking about the urbanising agglomeration as to ready- and tailor-made
professional answers. In that sense, they did not know all the answers either and they
were immersed in a changing society that was in search of how to make sense of the
city beyond the city. Moreover, I will argue that it was in this amateurism, in this love
for the urbanising agglomeration, that a certain ‘allegiance to ordinary folk’ emerged
- an urge to involve Antwerp citizens in their project. As we will see, some SCAAmembers engaged in a wide range of cultural initiatives. It was mostly through
initiatives outside the SCAA’s bureaucratic brief and technocratic objectives that
members such as Schobbens and De Heem reached out to ordinary citizens, involving
them into a bigger campaign of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration. Amateurism,
Merrifield argued, imparts a sense of active involvement that no professional bureaucracy could ever hope to achieve.30 Amateurism encourages to “reconnect to more
meaningful, personal projects, to more original thoughts and practices.”31
In what follows, I will highlight a number of amateur-initiatives that turned
the SCAA’s project of urbanisation into a public project stimulating the collective
understanding and readership of the urbanising agglomeration. As we will see, the
lion share of these initiatives developed outside their official mandates and in this
sense can indeed be seen as some of the members’ ‘Hobby Horses.’ Specifically, we
will look at the organisation of educational events such as lectures, exhibitions or the
publication of books and pamphlets which appealed to an ever-widening public. But
we will also look at the organisation of all kinds of events whereby growing parts
of the population were invited to actively explore the Antwerp Agglomeration and
to get acquainted with a territory in full transition. A transition from exotic outside
to possible future habitat. Initiatives, in short, that made urbanisation a public and
cultural project in the broad sense of the word - and for the publicity of which the
SCAA established good relations with the assembled Antwerp press.
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►

Reciting and exhibiting urbanisation: the S.C.A.A in
search of an audience
With the rise of planning at the beginning of the twentieth century, the conviction that citizens should be made more aware of their living environment increasingly
grew. Several authors have stressed that the education of the greatest numbers was
considered a fundamental key to solving the social and urban problems of the industrial era, in particular in the work of a figure like Patrick Geddes.32 Thus, to educate
people about their environment actually meant “involving them, as a crucial part of
their own individual development.”33 As a convinced Darwinist, Geddes considered
the urban process as the consequence of continued socio-cultural evolution. Yet the
form of evolution Geddes had in mind was far from deterministic, as urbanisation
was driven by consciously acting individuals that could incessantly be educated and
re-educated. According to Geddes’ idea of ‘urban civics’ the city - this cultural text
that was constantly being rewritten and reinterpreted by each successive generation –
could be ‘learned’ by communicating and exhibiting planning ideas.34
Geddes’ insights were part of a nineteenth-century positivist intellectual tradition that was “shared by many thinkers at the beginning of the twentieth century.”35
In that sense, it may be regarded as symptomatic of the zeitgeist that an organisation
such as the SCAA soon started communicating their project for the agglomeration to
a broad audience as well. We will see that the SCAA maintained close ties with the
local press to communicate their project from the start. In his book ‘planned sprawl’
Gottdiener identified the lack of media coverage in more peripheral regions as one of
the reasons that explain the utterly banal and mercantile nature of early 20th-century
urbanisation processes in northern America. What remained unknown just passed
by.36 This was certainly not the case in the early 20th-century Antwerp agglomeration,
where even the SCAA’s most remote interventions appeared in newspaper sections
with such titles as ‘from the province’ or ‘city and surroundings’. Urbanising the agglomeration was a project taking place under the public eye. Partly because the SCAA
32
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used the press to promote its project, partly because the newspapers monitored the
SCAA’s activities themselves.
Moreover, the SCAA also resorted to “the exhibition as a tool for the dissemination of knowledge and popular education.”37 Roughly speaking, the exhibition
originated from two different angles in the context of urban planning. On the one
hand there were the exhibitions showing the results of international urban planning
competitions, such as those of Barcelona in 1904, Berlin 1910 or Paris 1919. These
exhibitions mainly portrayed urbanism as a practical technique as a problem-solving
practice, albeit rich in imagination. A second type of exhibition was more historical
and hybrid in nature. This type of exhibition portrayed the socio-historical evolution
of specific cities, using a wide range of heterogeneous material. This second kind of
exhibitions was initially organised by city amateurs par excellence such as Marcel
Poëte in Paris38 or Patrick Geddes in his outlook tower in Edinburgh.39 In that sense,
these exhibitions bear witness to the genesis of a new discipline that Poëte referred to
as la science urbaine and Geddes as urban civics rather than to the emerging profession called urban planning.
In the aftermath of the 1910 Planning Congress in London, these approaches
converged to some extent as Patrick Geddes headed an executive committee charged
with curating the Cities And Town Planning Exhibition (CTPexh) – an exhibition
that many authors have described as fundamental to the cultural framing of the early
years of the Town Planning Movement.40 The CTPexh became a travelling exhibition
and was also on display, for example, at the 1913 International Exhibition in Ghent,
as an annexe to the premier Congrès International des Villes.41 (Fig. 6.3) In Ghent
the exhibition was hardly noticed by the general public and the press, ostensibly because of its rather high complexity. In this sense, the exhibition was primarily contributing to the development of a discipline in the making, whereas “the opportunity to
use the popular medium of a world exhibition to reach the masses was hardly taken.”42
37
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Figure 6.3
Geddes in Ghent in 1913 on the occasion of
the International Planning Conference and
the World Exhibition. Geddes exhibited
urbanism not only as a modern discipline
and technique - but equally as a social and
historical transformation process. SCAA
protagonists such as Schobbens, De Heem
and even August Mennes all signed up for
the event.

Nevertheless, at the 1913 event, several SCAA- and UVCB-participants such as
Schobbens, De Heem, Mennes or Emile Vinck were able to visit the exhibition.
We will see that the exhibition became a key instrument for the SCAA to bring
its project to the general public. The committee organised three events of high importance, in 1910, 1913 and 1932 respectively. We will see how the SCAA’s exhibitions
slowly shifted the attention from urban planning as a professional technique (1910)
to portraying urbanisation as a long-term cultural project of socio-spatial transformation (1913 and 1932). And contrary to the early CTPexh, more and more attention
was paid to the public accessibility and readability of the exhibitions. Arguably, the
SCAA organised these exhibition as a tool for popular education stimulating ‘urban
Stedententoonstelling Van Patrick Geddes”: p. 156.
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readership’ among the Antwerp citizens. Before delving into these successive exhibitions, I will first demonstrate the SCAA’s desire and commitment to reach out to the
general public. By organising lectures, publishing articles in local magazines, publishing in-house leaflets and brochures - but first and foremost by winning over the local
Antwerp press.

Exploring communication channels: newspaper articles,
books and lectures
The early confrontation with the public opinion as describe above, quickly led
the SCAA to understand that informing and involving the general public through
communication would play an indispensable role in legitimising their project. It
wasn’t long before the committee maintained close ties with the Antwerp newspapers. As can be read in a 1909 article, the SCAA sent “announcements [regarding
its activities] to (...) all the Antwerp newspapers”43 on a regular basis from the very
beginning. The fact that the committee’s work often made it into the newspapers
between 1907 and 1939 was in that sense, and to a certain extent, self-inflicted. (Fig.
6.4) Arguably, the expertise of chairman August Delbeke, who himself had been a
journalist and editor-in-chief of the Journal d’Anvers et de la province, in an earlier
stage of his career came in handy.44 At least he understood how the media worked
and how it could make or break people and their projects. He had been confronted
with this hard rule himself in 1910, when a chain of slanderous articles in the popular Gazet van Antwerpen (regarding his unsteady attitude on the abolition of compulsory military service),45 had played on public opinion to such an extent that his
43
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political career as minister of public works was in danger. To defend himself, Delbeke
launched a counter campaign by publishing and spreading several pamphlets. In an
activist pamphlet The truth about the works in Antwerp and Surroundings and Minister
Delbeke, Delbeke, in turn, tried to exert pressure by claiming that his dismissal would
have serious consequences for the Antwerp agglomeration. (Fig. 6.5) He openly
wondered which other minister of public works, not coming from Antwerp, would
serve the interests of the agglomeration with the same passion and zeal as he did? If
he would be allowed to stay on as a minister, Delbeke promised to “keep an eye on
the interests of Antwerp and its agglomeration, which he dreamed would turn out to
be grandiose, beautiful and healthy!”46 At the same time, Delbeke’s pamphlet was a
true promotional campaign for the SCAA’s early work, listing all of the committee’s
early achievements and the benefits they had brought to the entire population in the
Antwerp agglomeration. However, Delbeke’s counter-offensive wouldn’t help and in
the end there was no other option for him than to resign. Nevertheless, Delbeke continued to act as the SCAA’s president, even though he was officially no longer entitled
to that position after his dismissal as the minister of public works. He would continue
to serve the interests of the agglomeration until his death in 1922 – as an amateur, or
an “interpreter of the entire agglomeration”47 to say in the words of the elite’s journal
La Métropole. Delbeke left with a bang, but not without putting the SCAA’s work in
full spotlights.
At regular intervals, the SCAA actively approached the press to report on its
project and activities. Arguably, there was a certain pride in making their work public,
in newspapers of various stands. The French-speaking elite was regularly informed
about the SCAA’s projects through La Métropole and the Neptune et Lloyd Anversois
Daily News, two francophone and high-standard newspapers. The average citizen
got to know the SCAA through mainstream newspapers such as De Gazet van
Antwerpen, De Morgenpost or De Nieuwe Gazet and De Dag, among others. And even
workers learned about the committee’s activities in their newspaper De Werker, which
later merged into what ultimately became De Volksgazet. Throughout this chapter,
mostly articles from La Métropole, the Gazet van Antwerpen and the Werker/Volksgazet
will be consulted, as these three journals covered a large part and broad spectrum
of the Antwerp population.48 As just mentioned, the relationship with the Gazet
46
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Figure 6.4
Between 1913 and 1938, numerous articles on the SCAA’s urbanisation mission were
published, among others, in the Gazet van Antwerpen. Throughout its active period, the
SCAA often made the headlines of several newspapers in both meanings of the word.
Their work was picked up by the press. Yet various sources also confirm that the SCAA
actively mobilised the press to promote its cause.
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Figure 6.5
The 1910 press campaign of Minister and SCAA President Auguste Delbeke. Delbeke did not miss
the opportunity to convince the people of Antwerp of the great merit of the SCAA for the prosperous future of their city. The list of achievements and plans in the city and all its surrounding
municipalities is impressive.

Chapter 6

van Antwerpen was initially difficult, and, as we will see, the relationship with the
newspaper De Werker was also not very warm at first. Nevertheless, the SCAA’s work
was increasingly picked up by all these newspapers in the long run. It was through
these articles that the ‘Inter-Communal Study Committee for the Development of
the Antwerp Agglomeration’ became a familiar institution for many Antwerp citizens. It became some sort of household name, and usually abbreviations such as ‘the
inter-communal committee’ or the ‘study committee’ were sufficient for the Antwerp
citizens to know what the articles were all about.
It must be stressed, however, that the committee would always maintain the
closest links with the catholic-conservative newspaper La Métropole, published by the
Société des Publications Anversoises for the French speaking circles to which the SCAA’s
notables themselves belonged.49 In the fall of 1929, an entire series of articles devoted
to L’urbanisation de l’Agglomération Anversoise was published in La Métropole. The articles, 12 in total, gave a full account and appraisal of the SCAA’s first 20 years of hard
work.50 (see Interlude 1) The reporters were very well informed and even went on site
with a number of SCAA-members, and articles were illustrated with numerous plans
and tantalising pictures. Clearly, urbanising the agglomeration was not some secretive
activity that went unnoticed at that time or completely disappeared between the folds
of history.
Apart from the regular press, the SCAA cultivated its own publishing culture to
make its project public. From the outset, the committee was in the habit of publishing its work in a number reports that were all edited in-house – and most of which
were discussed throughout this work. Moreover, a number of members published
books in their spare time – most of which were already touched upon throughout this
work. Joseph Schobbens and August Mennes in particular became prolific writers. Especially such publications as Les Parcs Publics dans l’Agglomération Anversoise
or Les Parcs Publics du Point de Vue Social and De Grootstad Antwerpen had a much
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Figure 6.6
Several members of the SCAA regularly published articles and opinion pieces in local magazines
such as the journal of the KVNS or the monthly magazine of the KMBA. Articles by August
Mennes about watercourses in the agglomeration (1924) and Joseph Schobbens about the role of
public parks (1926), both from the KVNS magazine. Supplemented by an article from the monthly
magazine of the KMBA by Joseph Schobbens about the building policy in the agglomeration
(1937).

broader readership in mind than the professional technocrat-expert.51 De Grootstad
Antwerpen by August Mennes, for instance, was published by the Katholieke Vlaamse
Hogeschooluitbreiding, which described itself as a cultural association providing a forum for socialising evolutions in the fields of art and culture, philosophy and religion,
economy and politics, science and technology.52 (see Interlude 2) Mennes even took
on the chairmanship of this association for a few years. In addition, Schobbens and
Mennes occasionally wrote articles on the SCAA’s work for periodicals of some local
associations, such as the KMBA and the KVNS.53 It were publications like these that
51
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Figure 6.7
Besides writing articles, SCAA members regularly gave lectures on their project of urbanising
the Agglomeration. As the many announcements in the Gazet Van Antwerpen reveal, August
Mennes was very active as a public lecturer. He spoke at scientific congresses, but also at folklore
evenings in Deurne or for school audiences and broad sections of the population in Antwerp.
Urbanising the agglomeration as a public cause.
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tried to explain the concrete consequences and implications of urbanisation to as wide
an audience as possible. (Fig. 6.6) A matter that, apparently, was close enough to these
members’ hearts to contribute some spare time to.
Next to the written word, the SCAA tried to publicly disseminate its urbanisation efforts through different lectures series. As soon as 1913, the Circle for Building
Arts, organised a lecture series on the expansion of Antwerp, “with the aim of keeping
the public informed about this contemporary issue of general interest.”54 As the
series took place in the “Great Hall of the Royal Athenaeum” and each lecture was
announced in time in the Lectures section of the Gazet van Antwerpen,55 they were
widely accessible. The members of the SCAA themselves gave lectures too. Some of
them were given as part of their daily jobs, in the House of the Province, to inform
political decision-making.56 Yet for many members, lecturing became a voluntary
activity. Engineer Mennes, for instance, regularly lectured on his efforts to urbanise
the agglomeration. (Fig. 6.7) On November 13, 1922, for example, August Mennes
gave a “completely free” lecture illustrated with “light images” about his publication
of De Grootstad Antwerpen at the city’s Normal School.57 Mennes committed himself
to this task, despite the fact that he himself, as an engineer at heart, claimed not to
have the gift of the word.58 According to a small item in the Gazet van Antwerpen,
publicly announcing the lecture, every citizen was welcome. From SCAA-members
Geyselinck and Paul De Heem, in turn, lectures were recovered for the Cercle Royal
Artistique et Scientifique d’Anvers, in 1931, explaining the SCAA’s project in full
detail.59 (see Interlude 2). This association, founded in 1852, had set itself the goal
of creating a meeting place for the art-, literature- and science-loving upper classes.
Several lectures were given in the context of a few exhibitions as well. It sure seems as
if the SCAA’s protagonists were trying to disseminate their project to broad sections
of the Antwerp population. A clear social ambition, which the SCAA would, in the
end, most explicitly live up to by means of 3 major exhibitions it curated in 1910,
1913 and 1932 respectively.
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All these exhibitions were organised in the impressive City Hall, Antwerp’s
beating cultural heart back then, situated in the middle of the renowned boulevard
De Meir – the city’s main public backbone. For each of these three events, the extent
to which they were announced in the press – both in the elite press (La Métropole), in
the mainstream press (De Gazet van Antwerpen) and in the workers’ press (De Werker,
later De Volksrant) - was examined. In this way, it will become clear that the SCAA
tried to expand its audience with each exhibition, while the ‘relatively ideal’ and
‘socio-cultural’ nature of its project, to say it in Schobbens’ own words (see Chapter 1),
was exhibited ever more explicitly.

The 1910 exhibition: a publicity campaign for the urban
elites
The first in the SCAA’s list of illustrious exhibitions took place in 1910 and
aimed to show the plans, perspectives and models of the international design competition that the SCAA had organised in order to develop the lands of the former bulwark around the city. In hindsight, it seems a bit odd that the design competition only
applied to the city’s former military ramparts – and that the inner city and the wider
agglomeration were completely disregarded. This is in sharp contrast with contemporary competitions such as in Berlin (1910) or Paris (1919) where specific visions
for all these subareas were explicitly part of the competition’s brief.60 That is at least
remarkable, because in Antwerp, it was precisely these military grounds that in the
end were never released for urban development. Yes, they were demilitarised but the
Ministry of Defence never had any real intentions of completely dismantling them.61
In a way, it is hard to imagine that King Leopold II and his right hand and minister
of public works August Delbeke didn’t know about this at all, especially since the
SCAA was working closely together with the Ministry of Defence (see Chapter 2).62
Arguably, the competition and accompanying exhibition served multiple purposes at the same time. It may have been just as much a promotional campaign for
60
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Figure 6.8
The SCAA’s first major exhibition in 1910 was the subject of much commentary in the elite newspaper La Métropole. It was the only newspaper to write a substantive review of the exhibition
before it opened to the public. Whereas the Gazet Van Antwerpen did pay some attention to the
event, not a single traces of the exhibition could be found in De Volksgazet. Apparently, the 1910
exhibition, celebrating the rise of the new discipline of urbanism was mainly considered of interest
to Antwerp’s bourgeoisie.
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the SCAA’s initially much criticised work as it was a genuine quest for concrete
development plans for the former bulwark. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the
competition’s brief left the candidates little freedom and for a variety of reasons, the
competition results never really materialised. That certainly doesn’t mean, however,
that the contest was useless to the SCAA. Far from it. Arguably, the committee used
the exhibition as a moment to awaken the public interest, ant to stir its imagination as
a means to curb the sentiment and initially very critical opinions of average Antwerp
citizen. It is, in that respect, no coincidence that the SCAA explicitly called in the local press, that praised and promoted the exhibition even before it opened on October
24, 1910. That was at least the case in the urban elite’s journal La Métropole.
As soon as the jury of the international competition came to a decision after
three full days of deliberation (17-19 October 1910), the results were already published in La Métropole. In a short article called L’extension d’Anvers: résultats du concours, it was announced that more than 250 plans of “admirable execution” would be
exhibited in Antwerp’s City Hall, making up an “exposition, heavy with ideas and rich
in grandiose possibilities,”63 an achievement entirely attributed to the SCAA Three
days later, in a short front page article, the newspaper again reminded its readers that
Minister of Public Works Helleputte would ceremoniously open the public exhibition the following day. On 25 October, the article Extension d’Anvers, covering the
exhibition’s opening, even became the journal’s main front-page article. (Fig. 6.8) In
other words, the newspaper’s readers could hardly overlook the event, and they were
repeatedly confronted with all the honours that were bestowed on the SCAA.
According to the articles, the many drawings, plans, aquarelles and “very white
plaster models”64 allowed the average citizen to form an image of urbanisation beyond
the city walls. “To the art-loving eye of the Antwerp citizen,” one of the articles
mused, “the large colourful plans will come to life, the wide avenues, the huge parks,
the garden cities of future Antwerp will appear in his imagination as if he saw them
from the tower of our cathedral in the year 1950.”65 It’s lyrical phrases like these that
perfectly capture the true meaning and purpose of the exhibition: turning the SCAA’s
urban mission into a shared reverie and a collective dream. (Fig. 6.9) Moreover, every
effort was made to assign the overwhelming success of the exhibition to the SCAA
in an undisguised attempt to play on public perception. In La Métropole, for instance,
it was reported how chairman Auguste Delbeke himself took the floor in order to
refute a number of criticisms addressed to the SCAA. He claimed, for instance, that
it was not his or the committee’s fault that certain municipalities did not seize the
opportunities to valorise new building land, created by the SCAA’s infrastructural
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works and royal decrees, in order to put an end to the pending construction crisis.66
In addition, Delbeke clarified a common misunderstanding, stressing that the SCAA
had no interest at all in undertaking unnecessary and costly demolition operations in
the outskirts. The new Minister of Public Works Joris Helleputte also contributed to
the committee’s public rehabilitation. He congratulated the SCAA, claiming that the
committee was lucky not to “share the poor fate of many similar associations of which
in the end could be concluded that they had only been created to delay and even to
bury all good ideas (Laughter).”67 In sum, the exhibition and its public inauguration
created an excellent public stage to polish the SCAA’s image and reputation. The
newspaper even asked for the audience’s understanding that it would take a “considerable laps of time”68 before “so much beauty could ever be realised.”69
The newspaper’s attention remained substantial in the following weeks and many
an article’s tenor was remarkably supportive of the committee. Small announcements
regularly appeared to commend a visit to the exhibition. In addition, two more main
articles were devoted to the event, discussing the projects of winner Henri Prost
(October 28) and runner-up Marcel Auburtin (November 18). The choice for Prost as
obvious winner of the competition was fully supported – even if the reporter admitted that he had not taken the time yet to study all 27 entries.70 Auburtin’s entry was
dismissed as an outdated form of “pastry aesthetics”71 and “blatant utilitarianism”72
unworthy of a future metropolis like Antwerp. The article on Prost’s winning entry,
on the contrary, reads as one long praise for the SCAA’s excellent choice. The journal
praised Prost’s “noble perspectives on ponds and lawns,”73 which were the core of his
“very nice and utterly tasteful project.”74 “It is an Antwerp turned into Versailles!” 75
the article enthusiastically exclaimed - a description that undoubtedly sounded like
music to the ears of the newspaper’s bourgeois readers.
La Métropole’s report on the “brilliantly successful competition,” was pure advertising for the SCAA But what about the newspapers that addressed Antwerp’s lower
social classes? A small article in the Gazet van Antwerpen from 23 October 1910 reveals the SCAA’s active media strategy to communicate its work to a larger audience
than the higher bourgeoisie alone. The article revealed that the SCAA had invited “all
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Figure 6.9
The 1910 exhibition showed the plans and perspectives that the international urban planners
and master urbanists had produced for the international competition. Above all, the exhibition
projected and celebrated the promises, dreams and hopes that the new discipline of urbanism
would bring to the city.
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representatives of the daily and weekly newspapers and magazines”76 in Antwerp, for a
guided visit to the exhibition. This general press meeting was planned on the morning
of the opening day, between 10 a.m. and noon. No names were mentioned, but given
their similar role in later exhibitions, it is likely that SCAA secretaries Schobbens
and De Heem guided these tours. In any case, such press initiatives testify to the
SCAA’s eagerness to turn the agglomeration’s urbanisation into a broad public cause
– testifying to a commitment beyond the bureaucratic office. Even in the Gazet van
Antwerpen, which as we have seen was at odds with SCAA-chairman Delbeke at that
time, a laudatory review of the exhibition appeared on 26 October. The article praised
the “vast number of plans (…) too important not to be visited,”77 for every Antwerp
citizen. The committee’s efforts did not miss their target and the exhibition grew into
an important public event in early 20th century Antwerp. The memorandum was published by the SCAA described the exhibition’s success as follows:
Throughout the entire month of the exhibition - from October 24 to November
24 - thousands of visitors of all walks of life and ranks crowded the spacious City
Hall, on the Meirplaats, in order to see, interpret, discuss and compare the competition plans and to look at and understand them over and over again, to predict or wish
for their realisation. This large crowd show didn’t surprise anyone. It was indeed the
future of our trading city, her destiny as a metropolis and her artistic fame that was at
stake. It was the expectation for her impatient children that the city would stretch out
over the fields and successively, almost without borders, grow and expand. For many it
was also the announcement of a period of activity, an unprecedented prosperity of the
construction industry and the thousands of people depending on it. (...) When the
closing day was there, all visitors to the exhibition felt deeply sorry about this all too
rapid end. A regret that was only tempered by the hope of having a lasting memory
of the exhibited designs – a hope fulfilled with this memorandum we’re publishing
today. We believe it will soon be received favourably by all those who care about the
future of Antwerp.78
Without detracting from the exhibition’s effective public success, the inclusiveness of the event should nevertheless be questioned. After all, in the radical socialist
press such as in De Werker, not a single trace of the 1910 competition or the exhibition could be traced. Apparently the SCAA was rather selective in inviting the
Antwerp press. Perhaps Prost’s ‘Antwerp turned into Versailles’ was considered of
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minor importance to the working poor. In the end, the 1910 exhibition got by far the
most attention in the elites’ journal La Métropole. During the SCAA’s later exhibitions, however, the press attention would become more evenly distributed - and it is
maybe not entirely coincidental that these exhibitions framed ‘urbanism’ less and less
as a mere technique giving shape to bourgeois ideals.

1913 Exhibition: the calibration of a broad communication
strategy
The 1913 exhibition came about by chance, as an unforeseen opportunity to
bring the committee’s work to local attention once again. The organising committee
of the world exhibition in Ghent in 1913 had asked the SCAA to produce a large
scale model of the Antwerp Agglomeration that would be exhibited during the event.
“The idea came to me to exhibit this model first in Antwerp,”79 Schobbens proposed
on one of the SCAA’s meetings. Antwerp secretary Geyselinck immediately confirmed that the city of Antwerp was willing to put the City Hall at the committee’s
disposal once again. Apart from general enthusiasm, there were also a number of
objections. Engineer De Heem, for instance, urged to be prudent: “As far as I am
concerned, I think that we should not expose our plans before the royal decrees on
the expropriations of the Kiel Polder in Antwerp and of the extramural lands in
Borgerhout have appeared, otherwise, these municipalities may be faced with considerable amounts of surplus-value.”80 Nevertheless, the committee also saw the undeniable
advantages of a new exhibition. It could convince the Antwerp public of the hard
work Antwerp’s civil servants had been doing to elaborate Prost’s preliminary schemes
– which could counter the recurrent criticism that the committee was progressing
too slowly. In addition, Geyselinck added “that the committee [was] often accused of
working in the shadows” and that a new exhibition would be a perfect “way to get out
of the shadows.”81
The members agreed to use the upcoming exhibition as a means to exert pressure
to get the missing royal decrees approved before the exhibition opened. That worked
out for the Kiel Polders, but not for the land of Borgerhout extra muros - which explains why that area did not become part of the exhibition.82 It was decided to divide
the exhibition into 3 parts, each of which was supposed to fill a separate room in the
city Hall. In a first room, Prots’s winning schemes of 1910 would be re-exhibited.
79
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Figure 6.10
By 1913, the SCAA’s communication strategy had broadened. Besides La Métropole, the Gazet Van
Antwerpen now also reported extensively on the nature and content of the exhibition even before
it opened. Both newspapers strongly recommended that their readers visit the event. The Volksgazet was less enthusiastic - mainly complaining that they had not been invited to the preceding
press events organised by the SCAA: NOT FAIR!
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In a second room, the SCAA’s interpretation and elaboration of the competition’s
winning entry would be exhibited by means of a technical plan showing the SCAA’s
final scheme on top of Prost’s preliminary drawings. This technical plan would be
enlivened by the spectacular model, which easily filled the 200m² room.83 “For even
more clarity, and to introduce everyone to the great problems of the extension and
embellishment of the city,” Delbeke stated, “about fifteen perspective views-watercolours from the brush of the eminent artist, Mr. Prost, aim to give a better impression
of a couple of spots indicated on the development plans.”84 Apparently, Prost had
been asked to make drawings with the specific aim of informing the general public.
This particular attention to the general public was not self-evident. It was an aspect
that was neglected after the 1910 Antwerp and 1919 Paris competitions, for example,
where the exhibitions were composed out of unedited competition entries that were
never adapted to the general public. An approach that was in stark contrast to the exhibition of Grosser Berlin in 1910, for which all plans were reworked for communication purposes specifically.85 In the spring of 1910, Schobbens had ordered a catalogue
of the Berlin exhibition.86 Something that bears witness to his interest in the event,
and which helps to explain why the aspect of communication was taken more to heart
in the SCAA’s later exhibitions.
In addition to the redevelopment of the old ramparts, the committee also took
the opportunity to highlight its broader activities. “Now that the exhibition can
take place,” Schobbens stated, “I propose to exhibit, in addition to the plans for the
military grounds, those of the appropriation of the Kielpolder, the Schom and Elsdonck
areas, the Cogels and Dubois properties, a plan of the expropriations in progress
etc...”87 In other words, Schobbens wanted to show much more than the symbolic
project for the reconversion of the former fortification walls. He wanted to impart
the general public in the commission’s daily activities, in its daily struggle to turn
a hotchpotch of distant and fragmented quarters into one urban agglomeration. A
project with much less iconic appeal, but which, apparently, he considered as important, and that was much closer to the true nature of the SCAA’s everyday handiwork.
And so a third room was filled with a general map of the agglomeration at large, a
trajectory of the road Antwerp-Brussels, the plans for expropriations to be carried
out and various partial plans for the development of several neighbourhoods in the
outer agglomeration.88 It’s almost as if Schobbens wanted to make his audience aware
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Figure 6.11
The 1913 exhibition paid much more attention the legibility (by lay visitors in particular) of the documents at display than the 1910 event. A gigantic scale model was made. Henri Prost was asked
to make clarifying aquarelles. De Heem prduced overlay maps of a very detailed survey of the
ramparts from 1909 and Prost’s proposed plans, in order to check the feasibility of the urbanist’s
plan. Where necessary, adjustments were made to Prost’s original proposal. Mennes, finally drew
a very clear overview plan of the entire agglomeration. Schobbens also insisted on showing some
plans for new and enlarged exit roads. It suggests a growing ambition to show urbanisation as it
unfolded, and not just as a paper promise of a distant future.
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of the operational machinery behind the beautiful perspectives and models in the
other rooms. Rather than the iconic successes of the profession called urbanism or the
Esthétique des Villes, Schobbens urged to show the true guise of everyday urbanisation.
All plans and drawings for this third room were drawn up and supplied by engineer
De Heem.89 So the main technocrat at the department of bridges and roads turned
himself into a cultural producer supplying key material for an entire section of what
would turn out to be a well-attended public exhibition.
The meeting reports also reveal the SCAA’s straightforward communication
strategy. It was agreed that “pre-sessions would be arranged for press representatives”
in the days before the exhibition’s opening. Moreover, it was decided that for several
associations and groups “explanatory lectures [would] be given for the duration of
the exhibition.”90 The result of this pro-active approach shows in various newspapers,
again with the newspaper La Métropole at the forefront. The newspaper reported
a first time about the exhibition on the morning that it was officially opened on
Saturday, March 1. The next day a large cover article followed in which the SCAA
again received all the attention and praise. (Fig. 6.10) Chairman Delbeke was quoted
recollecting the satisfaction he had felt in 1910 when inviting “the people of Antwerp
to the exhibition showing the plans of the international competition” and that he was
pleased to see that “what we are exposing today once again captures the legitimate
curiosity of the population.”91 Delbeke did not fail to highlight the merits of the
SCAA once again, both in the reworking of the plans and in the attention it had paid
to make the exhibition accessible and legible for the general public. The event was
recalled every day in La Métropole’s small cover section called “Echos de la Ville”92 and
according to the newspaper the exhibition became an overwhelming success. “Rarely
has there been such a hustle and bustle at the City Hall; thousands of people from
Antwerp parade in front of the plans and around the model every day. This proves
how curious and impatient our population is for the expansion of the city,”93 so it read
in an article dated March 8. The next day a short announcement appeared that the
exhibition would be extended by another three days. “The commission,” it sounded,
“thus wants to respond to the great eagerness and interest of the Antwerp public to
visit the exhibition.”94 The 1913 exhibition didn’t harm the SCAA’s public relations.
Remarkably, the Gazet van Antwerpen paid much more attention to the 1913
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exhibition than to its 1910 predecessor. Moreover, the SCAA’s role in urbanising
the agglomeration was much more central in the 1913 articles, most certainly in the
article entitled “New-Antwerp: a remarkable exhibition” dating from Sunday, March
2. This time, the SCAA had invited the Gazet van Antwerpen to its informative press
sessions before the actual vernissage. As a result, the popular newspaper described the
exhibition in great detail before it had officially opened as well.95 (Fig. 6.11)The article
the day after celebrated the SCAA for not only working on a “Greater Antwerp,” but
on an “Antwerp as great as possible.”96 Apparently, the tensions between the newspaper and the SCAA and its chairman Delbeke, which were still palpable in 1910,
had vanished by 1913. Arguably, the widely read Gazet van Antwerpen contributed to
exhibition’s great success – it highly recommended a visit and stressed that the “public
access to the exhibition was completely free of charge!”97
The article of March 3 in the Gazet van Antwerpen concluded with a pleasant detail. It stated that after his laudatory speech, Minister Helleputte was shown
around the exhibition in person by Engineer De Heem. Moreover, De Heem’s role as
an exhibition guide was not limited to this one time. In a concluding cover article on
March 14, La Métropole wrote that the exhibition had been well attended until the
very last moment, by “all Antwerp citizens worthy of the name”98 as well as by plenty
associations. The article reveals that it was engineer De Heem who had welcomed all
these groups, while “developing and explaining SCAA’s mission by way of an intimate talk, showing his deep interest in the beautification of our city.”99 According
to the article, everybody “warmly thanked their lovely guide before returning home,
contemplating and wishing for the quick realisation of the beautiful plans.”100 Clearly,
the SCAA adhered to its self-proclaimed intentions to give guided tours during the
exhibition. De Heem not only drafted various plans for the exhibition, he profiled
himself as its spokesman and guide as well.
Thus, the exhibition had an outspoken public character and it soon started to
take on a life of its own, beyond the City Hall and even outside the direct sphere of
influence of the SCAA itself. On March 5, a few days after the exhibition’s inauguration, the Gazet van Antwerpen announced that architect Gerard De Ridder would
host a lecture, in the upper room of Café Suisse on the famous Groenplaats. The aim
was to inform the public about the SCAA’s urban development plans, “so they could
visit the current exhibition more usefully.”101 De Ridder had “chosen his moment well”
95
96
97
98
99
100
101

“Nieuw-Antwerpen. Eene merkweerdige tentoonstelling,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 2 March 1913.
“Grooter Antwerpen. Plechtige opening der tentoonstelling,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 2 March 1913.
“Nieuw-Antwerpen. Eene merkweerdige tentoonstelling,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 2 March 1913.
“L’exposition du Greater Antwerp,” La Métropole, 14 March 1913.
Ibid.
Ibid.
“Wandeling door de Stad, Greater Antwerp,” Gazet Van Antwerpen, 5 March 1913.
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Figure 6.12
The large 1932 retrospective on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the SCAA was widely
discussed and announced in advance in all the Antwerp newspapers. In 1932, they were all
addressed by the committee and invited at the press moment a few days before the vernissage.
L’urbanisation de l’agglomeration increasingly became a project of society as a whole. The overwhelming attendance at the Antwerp City Hall, where the exhibitions took place, grew larger with
each edition. No other event attracted more Antwerp citizens than the SCAA’s exhibitions on the
future of their city.
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and the article claimed that his lecture would certainly “not lack public attention.”102
Thus, the exhibition moved beyond the city hall and started infiltrating the city and
its public sphere. After the exhibition had ended in the city hall, a large part of the
plans was further exhibited in the town hall of Berchem.103
The large model, in turn, left for the World Expo in Ghent, where it received
great acclaim. It provided the SCAA with an invitation to the Lyon World Exhibition
in 1914, co-curated by the French architect Tony Garnier and with a strong focus on
urbanism. In order to prepare its participation in the Lyon fair, the SCAA even installed a special section. However, De Heem and Schobbens did not want the model
to leave for Lyon, because they feared “damage from the transport” and because they
saw “little point in exhibiting it in Lyon.”104 Arguably, they saw the model more as a
means to communicate and inform the Antwerp population, rather than as an artefact
to show off internationally. It was finally decided to send plans of the future situation and photos of the current situation in large format to Lyon. Remarkably, it was
engineer Paul De Heem himself who turned himself into an amateur photographer in
order to provide a series of pictures for the international event.105
It must, however, be stressed that the 1913 exhibition was not an undisputed
hurray-story. There was, again, fierce criticism as well, mainly from socialist circles.
Unlike in 1910, an article about the exhibition appeared in the socialist newspaper De
Werker in 1913 - but it was anything but positive. The article’s title “Not Fair” left little
to the imagination and denounced the preferential treatment the SCAA had given to
‘some newspapers’ that were given the opportunity to report on the exhibition even
“before Antwerp’s City Councillors themselves had been able to visit it!”106 (Fig. 6.10)
The newspaper promptly questioned the good intentions and affability of the SCAA,
suggesting that it remained a national organisation after all, that did not necessarily
act in the best interests of the city of Antwerp. Arguably, this editorial sting to the
SCAA must be considered as a retaliation to the fact that “De Werker had not been
given the same special favour of the other newspapers in question.”107 They had, in
other words, not been invited to the early press meeting. An omission the SCAA
wouldn’t repeat in its last and largest exhibition in 1932.

102 Ibid.
103 “L’exposition du Greater Antwerp,” La Métropole, 8 March 1913.
104 SCAA, subcommittee 34. Participation de la Commission à l’Exposition de Lyon [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 15 January 1914.
105 SCAA, subcommittee 34. Participation de la Commission à l’Exposition internationale urbaine de Lyon
[minutes of SCAA meeting]. 22 February 1914.
106 “NIET FAIR!” De Werker, 4 March 1913.
107 Ibid.
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The 1932 Exhibition: immersing large crowds in the
relative ideal and in thick time
The last major exhibition organised by the SCAA took place in 1932, again in
Antwerp’s City Hall, and this time in honour of the committee’s 25th anniversary. The
SCAA’s grand exhibition had to become a festive celebration of 5 lustri of hard work.
Months in advance, La Métropole already congratulated the SCAA with its 25th birthday, with a cover article that enthusiastically announced the upcoming exhibition that
was planned from 10 September to 10 October of that same year.108 As had been the
case a few decades earlier, all newspapers were full of the exhibition even before it had
opened. In addition to La Métropole and the Gazet van Antwerpen, this time the
De Volksgazet (successor to the socialist newspaper De Werker) had been invited as
well. (Fig. 6.12) Once again, the committee’s press radius was further expanded, and
again, the exhibition reached a wider audience. On the Friday afternoon before the
opening weekend, the entire Antwerp Press was shown around at the vernissage by
engineer De Heem and governor Holvoet himself both of which provided them with
“insightful explanations”109 that were all widely published well before the exhibition’s
vernissage.
All these newspapers repeatedly urged the Antwerp population to go and see
the exhibition. The newspaper La Métropole started doing so as soon as the beginning of August! More than a month before the opening the newspaper was already
certain that “the public [would] be interested in the exhibition next September”
110
celebrating the committee’s 25th birthday. The Gazet van Antwerpen did not hide
its enthusiasm either, using slogans such as “We are convinced that the exhibition
will have all the acclaim it deserves!”111; “we recommend everyone to go and have a
look!”112 or “we emphasise once more that the exhibition is more than worth a visit.”
113
De Volksgazet, on its behalf, fully agreed that it was a “very lively exhibition” in
which one could “spend days and days” and the people of Antwerp “definitely had
to go and see.”114 In La Métropole, the section Echos de la Ville, which apparently still
existed, readers were repeatedly reminded of the exhibition. Moreover, the newspaper
published a number of intriguing pictures about the exhibition on its famous photo
108 “Le 25e Anniversaire de la Commission du Grand Anvers,” La Métropole, 6 August 1932.
109 “Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, buitengewone tentoonstelling in de stadsfeestzaal,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
10 September 1932.
“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers,” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
“De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volksgazet, 10 September 1932.
110 “Le 25e Anniversaire de la Commission du Grand Anvers,” La Métropole, 06 August 1932
111 “Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, buitengewone tentoonstelling in de stadsfeestzaal,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
10 September 1932.
112 Ibid.
113 “Plechtige opening van de Tentoonstelling over de Antwerpsche Agglomeratie,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
12 September 1932.
114 “De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volksgazet 10 September 1932.
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Figure 6.13
At the 1932 exhibition, Schobbens and De Heem explicitly came forward as public figures and inspirers of the agglomeration’s urbanisation. In the upper photo, published in the newspaper La Métropole in
1932, both protagonists are in the front row, 2nd and 3rd from the right
respectively. The 1932 exhibition no longer showed urban plans projecting a perfect future. It rather showed the urbanisation of the agglomeration as it had occurred over the past 25 years, with all its flaws and
merits, using models, as-built and development plans of road works, the
electricity network, the sewerage network, etc. The urbanisation of the
agglomeration was portrayed as part and parcel of the great history of
Antwerp, symbolised by the display of a scale model of the ship with
which Napoleon was alleged to have arrived in Antwerp.

pages. More than ever before, the SCAA had the local press right by its side. In his
opening speech, Holvoet sincerely thanked “the press, which was willing to announce
our exhibition and which [was] helpful in generating and spreading ideas necessary to
overcome the major problems concerning the Antwerp Agglomeration.”115 From the
very beginning, a good relationship with the press had been of strategic importance
to the SCAA, both in order to set and sail its course. When looking at the SCAA’s
press strategy for its exhibitions in particular, it is striking that the committee was
increasingly seeking rapprochement with common people – or with ordinary folk,
to put it in Merrifield’s terms. Unsurprisingly, the SCAA’s last exhibition again grew
into a “very much visited”116 event that was “very much to the taste of all Antwerp
citizens.”117
The exhibition’s ceremonious opening became a widely attended event.
Dignitaries from all ranks, such as all the ministers involved, the governor, and many
mayors were present. Even the pacemaker of the law on urbanisation in Belgium,
Senator Emile Vinck was there. All active members of the SCAA itself, and those
115 «L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers, le ministre des travaux publics procède à son inauguration,” La Métropole, 11 September 1932.
116 “De Opening van de Tentoonstelling van ‘Grooter Antwerpen’,” De volksgazet, 12 September 1932.
117 Ibid.
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Figure 6.14
A large and detailed plan by August Mennes (with indication of different sub-plans) showed the
effective transformation of the agglomeration and realisations between 1907 and 1932. This spatial
transformation was substantiated with the help of diagrams and tables on population growth,
increase of new houses and increasing population densities per municipality. They gave the visitor
a more analytical understanding of effective urbanisation.
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who somehow contributed to urbanising the agglomeration, such as several KMBAarchitects, land owners or tract developers were on the guest list.118 Unlike previous
editions, SCAA’s driving forces themselves came into public attention much more explicitly. Members such as clerk Joseph Schobbens, engineer Paul De Heem and town
clerk Hyppolite Geyselinck were honoured as longest-serving members that had been
active in the committee from the start.
Schobbens was explicitly congratulated as the exhibition’s main initiator and
curator.119 He was congratulated for having created an exhibition that was “very well
designed (…) in such a way as to be accessible to the general public.”120 This time it
had been engineer Mennes who was commissioned to re-draw the plans at display
on the exhibition.121 According to De Volksgazet, the exhibition existed of “remarkable contributions, that were able to speak to the masses through their appealing
installations.”122
Once again, “conference promenades”123 were organised by engineer De Heem, who
in the context of the exhibition also gave lectures to various associations, such as the
Cercle Royal Artistique d’Anvers.124 In addition, an interview with Joseph Schobbens
appeared on the cover of La Métropole a few days after the vernissage. In the interview, Schobbens was presented to the readers as “the committee’s true linchpin”125
and as “a man completely devoted the cause of a Greater Antwerp.” 126 “His further
explanations”, La Métropole claimed, “will be very much appreciated by our readers.”127
With Schobbens as exhibition curator and press officer and De Heem as exhibition guide and lecturer, the SCAA’s two main bureaucrats came forward as cultural
promoters of their project. Moreover, with the 1932 exhibition they brought their perspective on urbanisation in general and on urbanising the agglomeration in particular
to the Antwerp citizens. (Fig. 6.13) That became evident in two aspects that clearly
set this last exhibition apart from its two early predecessors

118 “De Opening van de Tentoonstelling van ‘Grooter Antwerpen’,” De volksgazet, 12 September 1932.
«L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers, le ministre des travaux publics procède à son inauguration,” La Métropole, 11 September 1932
“Plechtige opening van de Tentoonstelling over de Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, ” Gazet van Antwerpen,
12 September 1932.
119 “Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers,” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
120 Ibid.
121 Ibid.
122 “Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, buitengewone tentoonstelling in de stadsfeestzaal,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
10 September 1932.
123 “Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers,” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
124 De Heem, Paul. “Conférence donnée par M. De Heem.”
125 “L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers. Interview de M. Schobbens,” La Métropole, 12
September 1932.
126 Ibid.
127 Ibid.
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Figure 6.15
The famous city archivist Floris Prims made his own and very much appreciated contribution to
the exhibition with a History and Iconography section. The accompanying guidebook contains an
impressive list of plans, etchings and plates that portrayed the development of the city between
the 17th and 20th centuries. The work of the SCAA was understood and presented as an important phase in the centuries-old evolution of the city.

First of all, the exhibition could no longer hide behind major promises and
visionary competition plans overwhelming visitors with high expectations. After 25
long years, there was no other option than to show what the committee had actually
been doing all these years. Thus, the exhibition displayed concrete realisations instead
of projecting utopian urban dreams. In fact, the exhibition was an almost literal reflection of the SCAA’s own way of working and its internal organisation. It had been set
up as a collaboration between several “ministerial departments, the provincial authorities, the city, the agglomeration’s municipalities and a handful of private organisations”128 and pictured the Antwerp Agglomeration “decomposed in separate layers.”129
The event was divided into “seventeen sections showing plans, projects, drawings,
photos, diagrams, models of communication routes, means of transport, new districts,
the left bank, the former bulwark, public parks, market squares, cemeteries, sports
fields, swimming pools, the sewerage system, the harbour, etc.”130 Various statistical diagrams showed the demographic evolution in the Antwerp agglomeration and the increase in the number of dwellings.131 The electricity and water supply companies each
made “very important contributions”132 in showing how modern utilities undergirded
urbanisation. An entire room was devoted to Mennes’ elaborate sewerage plan. The
railway company and several vicinal railway companies exhibited large plans and scale
models of new lines and stops in a separate hall. A gigantic scale model was made of
the successive port extensions, as well as of the many public buildings that had been
128
129
130
131
132

“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers,” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
“De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volksgazet 10 September 1932.
“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers,” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
“De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volksgazet 10 September 1932.
“Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, buitengewone tentoonstelling in de stadsfeestzaal,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
10 September 1932.
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Figure 6.16
The absolute pièce de résistance of this historical section was the overlay of a 17th century plan
by cartographer Van Lyere with the current situation in 1932. The resulting map depicted the
transformation of the Antwerp belt between the Spanish ramparts and the Brialmont rampart in
a very imaginative way. It immersed the visitor in the thick of time and suggested that the work of
the SCAA should not be understood as an instant project, but as part of a slow evolution in time.
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built.133 Finally social organisations such as the health service of Antwerp and Het
werk van den Vrijen tijd van den Akker got a room of their own adding to the idea that
urbanisation was not only a technique, but a cultural project of social reproduction.134
Unlike the 1910 exhibition, the 1932 edition did not exhibit fantastic and consolidated urban projects. It rather depicted all the urban questions the SCAA was faced
with in addressing the urbanisation process at large in the agglomeration – and that
structured the chapters and paragraphs in this work. (Fig. 6.14 & See Interlude 3)
Secondly, and very much related to the first observation, the exhibition placed
a strong emphasis on the longue durée of urbanisation. Urbanising the agglomeration
was not a grand, instant and picture-perfect project marking a strong caesura between
a pre-modern past and a modern future. Rather it was presented as a vital and incremental project responsive to the organic needs of a constantly evolving agglomeration
and subjected to processes of creative evolution as opposed to mundane and instant
functionalism. In that sense, the 1932 exhibition connected with the cultural-historical approach of people like Marcel Poëte or Patrick Geddes, each of which, in
their own way, focused on the evolutionary nature of the city, immersed in the thick
of time.135 One of the exhibition’s sections called History and Iconography composed
by Antwerp’s renowned archivist Floris Prims, expressed these time-related aspects
beautifully. (Fig. 6.15) The section depicted “the development of Antwerp and its
surroundings long before the [SCAA] had even been founded” and “reminded of the
constant metamorphosis of the city through time.”136 The main focus of this historical
section was on the transformation of what were once called the Buitenijen, literally the Outer Areas that had been lying between the Spanish moats and the former
Bulwark. This area had completely urbanised, mostly throughout the 19th century right
before the SCAA began its mission and which the committee in a sense continued
to build on. The entire area “had lost its rural character in less than 100 years’ time,”137
“everything was urbanised” and it was “this transformation that the historical section sought to recollect.”138 The SCAA’s work was portrayed as part and parcel of a
continued historical process, as some sort of concatenation tying the future into the
past - averse to the idea of splitting the passage of time into a before and after now.
An incredible number of plans and images, divided according to 20 themes gave
shape to the impressive historical reverie.139 The media paid special attention to this
133 Ibid.
134 “De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volkgazet 10 September 1932.
135 Poëte, Marcel. Introduction à L’urbanisme.
Geddes, Patrick. Cities in evolution.
136 Studie-commissie ter inrichting der Antwerpsche agglomeratie. Tentoonstelling in de stedelijke feestzaal.
1907-1932. Afdeeling geschiedenis en iconographie. Catalogus. Antwerp: Guillaume, 1932: p. 3.
137 Ibid.
138 Ibid.
139 These sections were: 1) Antwerp outside the Spanish moats in 1690 and 1930; 2) General City
Maps; 3) General Maps of Antwerp Extra Muros; 4) Northern quarter; 5) Dambrugge, Pothoek
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overwhelming part of the exhibition and spoke of “very interesting collection of visual
material and maps that [were] rarely on display.” 140
An evocative series of maps depicting the evolution of Antwerp outside the
Spanish moats between the 1690’s and 1930 was undoubtedly the historical section’s
masterpiece. (Fig. 6.16) These remarkable maps made the centuries-long transformation of Antwerp between the former Spanish Moats and the Brialmont Bulwark
very concrete. On top of a complete series of historical maps, drawn by cartographer
Van Lyere between 1690 and 1698, the actual situation of 1930 was projected. This
mapping technique pictured allowed “anyone living outside the old Spanish moats to
see what the place of his current dwelling looked like in the 17th century” and even “to
track down the former land-owners.”141 The SCAA’s work was portrayed as a continued contribution to this age-old cultural-historical transformation process making visitors aware of their belonging to the thick of time.142 A contribution of slow
progression that made no radical break with the past but must be seen as some sort of
catenation between the city’s illustrious past and its prosperous future. As mentioned
before, such historical sections on the evolution of cities were certainly not unique in
the early 20th century. But as Raphaël Verwilghen argued, “none of the international
exhibitions on urbanism – Düsseldorf, Paris, London, Berlin – presented such a complete iconographic collection on the topographical evolution of a city”143 than the one
in Antwerp in 1932.
In comparison to the SCAA’s earlier exhibitions in 1910 and 1913, the 1932
edition had much more attention for portraying the nature of early twentieth century urbanisation in the Belgian agglomerations and the committee’s searching and
evolving ways to deal with it - a particular perspective in which the visitor was completely immersed. It gave the committee both praise and criticism. According to the
local press, the exhibition proved that “the SCAA had been working hard and with
great enthusiasm,” that it had “accomplished extremely important work”144 and that
“without its existence, many more mistakes would undoubtedly have been committed.”145 “That must be acknowledged,” La Métropole wrote “because if we retrace the

140
141
142
143
144
145

and S. Willibrords; 6) Quais, fleets and old docks; 7) Steen castle and citadel; 8) Inner city streets;
9) disappeared inner city buildings; 10) Fortification walls and city gates; 11) Allotments of the old
Spanish Moats; 12) Eeastern Quarters (Haringrode and Zurenborg); 13) Berchem border, Warande,
Markgravelei; 14) Citadel and St.Michiels area; 15) Kiel and Beerschot; 16) Canals; 17) Roads; 18)
Postal Services; 19) Railways; 20) Antwerp surroundings.
Ibid.: p. 4.
“De tentoonstelling in de stadsfeestzaal,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 14 September 1932.
Studie-commissie ter inrichting der Antwerpsche agglomeratie. Tentoonstelling in de stedelijke feestzaal: p.
5.
“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
Verwilghen, Raphael. “L’urbanisation du Grand-Anvers.” La Cité 11, no. 1 (1932): pp. 15–17, p.16.
“Zeer belangrijke Tentoonstelling,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 9 September 1932.
“Plechtige opening van de Tentoonstelling over de Antwerpsche Agglomeratie,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
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Figure 6.17
Raphaël Verwilghen’s review of the work of the SCAA was not exactly characterised by empathy.
He exclusively focused on the shortcomings of the committee’s work, without considering the
difficult working conditions the SCAA had to cope with. Moreover, Verwilghen’s opinion seems to
have been biased by a rather uncritical reception of the truth claims of modernist urbanism from
that period.

SCAA’s curriculum vitae, we are confronted with the legacy of almost everything that
has been achieved in the field of urbanisation in the Antwerp agglomeration from
1907 to the present day.”146 Indeed, the exhibition “celebrating the committee’s silver
jubilee convinced the last sceptics of the undeniable fact that it had effectively been
highly performant.”147 The exhibition was considered useful not only for the people
of Antwerp, but also for “the officials of other domestic and foreign cities, who can
learn a lot from it in terms of urban planning and urban economy.”148 According to an
opinion piece in the architectural review l’Emulation the “exhibition, the first of its
kind in our country, was of great interest. It demonstrated the need to abandon the
old methods, or rather the absence of methods, according to which our municipalities,
cities and our regions had been developed up to now.”149 The review considered it “a
remarkable exhibition that we would like to see permanently installed in an appropriate location so it could become a documentation and study centre of undeniable
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147
148
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12 September 1932. 12/09/1932.
“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers.” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
“De Opening van de Tentoonstelling van ‘Grooter Antwerpen’,” De volksgazet, 12 September 1932.
“Zeer belangrijke Tentoonstelling,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 9 September 1932. .
François, Lucien. “Exposition De La Commission D’études pour l’Aménagement du Grand-Anvers.”
L’Emulation 52, no. 11 (1932): p. 323-343, p. 323.
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usefulness for all those who are interested in various ways in the multiple and varied
problems relating to the development of cities.”150
Yet there was also fierce criticism. In the newspapers, Prost’s long forgotten and
largely unrealised plan was recollected, next to the endless negotiations on the new
sewerage system which were at a permanent standstill as the ultimate proof of the
SCAA’s statute as a consultative body without executive power.151 According to De
Volksgazet, the exhibition obscured many malpractices in the agglomeration and the
advice was given that “visitors should check the exhibition against reality.”152 In the
KVNS magazine, a damning piece was written about the exhibition by its president
Amand De Lattin. He interpreted the historical section above all as the ultimate
evidence that everything of real and old beauty had been destroyed in and around the
city. In particular, the lack of an overall development plan was denounced: “how can
Greater Antwerp become a true unit without overall development plan?” According
to De Lattin’s opinion piece, there was really nothing good about what the committee
had achieved: “It’s a hotchpotch of loose ideas, without coherence, without a vantage
point, without guiding thought.”153
A similar analysis was made by urban planner Raphael Verwilghen in the professional journal La Cité. (Fig. 6.17) Verwilghen did show some respect for certain
technical plans such as Mennes’ sewer plan, which he found elegant and well-conceived. But “what disillusion in terms of urbanism!” he pitied. “What a strange
surprise comes over us,” he wrote, “when crossing the several exposition rooms where
all the municipalities expose their development plans, while noticing that nearly all
those plans have been signed by one single name, namely that of ‘the engineer’ that
designed the remarkable plan for the sewage system! Shouldn’t we conclude, that for
both the Antwerp aediles and the SCAA itself, the alignment plan is but an accessory
of the sewage plan? We won’t diminish the importance of such a technical document; it is part and parcel of the urbanist’s work. But the task of the urbanist should
primarily be concerned with very different preoccupations.” And Verwilghen’s caustic
criticism persisted as he said that all these plans “are lifeless, carried out with disappointing insistence on some formula that had been in vogue in Germany before the
war.” “It’s the triumph of the street at a moment when Le Corbusier proclaims ‘death
on the street’!” Verwilghen taunted. He referred to “a map showing which districts
had been completed to date” to conclude it were all “small insignificant spots scattered
throughout the vast expanses of Greater Antwerp,”154 giving proof of the SCAA’s
150
151
152
153

Ibid.
“Le vernissage de la Commission du Grand-Anvers” La Métropole, 10 September 1932.
“De Tentoonstelling van de kommissie van Grooter-Antwerpen,” De Volkgazet 10 September 1932.
De Lattin, Amand. “De uitbreiding van Antwerpen.” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en
Stedenschoon 11, no. 9 (1932): pp. 129-134, p. 131.
154 Verwilghen, Raphael. “L’urbanisation du Grand-Anvers.”: p.16.
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unsystematic and ill-considered working methods.
Upon reading Verwilghen’s review, the SCAA comes across as an organisation
composed of a bunch of incompetent birdbrains who didn’t know what they were doing – an image that doesn’t match reality. Members such as Holvoet, Schobbens and
De Heem knew only too well in what respect their work fell short and they openly
admitted it. In his opening speech, Holvoet cited the purely advisory role of the
committee as one of the main reasons for its specific way of working.155 Moreover, the
interview that Schobbens gave on the occasion of the exhibition in La Métropole was
anything but a good news show and gave proof of a great deal of realism. He wilfully
admitted that a lack of legislation on urbanisation in Belgium had complicated the
SCAA’s mission. He publicly confessed that it made vigorous governance impossible,
which was expressed, for example, in the difficult case of the agglomeration’s sewerage
system, in the lack of harmonious building regulations and in the enormous administrative burden of having to make tailor-made (non-committal) agreements over and
over again.156
In the same interview, Schobbens’ sharp analysis of the true nature of extended
urbanisation, and his awareness of the problems that caused was very clear: “New
neighbourhoods are laid out end to end, in scattered order and most often at the
whim of land ownership. There is only one excuse for this lack of logic: we have
no legislation on the matter. The agglomeration is built in little islands, often very
distant from each other. If this would only increase the risk for those who put their
money into it, the harm would be only relative: but this way of building (...) forces
all the public services (water, gas, electricity, telephones, sewers, fire, police, etc.) to
scatter their efforts as well, which heavily burdens their respective budgets, prevents
an adequate return on investment and often causes major additional expenses.”157
Nevertheless, Schobbens told his readers that all these shortcomings did not leave
him discouraged. “I am simply pointing out this kind of anarchies without dwelling
on them,” he said. Having said that, he was already looking ahead again, explaining
that it had been in these circumstances that “the SCAA [had aimed] to draft urbanisation programs that were feasible, rather than to muse about utopian projects.”158
With these words Schobbens made the readers part of the SCAA’s provisional way of
working and its pursuit of the ‘relative ideal’ - as he had written down some 20 years
earlier.

155 “L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers, le ministre des travaux publics procède à son inauguration.” La Métropole, 11 September 1932.
156 “L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers. Interview de M. Schobbens,” La Métropole, 12
September 1932.
157 Ibid.
158 Ibid.
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Arguably, it was this empathy for relativity, this atonement with contingency that
someone like Verwilghen was completely lacking at the time of writing his critical
review. Today, almost one hundred years later, for instance, it seems safe to say that
‘the street’ was not necessarily a doomed or outdated concept just because the modern
movement’s guru claimed so. In addition, Verwilghen was not the man to settle for
suboptimal working conditions anyway. In her biography on Verwilghen, Federica
Zampa concluded that “Verwilghen had joined the state administration with the
idea he could implement “an integral kind of urbanism (…) a specific way of dealing with the territory, namely to put the whole of Belgium into one directive urban
plan.”159 But when, in the early twenties, it became clear that Verwilghen’s conductive
approach wouldn’t land in the central administration, Zampa stated that he “did not
invent a new strategy for action.” Nor did he actively “participate in the vicissitudes of
urbanism in his country.” Instead, he chose “the path of detachment (…) of observing
from a distance (…) trusting his ideas to not more than a few articles.” It led Zampa
to describe Verwilghen’s career as “the continuity of an illusion” and to the conclusion
that ”the end of his career as an urban planner came well before his death.”160
Arguably, standing there in the Antwerp City Hall in 1932, gazing at all the
committee’s and Mennes’ plans, Verwilghen felt a similar kind of frustration and disappointment. Because the confrontation with the work of the SCAA was yet another
confirmation of the failure of the integral kind of urbanism that Verwilghen had
hoped to implement in the Belgian context. Maybe also, because the SCAA had at
least managed to be systematically engaged in to some form of urbanism in Belgium
for several decades – even if it was only relatively idea. And because it was Mennes,
‘that sewerage engineer’ as Verwilghen called him,161 who had managed to put manoeuvre himself into the position of the agglomeration’s de facto urbanist - a position
that Verwilghen himself has never been able to claim. Arguably, it is from this broader
perspective that Verwilghen’s harsh criticism must be understood
Unlike Verwilghen, figures like Schobbens and De Heem had remained in post
as ‘urbanists’ within the official administration, even if the institutional context was far
from ideal. As true policy-entrepreneurs, they committed themselves to make the best
of it, to patiently await policy-windows that allowed them to shape the circumstances
as much as possible to their liking – out of a deep allegiance to the agglomeration.
It is even not unimaginable that the entire 1932 exhibition was part and parcel of
their tireless efforts of serving a higher cause. Schobbens concluded his interview in
159 Zampa, Federica. La continuïté d’une illusion: l’urbanisme de Raphaël Verwilghen entre valeurs éthiques et
pratiques professionnelles [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Leuven: KULeuven, 1999: p. 8.
160 Ibid.
161 It is remarkable that Verwilghen refused to mention Mennes’ name in his article. Salient detail in this
respect: the academic paths of both men crossed at the engineering faculty of the University of Leuven,
where Verwilghen studied between 1903 and 1908 and Mennes between 1906 and 1910.
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La Métropole by stressing that he “counted on the largest possible support from the
central government” 162 in order to put the commission in a more forceful position.
Barely a few weeks after the exhibition’s finissage, Vinck’s 1932 bill on urbanisation
was submitted (see Chapter 1). Perhaps it was not un-coincidental that Vinck himself
was a noted guest at the exhibition’s opening ceremony.163 Given its wide (inter)
national resonance, the SCAA’s 25th anniversary and the festive exhibition could easily
be understood as an efficient promotional campaign for the bill. I have no sources to
back this up with solid evidence - but this suggestion is representative of the attitude that Schobbens and De Heem always managed to adopt: that of unadulterated
policy-entrepreneurs who were always looking for unexpected opportunities in the
overlap of political mood, administrative flow and public opinion.
In his review of the 1932 exhibition in L’Emulation architect and critic Lucien
François, who had worked with Verwilghen on the Watermael-Boitsfort garden suburb, displayed his empathy for the committee’s precarious position and for the journey
it had managed to make in spite of it :
“Undoubtedly, despite the great effort made by the SCAA, many problems could
not find the elegant and perfect solutions that one would have liked (…) But it was
only the SCAA’s efforts that were able to bring at least some order, harmony and efficiency - essential for the proper functioning of the port, of the city it serves and of the
entire region the prosperity of which was thus created (…) That was the SCAA’s core
mission. It are the results of this extremely complex and difficult work that are now
submitted to the public’s and the specialists’ appreciation (…) Let us therefore warmly
congratulate the SCAA for the considerable efforts it has made so far and which
deserve to be shown as an example for all those who have a share of responsibility in
the management and better organisation of the common good that is the city. After
all, the city, well designed and harmoniously built, makes people’s work less arduous
and contributes to the joy of living.”164
It was precisely this message that the SCAA was able to convey more and more
sharply to a growing part of the Antwerp population with its successive exhibitions.

162 “L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers. Interview de M. Schobbens, secrétaire général,” La
Métropole, 12 September 1932.”
163 “L’exposition de la Commission du Grand-Anvers, le ministre des travaux publics procède à son inauguration.” La Métropole, 11 September 1932.
164 François, Lucien. “Exposition De La Commission D’études pour l’Aménagement du Grand-Anvers.”
L’Emulation 52, no. 11 (1932): p. 323-343, p. 323.
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Figure 6.18
Urbanisation was consistently celebrated as a project of social progress. Important avenues were
ceremoniously inaugurated by dignitaries of the city, province and state followed by true popular
celebrations. We see the inauguration of Prins-Boudewijnlaan (1933, lower), the IMALSO tunnels
(1933, middle) and Noorderlaan (1935, upper). But also smaller avenues, which for example opened
up new garden districts, were inaugurated with local festivals, including heroic bicycle races
(1933).
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Figure 6.19
Sports as a means of luring people out in order to discover the urban agglomeration. Hordes of
spectators along roads somewhere afield during a cycling race in and around Brasschaet in 1930.
Golf matches made the townspeople explore the urban potential of the agglomeration’s outer
heathlands - as here at a major tournament in 1928, with the mundane but picturesque club house
in the distance.

►

Experiencing and exploring urbanisation: festivities
and regional tourism
Apart from ‘educating’ people about their environment through the spoken or
written word, through images, maps and exhibitions, some SCAA-members looked
for more active ways to involve the people of Antwerp in urbanising the agglomeration. For the SCAA, urbanising the agglomeration was also a question of getting the
Antwerp population out there, of encouraging citizens to explore, and to actively appropriate the agglomeration as made up of still pristine, however swiftly transforming
land that would soon become their home. An author like Lefebvre explicitly stressed
the importance of cultural engagement stimulating people to ‘experience’ space and
the city ‘as lived’ in the production and appropriation social space.165 Sieverts, 60 years
later, talks about cultural engagement in terms of “unexpected forms of discovering
165 Henthorn, Thomas, C. “Lefebvre, Experiencing the city : experiential learning in urban environments.”
Journal of urban history 40, no. 3 (2014): pp. 450-461.
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the city”166 such as the organisation of festivals, popular sports events, city-marathons
etc. It stimulates, Sieverts claims, “a deeper emotional rootedness of citizens in their
city-territory” and a better understanding and appreciation of their “urban-cultural
city-landscapes.”
Popular literature of early twentieth century Antwerp, such as the early novels of
writer Lode Bakelmans, suggest that the outer agglomeration was still somewhat of
an ‘exotic outside’ for many citizens at the turn of the century.167 It was a place where
they occasionally came on Sunday afternoons to have cheese-spread sandwiches with
radishes and coffee in some country inn - but which otherwise had little meaning for
their everyday lives. That started to change with the SCAA’s efforts to urbanise these
spaces. New avenues, for instance, were invariably inaugurated with a festive opening, with many dignitaries and SCAA-members walking the new roads followed by
real folk festivals. (Fig. 6.18) The day the Prins Boudewijnlaan opened, for instance,
grandstands were placed along the new avenue, from where frenzied crowds cheered
the many cyclists whose race officially inaugurated the road that, for the occasion,
was decorated with ceremonial arcades.168 Arguably, urbanisation was celebrated as a
project of social progress allowing all revellers to instantly interiorise what new urban
potential the urbanising agglomeration could bring to them. The many sports venues
that were able to urbanise in the agglomeration thanks to the work of the SCAA
were, for instance, tr stimulated the people of Antwerp to explore the vast agglomeration. (Fig. 6.19)
In the following sections, I will argue that the Provincial authorities and its
Governors understood and seized the political potential of folk festivities in order to
lure Antwerp citizens beyond the former city walls. Events that made the Antwerp
citizens aware of the potential qualities of the urbanising agglomeration as an
everyday câdre de vie. The festival in this context, must be understood as a Lefebvrian
‘moment’ or ‘situation of difference’ that holds the promise of social progress. “The
festival,” Lefebvre wrote, “tightens social links at the same time as they give free
rein to all desires which have been pent up by collective discipline and necessities of
work.”169 In that sense, “the festival represents Dionysiac life, differing from everyday
life in the explosion of forces which had been slowly accumulating in and via everyday

166 Sieverts, Thomas. “The Horizontal Metropolis Needs a Soul”: p. 416.
167 Van De Maele, Jens. “’Ik heb sinds jaren geen buiten meer gezien’: De beleving en verbeelding van stadsen plattelandsnatuur in de vroege romans van Lode Baekelmans.” In Tussen beleving en verbeelding: De
stad in de negentiende-eeuwse literatuur, edited by Inge Bertels et al., pp. 181-203. Leuven: Universitaire
Pers Leuven, 2013.
168 “Wat Privaat Initiatief Vermag. De Nieuwe Laan Berchem-Elsdonk-Kontich,” De Morgenpost, 11 juni
1933.
169 Lefebvre, Henri. John Moore, and Gregory Elliott. Critique of Everyday Life – Volume 1. London: Verso,
1991: p. 201.
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life itself.”170 Likewise, the festivals that will be referred to can be interpreted as
tipping points in a long-term evolution from industrial towards an urban society in
the Antwerp agglomeration. Moreover, I will argue that these festivities were used
to promote what Sieverts terms “regional consciousness.” These festivities were a way
to familiarise citizens with new urban territories created by urbanisation and became
benchmarks in the progressive exploration of the city outside the city.
In addition to these exceptional moments, some SCAA-members encouraged
more everyday explorations of the agglomeration by way of promoting hiking trails
through the agglomeration. Sieverts recently argued that “prepared guided tours
through the periphery (…) passing through areas people never normally cross (…) are
a proven tool (…) to help people discover the urban-cultural landscape as a field of
full history, surprises and unexpected beauty.”171 I will argue that a figure like Joseph
Schobbens devised similar strategies of what Sieverts calls “regional tourism.”172 I will
show how he encouraged citizens to explore and understand the agglomeration’s territories in full historical depth. Arguably, it were such initiatives, which usually took
shape in the members’ free time, that helped bringing about a fundamental change
in the cultural meaning and perception of the agglomeration’s space: from an exotic
outside to a potential urban habitat.

1920 Olympics, Soccer Games and the 1930 World Expo
The festivities mentioned in this paragraph were certainly not the only ones that
contributed to the progressive appropriation of the Antwerp outskirts between 1907
and 1939. Think, for example, of iconic moments such as the week of aviation in 1909
on the Wilryckse Pleinen or the World cycling championships that were organised at
the velodrome in Wilryck in 1920. These were all events that lured Antwerp citizens
outside their city walls in discovery of new reveries that the outskirts could make
come true. Yet the focus was put on these three major initiatives because of their
symbolic value and scope, and above all, because of the involvement of the Provincial
Governors (and SCAA-chairmen) in their organisation. Thus, the SCAA, or at least
some of its members, were not only involved in developing these events’ material
infrastructure, but also in the socialisation of their space in the urban fringes. Again, it
was something the governors didn’t do as thoroughbred professionals, but rather from
the fringes of their mandates.
As already mentioned, Henri de Baillet Latour, son of former governor and
SCAA-president Ferdinand de Baillet Latour, was a key figure in bringing the 1920
170 Ibid.
171 Sieverts, Thomas. “The Horizontal Metropolis Needs a Soul”: p. 416.
172 Sieverts, Thomas. Zwischenstadt.
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Figure 6.20
A map from 1920 with indication of the most iconic spots in the historic city and the most important sites for the Olympic Games and the main site for the Antwerp Festivities from that year.
These events were key in shaping the collective imagination of the urbanising agglomeration.
The aerial views promoting the events depict a green, spacious and aerated kind of urbanity. The
watchtower of the Antwerp Festivities in the Nachtegaelenpark, right on the border between city
and non-city could hardly have stood at a more symbolic spot.
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Olympic Games to Antwerp. However, this would never have been possible without
the help of the state, the city and the province, all of which largely covered the costs
of organising the international event. Governor Gaston Van de Werve de Schilde,
SCAA-chairman between 1912 and 1923, became one of the great inspirers of the
Antwerp Olympics and even presided over the organisation of the whole event. In
that sense, the SCAA’s involvement in the Olympics was rather direct. Several of
the sports infrastructures that had emerged in the slipstream of the SCAA’s work
(see Chapter 3), was used to host the games. An Olympic golf tournament was to
be held at the Capellen golf club and some equestrian competitions at the polo club
in Hoogboom.173 The swimming competitions were organised in the new and fairylike nautical stadium built in the ramparts and the cycling games on the Elsdonck
Velodrome in Wilryck.174 The Beerschot Athletic Club’s stadium, ‘which was completely
modernised for the occasion, became the nerve centre of the games. The Marathon,
finally, followed a 42km trajectory throughout the entire agglomeration, largely over
the new road Antwerp-Brussels which had been realised under the SCAA’s auspices.175 In other words, the Olympics covered the entire agglomeration, stretching
from the north to the south and made grateful use of the SCAA’s infrastructural
improvements.
The Games received a lot of publicity. First of all in the press. But it must be
noted that mostly the francophone journals reported on the event, as opposed to
Antwerp’s Flemish journals that had showed remarkably less attention.176 In addition to newspaper articles, a catalogue with the Games’ entire program was printed
on 1 million copies and flyers showing temporary tram and railway lines up to the
stadium were distributed throughout the city together with a spectacular bird’s eye
view drawing giving an idealised impression of the main Olympic battlefield on the
city’s outskirts.177 The plates and prints depicted the idealised city of tomorrow, which
would become the setting for today’s games. (Fig. 6.20) At the start of the mundane
Games, Antwerp’s higher bourgeoisie easily found its way to the stadium to enjoy the
opening ceremony.178 However, as tickets were more expensive than what blue- and
even white-collars could afford, the games did not grow into a big popular success.
This does not mean that they did not have any effect in the city. But it were the
“Antwerp Festivities” (between May and October 1920), organised in the margins
173 Renson, Roland. De VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920: De Herboren Spelen. Brussels: Belgisch olympisch
en Interfederaal comité, 1985: p.21.
174 Ibid. p.22.
175 Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade Antwerpen 1920. Antwerp: Davidsfonds Uitgeverij, 2020,
pp. 126-127.
176 Mostincks, Wilfried. De Olympische spelen van Antwerpen en hun receptie in de pers [unpublished master
thesis]. Leuven: KULeuven, 1983.
177 Renson, Roland. De Herboren Spelen: p. 17.
178 Renson, Roland. De Herboren Spelen.
Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade.
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Figure 6.21
The games themselves were not an overwhelming public success, but they did put the fringe on
the mental map of the many Antwerp citizens. The Beerschot stadium and its urban environment
became an iconic spot - especially after the soccer final (lower). Several suburban avenues and
state roads attracted spectators for the marathon that ran right through the outer agglomeration
(middle right). Horse races literally gave the people of Antwerp a new perspective on their city.
Many Cycling events grafted the new Elsdonck district, where most of the races took place or
finished, on the mental map (middle left).
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Figure 6.22
The Province quickly recognised the promotional nature of major sporting events and used the
stadium of Antwerp F.C. as a crowd-puller by sponsoring international soccer matches between
Belgium and the Netherlands.
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(and in support of ) the Olympic Games that became the real crowd-puller - to the
great dissatisfaction of the Olympic Committee.179
In the honorary committee of the Antwerp Festivities we find the two wellknown SCAA names of governor Van de Werve de Schilde and of Auguste
Delbeke.180 It may explain why these festivities mainly took place on the grounds of
the Nachtegaelenpark - one of the SCAA’s early achievements (see Chapter 3). The
Festivities’ base-camp was shown on the very same tram-map indicating the Olympic
stadium and was represented in similar idealised fashion as the stadium site itself
(Fig. 6.20). For the occasion, a sports hall was erected, together with a flower palace
hosting a big flower exhibition that ran all summer long. The real eye-catcher was
undoubtedly the Luna Park, complete with horse-mill, toboggans, a kiosk, theatre,
pub, restaurant etc. There even was a watchtower that offered a magnificent view over
the historic city on one side and over the urbanising agglomeration on the other.181 It
became “a centre of first-rate attractiveness”182 in a vast green setting exhuming a new
kind of urban imagination. The extensive program of these festivities was very diverse,
ranging from the Big International Flying Competitions, organised on the Wilryckse
Pleinen, over the International Flower Festivities in the Nachtegaelenpark, international sports exhibitions, regional gymnastics competitions, international cycling events,
a whole series of music events and concerts, lighted park evenings with fireworks, to
a whole series of folk games competitions.183 More than 230 associations took part
in the music concerts alone.184 As a result, the Antwerp Festivities, which had only
been intended to support the Olympic Games, grew into that summer’s main event.
It ended up luring many Antwerp citizens beyond the former walls of their city to
collectively explore the urban fringes. (Fig. 6.21) In a way, the 1920 summer events
celebrated and exploited the potential that the SCAA had irrigated the territory with.
At the very end of the Olympics, one specific event succeeded in attracting
large masses to the Olympic Stadium: the soccer final in which Belgium took on
Czechoslovakia.185 “No matter how big the stadium may be, yesterday it was too small
to accommodate all the fans that showed up,”186 the Gazet van Antwerpen wrote.

179 Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade: pp 77-79.
180 Alongside a number of other names who also featured in this PhD, such as Louis Franck and Eduard
Bunge.
Comité Olympique 1920. De 7de Olympiade en de feesten van Antwerpen in 1920 : gids-programma,
officieele teksten en plannen. Antwerp: Propagande commerciale: 1920.
181 Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade: pp. 77-79.
182 Comité Olympique 1920. De 7de Olympiade en de feesten van Antwerpen: p. 75.
183 Ibid.: pp. 47-49.
184 Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade: p. 78.
185 Salient detail: Belgium won, with forfeit score of 5-0, because the Czechoslovakian team retreaded after
a couple of questionable and controversial decisions of the referee.
186 “De VIIe Olympiade, De Groote Eindkamp,” Gazet Van Antwerpen, 4 September 1920.
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Figure 6.23
The World Fair in 1930 can be seen as yet another way of anchoring the city outskirts in the
imagination of the people of Antwerp. The organisation was chaired by then SCAA-president
Holvoet. August Mennes drew up a proposal
to host the fair in the Nachtegaelenpark (1930).
Mennes’ proposition was not retained because
by then the park had become too consolidated
to host temporal events of such a large scale.

“Vast, dense crowds slowly moved from the city to all sides of the stadium,”187 occupying the entire neighbourhood Kiel. After Belgium won, thousands of frenzied fans
stormed the field. Arguably, it was this kind of scenery, that prompted the provincial
authorities to start promoting and financially supporting international soccer games
in Antwerp’s new Boschuil stadium that, as we have seen, emerged a few years later
in another corner of the agglomeration (see Chapter 3). The stadium, with a capacity
of some 40.000 fans was officially inaugurated with an international match against
England on November 1, 1923.
“Occasional hikers strolling near the famous pleasure garden Boschuil at the end
of the summer of 1922, could certainly not have imagined that, barely one year later,
on that very same spot, the most vast and grand sports facilities in Belgium and one
of the best equipped stadiums of mainland Europe would rise from the ground”188 it
sounded in the press. But it did, and on the first of November, newspapers reported
that “not a single sports event had ever gathered so much people around a green pitch
187 Ibid.
188 Royal Antwerp Football Club. 1880-1955: Royal Antwerp Football Club: guldenboek. Antwerp: Antwerp
Royal Antwerp Football Club, 1955.
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Figure 6.24
The World Fair was eventually organised along Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, just outside the former city
walls. As shown on a picture from the journal La Métropole (1930), the Antwerp citizens were literally confronted with a new urban imagination, literally against the background (yet at the same
time in extension) of the historic city.

Figure 6.25
It has been argued that the 1930 World Fair was the first to have a broadened social character.
The event was widely advertised in publications of the committee for social welfare and in the
workers’ journal De Volksgazet. In these adds, the image of a new, airy, green and distinguished
kind of urbanity emerged yet again.
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in Antwerp.”189 A reporter wrote that he “had to drive through a sea of people from
the middle of the city all the way to the stadium; it was a procession without end of
pedestrians, cyclists, cars, camions and vehicles of all kinds and even some of our new
buses.”190 It was, in other words, an orchestrated procession in discovery of a new and
hitherto untouched corner of the agglomeration. (Fig. 6.22) On that first legendary
match in 1923, SCAA-clerk Joseph Schobbens was one of the honorary members in
the grandstands191 – and he witnessed for himself how a piece of farmland had been
transformed into a metropolitan hotspot in less than a year. In the following years, the
province would continue to support a number of international competitions, including legendary confrontations between Belgium and the Netherlands that turned the
stadium into the Hell of Deurne-North and into a well-known and beloved place for
many Antwerp citizens. The provincial authorities were stimulating the appropriation
of the infrastructures they helped realising in the first place.
A final event cited here concerns the 1930 World Expo, which fell under the
auspices of SCAA-President and provincial Governor Holvoet, who asked the assistance of his old acquaintance Willy Friling in order to keep an eye on the financial
aspects of the event. Again, a suitable location was sought in the outskirts of the city.
Initially August Mennes drew a setup that would occupy the Nachtegaelenpark. (Fig.
6.23) But by 1930 the park had a consolidated use and lay-out and it was generally
agreed that an international Expo would put too much pressure on the park. In the
end, city architect Emile Van Averbeke drew up a development plan for the urban
lands owned by the city of Antwerp just outside the Brialmont walls along the Jan
Van Rijswijcklaan, which had been recently extended beyond the fortification walls
especially on the occasion of the Expo. In doing so, Van Averbeke largely adopted the
outlines of Richard Lemeunier’s 1912 urbanisation plan (see Chapter 4), which after
the exhibition also became the permanent backbone of a new urban district.192
Unlike the Olympic Games of 1920, the World Expo of 1930 became a huge
popular success. Once again, the Antwerp press played an important role in promoting the event. The newspaper La Métropole published a number of imaginative photographs of the fair’s capricious setting (Fig. 6.24) But the 1930 World Expo received
even more massive attention in the Flemish press in Antwerp, both in the Gazet van
Antwerpen and in De Volksgazet. The newspaper De Volksgazet, for instance published
a final version of the site plan along with a series of evocative photos that brought the
fairy-tale-like site to life. (Fig. 6.25) The event was even advertised in the magazine

189
190
191
192

“Engeland-België, de elftallen spelen een draw,” Gazet Van Antwerpen, 02 November 1923.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Laureys, Dirk and Serge Migom. Van sprookjestuin tot modelstad : Antwerpen 1930 en de tentoonstellingswijk. Antwerp: Bestendige Deputatie van de Provincieraad, 2005: p. 11-15.
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‘Charitable Antwerp’193 published by Antwerp’s Commission for public Support. This
extensive advertising, right down to the broad base of the population, did not miss its
target - and the 1930 expo would go down in history as the first that actively engaged
a wider audience than the high bourgeoisie and aristocracy alone.194 Just as with the
SCAA’s exhibitions, Antwerp’s major events reached an increasingly wide audience.
On the day of the opening “dense crowds filled the sidewalks, lively commenting on
the day’s big event”195 and “the movement on the way to the expo was already so busy
around noon, that it was no longer possible to get through.”196 The atmosphere was
frenzied and “the city of Antwerp experienced one of the most beautiful days of its
gloomy existence.”197
Arguably it was also a symbolic day and key moment in blurring the mental
boundary between the city and its outer agglomeration. At the beginning of the Jan
Van Rijswijcklaan at the Albert Park in the city centre a festive arcade “welcomed the
public to the Expo.” At the outer end of the avenue, new buildings were erected at the
occasion of the fair to welcome visitors coming from Brussels. In the middle of the
avenue, a large temporary arcade marked the Expo’s entrance. The Van Rijswijcklaan,
which was extended by the SCAA especially for the event, became part and parcel of
the Expo and functioned as a kind of ‘urban foyer’ to the fair. An Urban Foyer that
ran right through the old ramparts, erasing the old boundary between what was city
and what was not. (Fig. 6.26)
That is exactly what was at stake in this series of events: they gave the population a taste of the unsuspected possibilities of the city outside the city. They helped to
bring about a socio-cultural shift in the collective experience and concrete perception
of the ‘big void’ beyond the city’s historical boundaries. Looking back at the visual
material in this paragraph, it is striking how all the events portrayed the agglomeration as the home of a new kind of urban-ness that was at the same time somewhat
reminiscent of and very different from the historical city. Large green avenues, parklike decors, expansive perspectives, pavilion-like buildings next to large metropolitan complexes and atmospheric lighting imprinted a new urban imaginary into the
citizens’ experiential world. Arguably, these temporary and ephemeral events, were
the Antwerp Agglomeration’s Coney Island, shaping and magnifying the collective
imagination of a new urban world in the making.198 For many an Antwerp citizen, the
193 Stad Antwerpen. Liefdadig Antwerpen: repertorium van de werken en instellingen van openbare en private
liefdadigheid, volksgezondheid en sociale voorzorg van de Antwerpsche agglomeratie. Antwerp: Antwerpen
Commisie van openbaren onderstand, 1930.
194 Grootaers, Jan-Lodewijk, and Mandy Nauwelaerts. De Panoramische Droom: Antwerpen En De
Wereldtentoonstellingen : 1885, 1894, 1930. Antwerp: Antwerpen 93, 1993.
195 “L’inauguration de l’Exposition d’Anvers 1930,” La Métropole, 28 April 1930.
196 “De wereldtentoonstelling van Antwerpen met grooten Luister geopend,” De Volksgazet, 28 April 1930.
197 Ibid.
198 In Delirous New York, Rem Koolhaas portrayed the attraction parks of Coney Island as some sort of
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Figure 6.26
The 1930 World Fair literally marked the transition from city-countryside divide to urbanised
agglomeration. The Jan Van Rijswijcklaan was extended especially on the occasion of the fair and
served as nothing less than an urban foyer to the event. The avenue was decorated with ceremonial arches at one end and marked by new landmark buildings at the other. The event literally
blurred (and erased) the strict demarcation line between city and countryside.
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Figure 6.27
Les amis des parcs d’Anvers, with SCAA-members Schobbens, Lemeunier, and de Baillet Latour
among its members, realised that simply preserving stretches of land from allotment would not
be enough to provide the agglomeration with highly frequented and beloved public parks. As
self-proclaimed amateurs, they organised numerous activities to socialise these new parks, such
as collective excursions with Antwerp dignitaries to celebrate the opening of the Nachtegaelenpark in 1910.
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outer agglomeration became a place that was associated with pleasurable sensations
of celebration and spatial expanse and shared horizon. Remarkably, these events were
all initiated by the provincial authorities, and even led by the provincial governors
themselves who acted as SCAA presidents at the same time. In that respect, one
could argue, these events also celebrated urbanisation and the discovery of new urban
territories.

Les Amis Des Parcs d’Anvers & Les Environs d’Anvers
In addition to these large-scale but temporary events, some of the SCAA
number of more modest initiatives. They were part of a more permanent undercurrent of cultural initiatives related to the agglomeration’s changing meaning and
perception. And although they were smaller in scope, they are all the more revealing
of the commitment and intentionality of some of the SCAA’s active members and
of its clerk Joseph Schobbens in particular. We will consider two initiatives in which he
actively participated in his spare time encouraging Antwerp citizens to go explore and
appropriate the larger agglomeration beyond the city walls. A first initiative concerns
his membership of an association that called itself ‘the friends of the public parks’ in
Antwerp. A second one concerns his widely published walking guides, promoting
dozens of hikes throughout the entire agglomeration. These guided urban trails will
be interpreted as the promotion of a kind of regional tourism inviting citizens to
comprehend their living environment in a more fundamental way - especially since
that habitat was in full transformation.
On the occasion of the inauguration of the Nachtegaelenpark, a small booklet
Le Nouveau Parc d’Anvers was published. Making use of plans, pictures and some
explanation on the park’s lay-out and maintenance, the brochure reads as a manual for
the modal urbanite to fully understand and experience the benefits of the city park.
The concluding paragraph entitled Les Amis des Parcs Publics at the end of the booklet
revealed where the publication came from, and in what broader campaign it should
be understood. (Fig. 6.27) These so-called ‘park friends’ had founded a league on 27
February 1910, with the explicit aim of “awakening interest in the physiognomy of
the city and its parks in all levels of the Antwerp population.”199 In order to reach the
general public, the contribution of the local Antwerp press was once again explicitly
counted on.200

sublimated image-guide for the exhilarating development of Manhattanism.
Koolhaas, Rem Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan. London: Thames & Hudson,
1978.
199 De Bosschere, Charles. Le Nouveau Parc d’Anvers. Antwerp : s.n., 1910., p. 28.
200 Ibid.
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Figure 6.28
In order to socialise the new parks more widely, Les Amis des Parcs d’Anvers regularly issued postcard series of the new parks in very large print. It didn’t take long before these postcards started
spreading among the Antwerp citizens. To this day, these postcards remain very well-known
among collectors; even though they are not nearly rare enough to be of any value.
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Figure 6.29
Les Amis des Parcs d’Anvers organised several cultural activities, such as lecture evenings, events
or expositions. Just before WWI, the friends put the theme of the cimetière-parc on the agenda.
The objective was to turn the just acquired Schoonselhof into a cemetery cum public park, following the example of Hamburg-Ohlsdorf. Plans, perspectives and reflections were published in De
Bouwgids in 1912.

Initially, the association consisted of a few members from very wealthy Antwerp
families, who were already mentioned in this work, such as the families Grisar,
della Faille de Waerloos, Bunge, Speth and Hertogs, among others.201 Among these
prominent members figures the name of Baron Auguste Delbeke. Soon however,
the park friends were “particularly pleased to be joined by Mr. Schobbens, Head
of the Governor’s Cabinet, Mr. Geyselinck, Director of Municipal Properties, and
Mr. Lemeunier, Head of the City’s Public Works Department.”202 Moreover, count
Ferdinand de Baillet Latour was even designated as the league’s principle chairman
in 1913. The park friends welcomed their new chairman as follows: “You have been
kind enough, Mr Count de Baillet Latour to accept the charge of leading us, next
to so many topics that consume your spare time, and you are certainly among those
Antwerp people who are passionate about their city.”203 Apparently, many SCAA representatives joined a club of enthusiasts who the socialisation of the agglomeration’s
201 Ibid.
202 Ibid.
203 Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers. Rapports et documents 1911-1913. Antwerp: Société des amis des
parcs d’Anvers, 1914.

584

Ur b a n is on s !

new parks close to heart. A whole series of initiatives gave concrete form to propaganda campaigns mainly through lectures, exhibitions and publications. (Fig. 6.27) In the
first years, for instance, several lecturers were invited to share their expertise in park
construction, urban aesthetics and art education.204
Yet our friends did not shy away from more straightforward initiatives than
organizing lectures alone. Without hesitation, they wrote a number of what they
themselves called “letters relating to our association’s actual intervention in favour
of public parks”205 to the public authorities. They wrote, for instance, about the new
Nachtegaelenpark to the city of Antwerp with recommendations for a more suitable
maintenance of the park’s plant and tree stock. They even suggested to organise a design competition in order to turn the new park, bought as a noble estate, into a proper
public space.206 They recalled how the SCAA’s hard work had fostered many beautiful
new neighbourhoods around the park, arguing that a similar graceful lay-out of lanes
and paths should be continued in the park proper.207 Curiously, not long afterwards,
the city of Antwerp launched a full competition program, including the organisation
of a public exhibition which would be widely announced in the local press. It was only
the outbreak of WWI that prevented all this. Nevertheless, the friends calmly continued to promote the new park, for instance by printing and distributing “large-volume
collection of illustrated postcards with the most interesting views in the park.”208 (Fig.
6.28) These park friends, among which many SCAA members, did everything they
could to lure the people of Antwerp to the new park on the city outskirts.
In February 1912, the park friends organised an exhibition on ‘cemetery-parks’
that served two purposes. On the one hand, the park friends wanted to familiarise the
general public with the concept of the cemetery-park, and on the other hand, they
wanted to give advice to the city with regard to the concrete layout of the Schoonselhof
estate which it had recently bought for that purpose (see Chapters 3 and 4).209 The exhibition was mainly inspired by the Waldfriedhof in Hamburg-Ohlsdorf, which became
a marked point of reference for the design of the Schoonselhof.210 Marcel Schmitz,
204 Lectures were given by figures such as Lucian Corpechot, president of a similar association “Jardins
d’Intelligence” from Paris; Alfred Lichtwark, art historian and one of the founders of Popular Art education in Germany; Clara Engelen, director of the Art Museum in Zutphen on Dutch Gardens; Edmond
De Bruyn on the evolution of the landscape in the Antwerp countryside etc.
Ibid.: pp. 23-27.
Corpechot, Lucien and Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers. Les jardins à la française: conférence.
Antwerp : Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers, 1912.
205 Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers. Rapports et documents 1911-1913: p. 30.
206 Ibid. p. 33.
207 Ibid. pp. 26-27.
208 Ibid. pp. 27-29.
209 Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers. Exposition de documents pour un cimetière-parc. Antwerp : J.E
Buschmann, 1912.
210 Ibid.
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Figure 6.30
After WWI, some former members of Les Amis des Parcs
Publics, including Joseph Schobbens, organised a well-attended exhibition on the new urban parks of Antwerp. The
magazine of the KVNS published a theme issue about the
exhibition in 1924, and newspapers such as the Gazet van
Antwerpen and the Volksgazet also reported on the highly
appreciated and visited exhibition.
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Figure 6.31
A 1924 copy of Schobbens’ hiking guides in a circle of 10km around Antwerp’s town hall. The
various walks were accompanied by extensive historical documentation and accurate facts about
local fauna and flora - which deepened the regional consciousness of the Antwerp walkers. The
guides were promoted in various newspapers, and enjoyed great success throughout the 1920s
and 1930s, resulting in several reprints.
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engineer-architect and secretary of the Amis des Parcs d’Anvers designed a lay-out for
the Schoonselhof after the German reference, which was published in the architectural review De Bouwgids in August 1912.211 (Fig. 6.29) After the exhibition, all the
collected material was sent to the Antwerp authorities and later became a source of
inspiration for the final plan of the cemetery which was only officially opened after
WWI, in 1921.
The park friends were, in other words, very dedicated in their early years. It was
by no means a professional organisation. All the initiatives (organising exhibitions
and lecture series, publishing brochures, circulars and flyers, distributing postcards
etc…) were organised on a strictly voluntary basis and it were the founding members
themselves that sponsored them. “Park friends,” thus all the members were addressed
on a plenary session in 1913, “we are all amateurs!”212 Despite this strong commitment, there are no official traces of the association after WWI. Nevertheless, some
of the park amateurs continued their mission outside the operation of the former
association. Some of its loyal members, including Delbeke and Schobbens, organised the exhibition “Our Parks” in the halls of the Antwerp Harmony in 1924.213 The
exhibition showcased the different parks that the SCAA had managed to preserve
in the outer agglomeration. The Royal Association for Natural and Urban Beauty
(KVNS), under whose patronage the exhibition fell, published an entire theme issue
about the parks in June of that same year. (Fig. 6.30) It included a contribution by
August Mennes that explained how the new sewerage system would contribute to
the environmental qualities of these new urban parks.214 The article was a printout of
an inaugural lecture given by Mennes at the exhibition’s vernissage.215 With the 1924
exhibition, the SCAA took the opportunity to communicate its achievements to the
general public once more. The exhibition “was praised by the entire Antwerp press”216
and was reported in all the Antwerp newspapers. When it was finished, the exhibition
had been visited by international experts as well as by average Antwerp citizens and
the majority of Antwerp schools.217 Apart from stressing the overall importance of
public parks for growing cities, the exhibition explicitly “reminded the general public

211 Joors, Eugène. “Onze Nieuwe Begraafplaats.” De Bouwgids 4, no. 8 (1912): pp. 149-153.
212 Société des amis des parcs d’Anvers. Rapports et documents 1911-1913: p.27
213 In june 1924, the monthly journal of the KVNS launched a theme number on the public parks in
Antwerp in the context of the exhibition.
KVNS. “Naar Aanleiding Onzer Tentoonstelling ‘Onze Parken’”. Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor
Natuur- en Stedenschoon 3, no. 6 (1924): pp. 81-121.
214 Mennes, August. “Beken en Waters rond Antwerpen.”
215 KVNS. “Beknopte Kataloog der Tentoonstelling.” Maandschrift der Vereeniging voor Natuur- en
Stedenschoon 3, no. 6 (1924): pp. 84-85.
216 “Tentoonstelling ‘Onze Parken’,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 7 Juni 1924.
“Stad en Omliggende, Tentoonstelling ‘Onze Parken’,” Volksgazet, 25 May 1924.
217 It was, for instance visited by professional Dutch planners as well as by the majority of Antwerp schools.
“Tentoonstelling ‘Onze Parken’,” Gazet van Antwerpen, 7 Juni 1924.
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of all the joys that these new public parks brought to the Antwerp citizens.”218 Joseph
Schobbens, in particular, continued to make efforts to attract the people of Antwerp
to the new parks through lectures and publications.219 Schobbens himself stated that
he acted “out of love for my hometown. I love it with all my heart. I want to see it as
beautiful as its rivals. I want to give her the most precious jewels that can be found.”220
Schobbens’ amateurism, his love for his home town, led him to publish a series
of walking guides Les Environs d’Anvers explicitly invited Antwerp citizens to explore
their outer agglomeration from 1921 onwards. (Fig. 6.31) In the booklets, Schobbens
mapped out no less than 42 walks throughout the agglomeration. Schobbens’ hiking
guides were a logical continuation of a genre existed for some time. According to a
small leaflet promoting city walks in 1910, for instance, “the many visitors that came
to De Dikke Mee, de Boschuil or Merxem Castle” were the “palpable proof ” of the fact
that “Antwerp citizens simply loved to walk in the countryside.”221 But at the same
time, the pamphlet stated that by 1910, these walks close to the city had become
“demoded” and so familiar that they made the average citizen “shrug his shoulders.”222
“Well then!” the guide continued, “a little further afield many other walks are waiting
to be explored and discovered (…) But these hikes remain unknown. The Antwerp
citizens don’t know their way around there, can’t orient themselves, are afraid of
getting lost and don’t dare to venture there!”223 In conclusion, the little booklet introduced and described a few walks that went a little further afield. Apparently, the
prospect of demolishing Antwerp’s bulwark and the promise of extended urbanisation
coincided with an increasing curiosity to explore the wider agglomeration.
It is in this perspective that Schobbens’ walking guides promoting hikes in the
Antwerp surroundings must be understood. The guide’s introduction stated that it was
“first and foremost a work of popularisation inspired by an ardent worship (…) of the
beauty of our region that for some may come across as hopelessly dull, but which has
a penetrating charm for anyone who wants to gaze at its skies and its nature, sometimes lush, but more often poor and wild in most parts of the province.”224 In fact, the
guide served multiple purposes. It wanted to get people walking through the wider
agglomeration, while providing them with botanical and historical descriptions of
the places they crossed. Schobbens wanted to make his hiking readers aware of the
fact that “they actually know very little of the places that have nevertheless seen them

218
219
220
221
222
223
224

KVNS. “Beknopte Kataloog der Tentoonstelling”: p. 84.
Schobbens, Joseph. “Openbare parken.”
Ibid: p. 62.
S.n. Le Peersbosch: promenades à Schooten et Merxem. Antwerp: Kennes, 1910 : p. 3.
Ibid.
Ibid. p. 4
Ibid.
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Figure 6.32
Schobbens’ walking routes took hikers sightseeing past the new urban parks, old castles and
noble estates - but also past neighbourhoods and districts of which Schobbens knew only too well
that they were swiftly being urbanised and transformed. Many of the SCAA’s plans even appeared
in dotted lines on the many maps that were included at the back of the guidebooks. They allowed
hikers to imagine the development of almost the entire territory of Deurne, or to get an idea of
where Prins Boudewijnlaan or the de Baillet Latourlaan would be built. Regional tourism as a
means to discover and get acquainted with the city outside the city in the making?
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being born”225 and that many of the provinces’ natural sites deserved to be protected.226
He played into regionalist and nationalistic sentiments to promote the agglomeration
as a naturally valuable lieu de mémoire with profound historical depth.
At the same time, however, yet another objective may have played a role for
Schobbens. It is quite plausible that, apart from promoting natural beauty, he also
aimed at introducing Antwerp hikers to an urban agglomeration in the making.
After all, all the walks in Schobbens’ booklet crossed all the exact places he had been
urbanising with the SCAA since 1907. The names of all the quarters and noble estates
that the SCAA dealt with, re-emerge in Schobbens’ walking guide. Various walks
passed by the newly established public parks and crossed by all kinds of neighbourhoods in the making, throughout the entire agglomeration such as Pulhof, Troyen ten
Hof, Posthof, Oosterveld, Boschuil, Venneborg, Hoogboom, Schotenhof, Lackbors, Donck or
Oude God - only to name a few. The atmosphere that hikers experienced in crossing
these neighbourhoods was aptly described in La Métropole’s series on the work of the
SCAA. The reporter described a random scene somewhere between Antwerp and
Schooten. “We cross charming corners where greenery reigns,” he wrote, “and here,
in these fields, we see men with their arms up their sleeves, grubbing potatoes from
the earth; a baby’s stroller is standing in the middle of a meadow while its mother
moves the cows’ pickets and we stumble upon a café called Kaasboerin, end point of
townspeople’s walks.” “Yet,” the reporter concluded, “this countryside scenery will not
last much longer, because urbanisation is insatiable and its tentacles are spreading ever
further.”227
This remarkable sensation of a changing reality is beautifully captured in a
number of plans in the appendices of Schobbens’ guides. (Fig. 6.32) These plans cover
the entire agglomeration, and provide both a picture of the existing situation as of an
imminent reality in the making. The SCAA’s entire urbanisation program appeared
on these maps in dotted lines. Planned harbour docks and main roads such as parts
of the several Ring Roads, the Prins Boudewijnlaan or the (ultimately never built)
de Baillet Latourlaan were all indicated on these maps giving a sense of a possible
future. Even Schmitz’s preliminary plan for the park-cemetery Schoonselhof figured
on the hiking maps. These walking guides made the SCAA’s urbanisation program
known to the general public in a very tangible way They allowed hikers to imagine
the urbanising agglomeration on site – as a virtual reality. It made walkers look at the
225 Ibid.
226 Throughout the guide, Schobbens makes references to Jean Massarts’ Pour la protection de la nature en
Belgique.
Massart, Jean, Pour La Protection De La Nature En Belgique. Brussels: Lamertin, 1912.
Notteboom, Bruno. “Ouvrons Les Yeux!”: Stedenbouw En Beeldvorming Van Het Landschap In België 18901940. [unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent university, 2009.
227 Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’Agglomération Anversoise. Antwerp: La Métropole.
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agglomeration not only as a botanical-historical museum, but also as an urban habitat
in the making - as a new urban world beyond the city that was on its way.
Schobbens’ guide was very popular in early twentieth century Antwerp. It was
published by the Royal Touring Club de Belgique, which had been founded as Belgium’s
very first tourist and leisure organisation in 1895.228 By 1910, their Bulletin du TCB
and the association’s publications had a readership that could easily compete with the
country’s largest newspapers.229 In addition to this naturally large range, Schobbens’
guide again received a lot of attention in many Antwerp newspapers. It was praised
as “educational, entertaining, widely accessible and inexpensive”230 and became “a big
sales success.”231 (Fig. 6.31) Following its success, the booklet was reissued a couple of
times, each time including some new trails.232 Schobbens even became “known to the
general public mainly for his walking guides.”233 And at the same time, he made the
general public familiar with the SCAA’s work and with the changing urban landscape
in the urbanising agglomeration.

228 Notteboom, Bruno. “Ouvrons Les Yeux”: p. 299.
229 In the mid 1920’s the organisation reached an amount of 200.000 members!
Notteboom, Bruno. “Ouvrons Les Yeux”: p. 299.
230 Krantenartikels gescand door student.
231 Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen Zijn Waardevolle Bijkomstigheden: Stedelijk Groen In Antwerpen, 1859-1973.
Leuven: University press, 2016: p. 205.
232 Schobbens, Joseph. Les environs d’Anvers: 42 promenades pédestres. Brussels: Touring Club de
Belgique, 1921.
Schobbens, Joseph. Les environs d’Anvers : 65 promenades pédestres dans un rayon de 10 kilomètres à
partir de l’Hôtel de Ville. Brussels: Editions du Touring Club de Belgique, 1930.
Schobbens, Joseph. Dans la province d’Anvers : 71 promenades pédestres dans un rayon de plus de 10
kilomètres à partir de l’Hôtel de Ville. Brussels : Touring Club de Belgique, 1931.
233 Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen Zijn Waardevolle Bijkomstigheden: p.205.
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►

Amateurism as a prerequisite to practise urbanisation
as a socio-cultural project?
According to Andy Merrifield, Edward Said gave a perfect definition of amateurism by stating that it is all about being “moved not by profit or reward but by
love for, and an unquenchable interest in the larger picture, in making connections
across lines and barriers, in refusing to be tied down to a specialty, in caring for ideas
and values in spite of the restrictions of a profession.”234 As already mentioned in the
introduction, these references are not intended to imply that the SCAA members
were not driven by motives such as pride and reward, but that their work was also
permeated by another dimension that comes close to these definitions of amateurism. Said’s definition is in any case very apt to capture certain aspects of the SCAA’s
work. Their work was all about breaking down territorial, administrative, disciplinary and work-related boundaries in order to achieve a bigger picture: the Antwerp
Agglomeration. In this chapter, we have seen that some members like Schobbens, De
Heem, Holvoet and Mennes also became inspirers of the agglomeration outside the
limits of their office as thoroughbred technocrats. They became amateur writers, lecturers, exhibition curators and guides, photographers, event planners, press delegates,
voluntary hobbyists and promoters of local tourism.
Of all the SCAA members, Joseph Schobbens incarnated this amateurism the
most. He had, for instance “abandoned a very promising professional career as an attorney because of his public vocation.”235 In his role of Province Registrar, urbanising
the agglomeration had become “a cause he had chosen as his life’s work” and which he
“tackled with enthusiasm and driving force.” A man who had always “an open eye for
the social problems raised by urban planning.”236 Schobbens, in other words symbolised the SCAA’s “multifaceted approach” and allegiance to the entire population
with his profound “knowledge of natural and urban beauty, archaeology, history and
folklore.”237 Fields of interest that stimulated him to take his duties well “beyond the
confines of the SCAA” and his “delimited task as a Provincial Clerk.” 238 Arguably, it
was this kind of tireless dedication, across partitions of all kinds, that in the long
run established a shared way of looking at the agglomeration among different
234 Merrifield, Andy. The Amateur: p. 15.
Said, Edward. Representations of the Intellectual. New York: Vintage Books, 1994.
235 “Hulde in de Provincieraad. Griffier Schobbens aan de eer. Hartelijke Feestrede,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
26 Oktober 1938.
236 SCAA, subcommittee 22. Hove - aanvraag tot het openen van straten in de wijk gelegen tusschen de
Kapelstraat, de Mortselschensteenweg en den spoorweg Antwerpen-Brussel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 28
December 1939.
237 “Heer Schobbens, Eere-Griffier gehuldigd. Een schitterend feestmaal te zijner eere,” Gazet van
Antwerpen, 4 December 1938.
238 SCAA, subcommittee 22. Hove - aanvraag tot het openen van straten in de wijk gelegen tusschen de
Kapelstraat, de Mortselschensteenweg en den spoorweg Antwerpen-Brussel [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 28
December 1939.
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Figure 6.33
By the end of his career, Schobbens had become an appreciated public
figure. On the occasion of his retirement (where he was seated next to Antwerp Mayor Camille Huysmans), but also at his funeral barely a year later,
the merits of Registrar Schobbens for the province and for the development of his beloved agglomeration in particular were widely acknowledged.
In spite of his then undisputed merits, Schobbens was largely forgotten in
the course of the following decades – most certainly in the historiography
of urbanism. Perhaps the relative ideal left too few emblematic traces to be
retained in the historical gallery of urban planning.
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Figure 6.34
After WWII, and after the SCAA had ceased to exist, the committee’s mission of turning urbanisation into a social project disintegrated completely. During the technocratic 1960s, some of
Mennes’ precautionary principles of not building against the laws of geology and hydrography
were abandoned, with several floods as a consequence. The architectural imagination that had
helped shape the pre-war boulevards gave way to an extremely utilitarian way of building and
developing. Several big players such as Amelinckx, Etrimo or Extensa remained active, but instead
of the balanced co-production that was stimulated under the SCAA’s reign, each of these firms
returned more and more to their own internal business logic of developing solitary slabs, pieces
of park city or a parcelled out suburbia. Whether or not all these developments generated
productive forms of urbanity was no longer coordinated but left to chance. Urbanisons! as urban
project gave way to urbanisation as a process of random accumulation.
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administrations and policy levels, civil engineers, architects, landowners, developers,
contractors and – as we have argued in this even among the Antwerp population in
general. Even though none of the ancillary activities mentioned in this chapter really
fell under the heading of ‘big’ or ‘professional’ participation, they nevertheless stimulated a certain degree of popular involvement, simply by making sure that people
were ‘being there’ and were ‘being made aware’ of what was going on – to paraphrase
Merrifield once more.239 As such, some sort of societal campaign for urbanisation
took shape. Urbanisation turned into a shared matter of concern, a shared reverie,
which everyone became part of and could rely to.
It is true that with the rise of urban planning and organisations such as the UIV,
the general climate at the turn of the 20th century was favourable to turn urbanisation
into a social project. But certain individual’s daily efforts were just as important and
decisive than this general climate. As we have seen throughout this work, especially
Joseph Schobbens and Paul De Heem were the standard-bearers of the SCAA’s project. For more than 30 years, these men were able to curb urbanisation into a shared
urban project in the Antwerp Agglomeration. Not for nothing did his colleagues
admit that Schobbens’ “role had coincided with and defined the committee’s entire
history,” as can be read in the quote this chapter starts with. Even after his retirement
in 1938, Schobbens, as befits a true amateur, remained involved within the SCAA. He
stayed on in a “different role,”240 freed from the administrative burdens of a secretary
- but in the perfect position to put his decades of experience and love for the agglomeration to good use. When Schobbens died unexpectedly in June 1939, barely one
year after his retirement at the age of 67, his passing marked the premature end of an
era. The SCAA remained active, but especially after the German Occupation, nothing
much remained of its diligent operation. When engineer De Heem resigned in 1941
(see Chapter 1), the SCAA had lost its two most devoted advocates and de facto
ceased to exist.
Turning ‘urbanisation’ into a socially shared project, was just as much the fruit
of the devoted lives and amateurism of a number of passionate people as it was the
outcome of attempts of ‘expert’-planners trying to gain a foothold as proper professionals within institutional frameworks. It was in the Province, that people like
Schobbens and De Heem found the perfect free-haven to indulge their professionalising amateurism, or amateurish professionalism. Schobbens knew all too well that
this position was under pressure. At his retirement celebration, he had addressed
his 275 guests to talk about “something that had always been close to his heart” i.e.
that “the province had an almost boundless and continued role to play” in terms of
239 Merrifield, Andy. The Amateur: pp. 171-203.
240 “Hulde in de Provincieraad. Griffier Schobbens aan de eer. Hartelijke Feestrede,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
26 Oktober 1938.
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“urbanisation.”241 (Fig. 6.33) Yet he warned that the province’s position slowly but
surely started to falter. “It is necessary,” he continued, “that the provincial council
itself, and all its members, are very aware of their own rights and are willing to defend
those rights, both against the all-consuming spirit of centralisation and against the
considerable influence of the big cities.”242 In retrospect, it were prophetic words that
help to explain the downfall of the SCAA’s hard-won efforts to turn urbanisation into
the cultural project it had become.
After the second world war, the provincial, aristocratic-bourgeois environment in
which the SCAA was rooted was completely dismantled. In The Sorrows of Belgium,
Martin Conway described how the role of the provinces was marginalised in the
post-war political reconstruction of the country.243 Probably it was not by chance that
this political manoeuvre happened under socialist reign and was fuelled by figures
such as Camille Huysmans and Lode Craeybecks who, constantly switching between
their roles as Antwerp mayors and statesmen, wanted to put an end to “one hundred
years of bourgeois democracy.”244 (Fig. 6.33) A kind of democracy of which the aristocratic provinces had been the prime example and which was quickly done away with
after WWII. It sure seems as if the provincial playing field for policy entrepreneurs
and amateurs such as Schobbens and De Heem was crushed between city and state.
These events also marked the end of the province’s urbanisation efforts as a socio-cultural project.
After WWII, for example, metropolitan governance was mainly dealt with in
the ‘Conference of Mayors’ on the initiative of the socialist mayor of Antwerp Lode
Craeybeckx - but completely failed to match the intensive inter-municipal project it
had been under impulse of the SCAA.245 The agenda at these conferences was very
managerial in nature and the shared cultural perspective and imagination that the
agglomeration’s development had had under provincial reign quickly disappeared. A
glance at the post-war activities of the stakeholders that the SCAA had cooperated
241 “Hulde in de Provincieraad. Griffier Schobbens aan de eer. Hartelijke Feestrede,” Gazet van Antwerpen,
26 Oktober 1938.
242 He also added that Governor Holvoet had already mentioned these problems, in an all too cautious way
in his report ‘Les Grandes Agglomérations Urbaines’ from 1937.
Ibid.
243 Conway, Martin. The Sorrows of Belgium: Liberation and Political Reconstruction, 1944-1947. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012.
244 Craeybeckx, Lode. Honderd jaar burgerlijke demokratie. Brussels: De Wilde Roos, 1930.
Craeybeckx, Lode. Réformes de structure. Brussels : Lumière, 1946.
245 Van Aelst, Jan and Karel Peeters. Conferentie van de burgemeesters van de Antwerpse agglomeratie, 19471957. Antwerp: stadsbestuur Antwerpen, 1958.
van Aelst, Jan. Conferentie van de burgemeesters van de Antwerpse agglomeratie, 1958-1962. Antwerp:
Stadsbestuur Antwerpen, 1963.
Craeybeckx, Lode and Karel Peeters. De 75ste conferentie van de burgemeesters van de Antwerpse agglomeratie : toespraak. Antwerp: Stadsbestuur Antwerpen, 1964.
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with and provided with a shared image-guide between 1907 and 1939 leaves little to
the imagination. Municipalities were no longer actively encouraged to finish the inter-municipal bypasses that had been set up before the war and retreated safely within
their territorial boundaries. Circular roads remained forever deadlocked on national
infrastructures such as railways and canals. A figure like August Mennes continued to
provide several municipalities with technical assistance. But deprived of the context
that the SCAA had repeatedly put him in, many of his plans became increasingly
instrumental. After Mennes’ death in 1953, his deep geological and topographical
understanding of the agglomeration was lost as well. There was no longer an administrative context anymore in which this kind of territorial knowledge was valued. As a
consequence, some of Mennes’ cautious ideas, such as not re-directing the river Schijn
too far from the city, as well as the simple insight not to build on land composed of
alluvial clay disappeared from view. That was not without consequences. The river
Schijn was re-directed anyway, in an underground concrete bedding, and new neighbourhoods built on adjacent clayish polders. When in the 1960’s, the rainwater-collectors of new motorway were added to the underground Schijn as well, it didn’t take
long before entire neighbourhoods flooded several times.246 (Fig. 6.34) Mennes simply
would’ve rolled his eyes at so much folly.
The Antwerp architects, for their part, no longer published magazines spreading
new ideas regarding the image of the urbanising agglomeration. In the absence of an
overall and lovingly directed project such magazines probably had little raison d’être.
The building of apartments along the agglomeration’s large roads continued, but was
no longer an object of architectural culture. (Fig. 6.34) A company such as Extensa no
longer designed tract development schemes together with urban engineers, architects
and fanatics who went on a field trips altogether to investigate the capabilities of the
site – insisting on harmonizing street patterns with local topography. Instead, some
land-surveyor ended up drawing as much as right-angled plots as possible for all the
company’s estates with the sole aim of making the land as profitable as possible (Fig.
6.34). Ironically, in the case of Extensa, it was a certain Mr. Urban who produced all
these allotments - a Mr. R.Urban to be precise.247 Moreover, a brochure from the 70s
nicely shows how Extensa relied on a kind of ‘corporate’ urbanisation that was only
conditioned by the internal logic of the company. The firm simultaneously provided
access to land, the subdivision of that land, and the supply of bricks and became an
self-sustaining urbanisation machine.
246 For a very thorough reconstruction of the post-war saga of the river Schijn, see:
Vandecasteele, Karlien. Ruimte voor het Schijn? [unpublished master thesis]. Antwerp: Antwerp High
School, 2006.
247 No joke, It was his real name, not even a nickname. The man’s name was Robert Urban. R.Urban, in
other words. This story, and Rober Urban’s name was mentioned to me by Gerda, secretary at the firm
Extensa who had been working at the firm for nearly half a century – and who helped a great deal in
exploring the firm’s archives.

Chapter 6

Similarly, in the absence of a broad socio-cultural framing of urbanisation, large
developers such as François Amelinckx began to develop apartments en masse and
with the rationalisation of their own business logic as the main motive.248 Several of
the company’s post-war advertisements (such as the image of a lone tower guard,
within reach of all the advantages of the city, but at the same time completely detached from it) are emblematic of the shift from urbanisation as a shared generative
project to urbanisation as a parasitic process of private capital accumulation. (Fig.
6.34) Amelinckx no longer conformed nor contributed to a collective environment in
the making, but overshadowed the urban environment with his freestanding high-rise
slabs.249 A man like Jean-Florian Collin evolved in a similar direction with his firm
Etrimo, although that company at least maintained the ambition to realise fragments
of what could be interpreted as a park city.250 (Fig. 6.34) Arguably, these events were
symptomatic of the fact that urbanising the agglomeration as a cultural project, based
on a shared language, progressively disappeared from the public sphere. No more
exhibitions, newspaper reports, or walking guides that brought ‘the urbanisation
of the agglomeration’ to broad public attention. Gone were the days when amateur
policy-entrepreneurs engaged in urbanisation as a cultural project that was able to
give common direction to a fragmented field of different stakeholders. Ironically, after
WWII, all of these actors separately built on the potential with which the SCAA had
endowed the territory - but they did so independently of each other, without a shared
horizon or collective imagination.
It goes without saying that these shifts were largely due to profound socio-cultural, political and economic transitions in society at large. Changes that far transcended the SCAA as a local policy body and that determined the course of the entire
twentieth century in general.251 In the Antwerp context, however, these transitions
remarkably coincided with the disappearance of a provincial playing field from which
professional policy-entrepreneurs a.k.a. passionate amateurs were able to invent, promote and practice urbanisation as a cultural project. It was figures such as Schobbens
and De Heem and institutions such as the SCAA that tried to keep increasingly
disintegrating questions of urbanisation together as the constituent components
of a plausible urban project. Without these Hommes de l’Agglomération and their
arduous efforts, post-war urbanisation quickly turned from a collectively imaginary
and shared project into an elusive process that society was subjected to and simply
248 “François Amelinckx Voorzitter-Stichter Bouwbedrijf Amelinckx n.v. [interview],” ZIE Magazine, June
19 1970: pp.14-19.
249 Broes, Tom, and Michiel Dehaene. “Real Estate Pioneers on the Metropolitan Frontier : the Works of
Jean-Florian Collin and François Amelinckx in Antwerp.” Cities, Communities and Territories 33, (2017):
pp. 89–112.
250 Broes, Tom. “The Architect, the Contractor and the Developer : The Rise and Fall of Real Estate
Architecture in Belgium 1918-1985.” In Real Estate Architecture : The Apartment Building, edited by
Burquel Benoît and Martin Dumont, pp.14–22. Liege: REA, 2018.
251 Secchi, Bernardo. La ville du vingtième siècle. Paris: Editions Recherches, 2009.
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had to undergo. After Schobbens and De Heem, the right to control the urbanisation
process was no longer claimed in the agglomeration.
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Interlude 2
In 1932, the 25th anniversary of the SCAA was celebrated with a very large
exhibition in the Antwerp City Hall. In the context of that exhibition, the two
unadulterated protagonists of the SCAA, Engineer Paul De Heem and Clerk
Joseph Schobben, were very publicly active. This interlude gives evidence of two
events as they were issued by the architectural journal L’Emulation in 1932: De
Heem’s substantial lecture for the Cercle Royale Artistique d’Anvers, and Schobbens’
extensive interview to the newspaper La Métropole.
Source of the reproduced material: François, Lucien. “Exposition De La Commission D’Etudes
pour l’Aménagement du Grand-Anvers.” L’Emulation 52, no. 11 (1932): p. 323-343.
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“Research constitutes amassing data; it rarely means thinking deeply about
a problem, certainly not formulating concepts about this problem, and then
engaging in a politics around that problem. This isn’t helpful in the development of deeper, critical understandings of the urban problematic. Arguably, it
creates a discipline that is at heart anti-intellectual. And anti-intellectualism
doesn’t ‘impact’ well in the long run. On the other hand, neither does sloppy theorising, or theorising divorced from political and social engagement.
Consequently, there are dangers of ‘pure’ theorising too. (…) ‘Thoughts
without content are empty’, said Kant in the Critique of pure reason; although
he also said ‘thoughts without concepts are blind.’ And so we hobble along,
between analytical emptiness and conceptual blindness.”
ANDY MERRIFIELD, THE NEW URBAN QUESTION, 2014
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Conclusion

Towards an art of urbanisation?
By way of conclusion, I will explain which light the studied material sheds on the
three layers that were built up in the introduction - albeit in reverse order. First, I will
dwell on the historical importance and legacy of the studied episode of urbanising the
Antwerp agglomeration – and the chapter of urbanising the Belgian agglomerations
in general. What does this episode mean for the historiography of urban development, in Belgium and beyond? Secondly, I will discuss how and to what extent the
urbanisation perspective was present in the case itself – how it informed the SCAA’s
members agency, and what that entails exactly for the theoretical perspective. Finally,
I would like to bring this research trajectory back to the central question around
which it was constructed in the first place: what has the legacy of the SCAA’s project
of urbanising the Antwerp agglomeration has to offer the epistemology of urbanism?
Which roots of a different urbanism can be derived from their work – and according
to which intellectual axes can that urbanism be conceptualised?

►

The Legacy of Urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration

This research shed light on a particular chapter in Belgian planning history
which was given little attention hitherto. It focussed on the planning work of the
SCAA for the Antwerp Agglomeration between 1907 and 1939. Throughout six
chapters, this work painted an in-depth picture of the way in which certain urban
questions specifically arose and were tackled in the context of Antwerp. However,
by embedding the case in conversations and discourses that were ongoing in a wider
context and in various professional circles, this work also provides tools to understand
the project of Urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration in the context of an emerging
discipline of urbanism and planning at the beginning of 20th century Europe.
In Chapter 1, it became clear that urbanising the agglomeration overlapped to a
large extent with the discourse developed by organisations such as the UIV and the
UVCB on municipal cooperation. In a municipalist-oriented context in which administrative reform and strong metropolitan governance structures were unthinkable, a
model of confederal municipalism was adopted. Remarkably, it was the Provinces that
came to be the de facto rulers of this confederal model. In the Belgian context this

624

Ur b a n is on s !

political level has always been considered somewhat marginal, yet it was under the
tutelage of the provinces that the project of urbanising the Antwerp Agglomeration
(as a supra-municipal matter of concern) was shaped. The beating heart of the SCAA,
a purely advisory committee with expert amateurs Schobbens and De Heem at its
helm, was indeed in the provincial administration. However, the separate municipalities remained the only administrative unit with any decision-making power.
This somewhat peculiar construction had a strong impact on the practice that
the province was able to develop. Rather than imposing a wilful urban masterplan on
the municipalities, the SCAA, as a provincial organ, supported these municipalities
in addressing emerging urban questions in a more or less concerted way and through
the development of a collective spatial frameworks. Rather than planning in advance,
the SCAA was ‘thinking in action’, trying to control ongoing urbanisation process on
the spot, engaging in a close conversation with the particular situation. Their praxis
was structured around pertinent urban questions that were highly topical and tangible
in society at that time – and which the SCAA helped politicising to a certain extent.
Tangible questions such as a general sewerage system to remedy the hygienic crisis,
smoother connections between city and hinterland, an urban public transport network beyond the historic ramparts, housing for different social classes, public facilities
such as parks, sports facilities, schools and so on. These were not necessarily the major
ecological transition issues that urbanism faces today (such as energy, water, food,
biodiversity, etc.) - although some of them were present in the bud. Yet it were all the
questions from which urbanism derived its raison d’être at the time – and continue to
dominate urban agenda’s ever since.
What is essential to understand the work of the SCAA is the fact that the committee had a lot of expertise at its disposal in many different fields. Thanks to its many
members and links (with engineers, policy-makers of all political levels, several ministries, architects, real estate developers, bankers, etc.) the SCAA could rely on state-ofthe-art knowledge in fields such as road construction, sewage construction, urbanism
and planning, architecture, finance capitalism, logics of real estate development, etc.
But in addition to these universal frameworks of knowledge, the members of the
SCAA were truly attached to their city and its local context. Arguably, it was precisely
the fact that the SCAA was a hub of knowledge where many insights converged and
the fact that it was very attached to the particularity of Antwerp and its surroundings
that prevented the commission from dealing with the development of their city in a
universal, wilful, and model-based ways.
Indeed, the SCAA never envisioned a clean break from urbanisation as a
historical process of accumulation – it did not strive to conceptualise or implement
‘new urban models’ in pursuit of a radical leap from the pre-modern to the modern
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city - as happened, for example, in Howard’s Garden City, Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin,
Hilberseimer’s Grosstadt or Schwartz’s Ville-Paysage. However, this does not mean
that the SCAA did not recognise and use all these ideas, knowledge and technological development. Yet, the exact contribution of all these new technological frameworks and urban models was translated to and interpreted within the specific and
contingent context of Antwerp. Urbanisation as a long-term process of socio-spatial
transformation was injected with new technological possibilities, urban concepts
and insights. In this way, the SCAA patiently built on its beloved city - with the aim
of making it ‘greater’ while keeping up with the times. In doing so, the committee’s
most prominent members constantly moved between general reflection and particular
practice. Schobbens’ Plantations Routières or Les Parcs publics du point de Vue Social, his
drafting of a general framework for taxing urban rent; De Heem’s Modes D’exécution
des Travaux de Voirie or Holvoet’s Les Grandes Agglomérations Urbaines all reveal a
profound, broad and analytical understanding of the general problematic and challenges of early 20th century urbanisation. However, their analytical understanding did
not lead them to formulate rational models to be applied universally. That was nicely
expressed early on in their contribution to the 1913 International Urbanism Congress
in Ghent, which they themselves described as practical rather than theoretical. The
SCAA practised urbanisation as a concrete abstraction - based on the understanding
that universal urban questions always require solutions that are historically and spatially contingent and require interpretive and intellectual labour time and again.
Today it has been claimed that much of the modern planning movements and
models that originated around the turning of the 20th century were informed by
anti-urban sentiment.1 The old city was left for what it was, with all its problems and
disillusions. Either it was literally wiped out, or new models were built a little further
afield. Yet that was explicitly not the case in the SCAA’s work. The ‘city’ as an environment remained a strong image-guide according to which the urbanising agglomeration was built. That may be explained by the protagonists’ ‘love’ for their city: they
could simply not give up their own city for a universal, generic model. However, they
did advocate an improved kind of city that got rid of some of the downsides of its
historical antecedent. A greener city, with aerated modern boulevards, equipped with
modern utilities, different housing typologies and new sorts of facilities. A city that
was no longer homogeneous in terms of image, but in which ‘the urban’ emerged as
a layered superposition of different imaginaries: historical city, modern metropolis
1

See, for instance:
Remy, Jean. “Signification de la juxtaposition spatiale,” in La ville: Phénomène économique, pp. 9-50.
Brussels: Editions Vie Ouvrière, 1966.
Dehaene, Michiel. Tuinieren in het stedelijk veld / Gardening in the Urban Field. Ghent: A&S, 2013.
Smets, Marcel. De Ontwikkeling Van De Tuinwijkgedachte In België: Een Overzicht Van De Belgische
Volkswoningbouw In De Periode Van 1830 Tot 1930. Brussels: Mardaga, 1977.
Fortier, Bruno. L’Amour des villes. Liège: Mardaga, 1994.
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and garden city intertwined into one ‘difficult whole.’2 A new urban environment that
did not break with the historic city, but incorporated it within the new context of an
urbanising agglomeration. The urban agglomeration emerged as a continuation of
l’art de bâtir la ville, albeit in a modern guise – and permanently amended according
to changing views, ideas and possibilities.
he SCAA’s approach does not correspond well with the patterns of expectation
that have coloured some of the dominant historical narratives, be it the narratives of
the modern movement who reserved a place for the planning work of figures such
as Verwilghen, Vanderswaelmen, Bourgeois and others. The SCAA as an institution
did not (nor aspired to) deliver the integrated forms of metropolitan and regional planning some of the ‘chroniclers’ of planning in Belgium had hoped for. This
feeling of ‘Belgian failure’ also prevails in the academic perception and reception of
this key-period in planning history. In his Planning the twentieth-century city: the
advanced capitalist world, planning historian Stephen Ward, for instance, discusses
a number of modes of international transfer of planning expertise. Ward describes
the urban planning efforts in Belgium at that time as a “case in point” of “selective
borrowing,” meaning that “no identifiable innovation resulted from borrowed ideas
and practices” and that the engagement with “imported planning models is more
shallow”.3 We have seen that the SCAA has indeed relied on expertise from outside,
from many fields and angles. De Heem’s and Schobbens’ contribution to the 1913
planning congress in Ghent seems to confirm that not much effort was made in the
Belgian context to make decisive contributions to the great urban planning models of
the time. According to Schobbens and De Heem themselves, their contribution was
not intended to come up with general and sanctifying solutions for cities other than
Antwerp – a city for which they nonetheless claimed to have found perfectly reasonable proposals and tailored solutions. Similar argument can be made about their early
plea for a ‘relative ideal’ - as distinct from an ‘absolute ideal’ models or plans. Figures
like Schobbens and De Heem simply followed another intellectual path. Arguably,
their position was not particularly appealing in a timeframe where frantic efforts were
being made to turn urbanism into a headstrong and ‘normal’ science in its own right.
It might explain why the Belgian contribution to the international making of the
planning discourse and profession was never really picked up.4
T

But the SCAA’s true contribution was perhaps in their pertinent refusal to want
to contribute to these abstracted international models and debates. The SCAA’s work
reveals the extent to which urban planning is as much “interpretive” practice, as it is a
2
3
4

Venturi, Robert. “The Obligation toward the Difficult Whole,” in Complexity and Contradiction in
Architecture, pp. 88-105. London: Architectural press, 1977.
Ward, Stephen. Planning the twentieth-century city: the advanced capitalist world. Chichester: Wiley, 2002.
Strauven, Iwan. Victor Bourgeois (1897-1962): Radicaliteit En Pragmatisme. Moderniteit En Traditie
[unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Ghent: Ghent University, 2015.
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Figure C.1
A 1940 plan by Ledent reveals that the Antwerp Agglomeration was only one of the large agglomerations that were in the collective consciousness of Belgian urbanists and planners at that time.
Does the marking of the territorial boundaries of the provinces suggest they played a decisive
role in urbanising these agglomerations? After this study, I tend to think that the Antwerp case
was a kind of ‘primus inter pares’, and that similar stories that can be written in the context of
Brussels, Charleroi, Bruges, Ghent and Liege. Here lies a research programme that could shed a
more substantial light on the formation and proper epistemology of urbanism in Belgium.

“model-based” one. Indeed, the (socio-economic, political, cultural, …) conditions under which pure models can materialise at all are rarely fully present. The Antwerp case
nicely demonstrates how techniques such as interpretation, borrowing, translation,
layering, collaging, can ensure that models engage in a productive conversation with
the specific situation. Moreover, the outcome of such a conception of urbanism is
open-ended - never burdened by the limitations inherent in the model, or by the unsuspected but possibilities that present themselves along the way but that the model
excludes. In many cases (such as in the steady construction of the metropolitan grid),
we have seen this principle at work. This is reminiscent of Grulois’ assertion that by
inscribing the emergence of urban planning in a detailed exploration of the “process
of fabricating the urban,” urbanists like de Ligne were able to identify the concept of
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the “agglomeration as an open and non-deterministic concept specific of the Belgian
territory.”5
This work also suggests that the practices that shaped urbanizing agglomerations
contain roots for a different kind of epistemology of Belgian urbanism. While this
work focussed on Antwerp, Chapter 1 in particular makes clear that the Antwerp
case can not be seen in isolation from other Belgian cities. Therefore, this work should
also be read as an open invitation to examine in greater depth specific cases such as
Bruges, Ghent, Brussels, Charleroi and Liège - where similar commissions have been
at work. Here lies an unexplored research programme that could structure a counter-project which, after two decades of systematic research into dispersed urbanisation
in Belgium, could help to provide a sharper picture of the way in which the large
agglomerations were actively given shape - in parallel and at the same time. (Fig. C.1)
According to Emile Vinck, there were two laboratories behind the rise of urbanism
in Belgium: post-WWI reconstruction and the shaping of major urban agglomerations. Whereas the rise of Belgian urbanism was mainly from the point of view of the
first laboratory,6 this research contributed to the epistemology of Belgian urbanism
from the perspective of the larger agglomerations. In expanding this research to other
Belgian cities lie opportunities to further nuance general perceptions and assertions
such as those of Stephen Ward.

►

An urbanisation perspective in casu

Joseph Schobbens’ extensive interview from 1932 demonstrates the provincial
clerk’s very keen insight into the nature and dynamics of urbanization in the Antwerp
metropolitan agglomeration at that time. (See Interlude 3) By then, Schobbens seems
to have been perfectly aware that urbanisation cannot be interpreted as a linear process that rolls over the urban hinterland, spreading outward from the historical city
in concentric circles. It was clear even then that urbanisation is a complex process of
spatial differentiation, engendering multi-scalar and dynamics of territorial rescaling.7 To start with, the urbanisation of the agglomeration would never have been the
same if the port of Antwerp had not been forced to engage in an international logic
of economic competitiveness securing Belgium’s economic expansion and prosperity. Moreover, urbanizing the agglomeration implied something quite different from
neatly continuing to build the city on its outskirts. Urbanisation dynamics did not
manifest themselves in a homogeneous manner, and transformed both the historic
5
6
7

Ibid. p. 16.
Smets, Marcel. Resurgam: La reconstruction en Belgique après 1914. Brussels: Crédit communal de
Belgique, 1985.
Brenner, Neil. Implosions/explosions: Towards a Study of Planetary Urbanisation. Berlin: Jovis, 2014.
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core and the surrounding hinterland in different ways.
The face of the historical city changed completely. National roads penetrating the
historical core were enlarged and gave way to new urban typologies; vicinal railways
were pulled into the city and in this sense ‘urbanised’ their services; the emergence
of banking institutions and new (international) headquarters turned strictly residential into commercial districts engendering a complete commodification of the core.
Moreover, urbanisation was partly channelled by a spatial pattern of existing municipalities that were ‘eingemeinded’ in a new metropolitan structure. Rural hamlets
that were not waiting for the expanding city to engulf their territory, but that were
urbanising in place. The agglomeration’s urbanisation dynamic was not radio-concentric, but multi-polar, historically contingent and pre-structured by the existing settlement pattern. The SCAA did attempt to provide these municipalities with a shared
spatial framework, so that they could all incorporated in one metropolitan structure.
Urbanisation was a radical, extended and differentiated territorial transformation
process, initiated by Antwerp’s internationalising port activity, that simultaneously
transformed the city and its rural surroundings. To say it with Jean Rémy’s somewhat
idiosyncratic language: the non-urbanised city and its non-urbanised hinterland
transformed altogether into one urbanised agglomeration. Finally, this research revealed that developing this urbanising agglomeration was largely dependent and impacting on far more extended territories than the city’s immediate surroundings alone.
The case nicely shows how forms of concentrated and extended urbanisation were
already mutually intertwined at the beginning of the 20th century – both substantially
and politically. In order to supply the growing agglomeration with drinking water, for
instance, a sandy heathland located some 60 kilometres from the city was considered.
In addition, the plan’s feasibility required the involvement of several municipalities far
beyond the agglomeration’s confines. The agglomeration’s ‘one-mile-grid’ was nothing
less than the local adaptation, elaboration and urban conditioning of an emerging
national road scape. The agglomeration was provided with public parks using provincial funds - but only on the condition that the peripheral corners of the province’s territory were provided with electricity in return. Finally, the urbanising agglomeration
largely relied on industrial landscapes such as, for instance, the clay pits of the brick
industry in Boom - where the raw material of urbanisation was produced: red brick.8
8

The landscapes of the urban agglomeration were dependent on and served by what Neil Brenner
recently conceptualised as ‘operational landscapes’ that far extend the agglomeration’s boundaries, that
are at first sight seemingly unaffected by urbanisation and that became increasingly planetary in scale
throughout the 20th century. Perhaps more important is the understanding that processes of dispersed
and concentrated urbanisation were closely intertwined, and even completely interdependent. This finding contributes to the conviction that urbanisation and city, agglomeration and sprawl, cannot be studied
as independent cases. These cases, although spatially differentiated, are always communicating vessels
linked by urbanisation. See:
Brenner, Neil, and Nikos Katsikis. “Operational landscapes: hinterlands of the capitalocene.”
Architectural Design, 90, no 1.(2020): pp. 22-31.
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Protagonists such as Schobbens and De Heem were very aware of all these aspects of urbanisation in the agglomeration. They all came up in the many meetings of
the many thematic and territorial subcommittees into which the SCAA was divided.
Meetings that Schobbens, De Heem (and later Mennes) were the only ones to attend
all.
Given this awareness, it is not surprising that the SCAA developed a practice
that differed quite a bit from more classical forms of urbanism. Rather, the SCAA
was installed to ensure that urbanisation could territorialise in particular and meaningful ways in the sub-space of the Antwerp agglomeration – in the historical core
and surrounding territories alike. In the SCAA’s work, and in the early 20th century in
Belgium in general, the word urbanisation had a programmatic charge: a derived form
of the verb to urbanise. Urbanisation, in the context of the SCAA’s work, was defined
as “an evolutionary science by nature, for it must take into account much more the
future than the present, subordinate as it is to the very evolution of material progress
and the economic conditions governing a community. (...) For human beings, urbanisation is about creating harmony in their collective appropriation of land.”9
Siding with urbanisation gave the SCAA’s member a perspective that put them
on a different path than that of the campaign of comprehensive planning. They
followed a path defined by a series of transformative practices structuring the urbanisation process - rather than codified ideas about the agglomerations proper shape,
form or spatial organisation. Siding myself with what I started to consider as my ‘dead
friends’ allowed me to look at a heterogeneous set of responses that were historically
being produced by multiple actors in order to face emerging urban questions at the
turn of 20th century Antwerp – revealing a layered landscape of engineering associations, local investors and financiers, sports fanatics, local politician, landed aristocracy,
ministerial departments, local associations of architects or nature conservationists
– and ultimately, society at large. The Antwerp case, in short explicitly contained a
framing of urbanisation as a process of socio-spatial transformation, skilfully managed
for, from within and with society.
It allowed me to cast clerk Schobbens and Engineer De Heem as ‘masters of urbanisation’ (rather than urbanists), that acknowledged the need to counter the shortcomings and inequalities of unregulated capitalist development, but must get on and
act with their relative powerlessness. In this sense, this work contributes to a renewed
quest for contemporary histories of redistribution and continues the lineage of the
investigations of the great model cases of Vienna and Amsterdam done by scholars
like Manfredo Tafuri, Nancy Stieber or Eve Blau.10 But it also differs from them. The
9
10

Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’agglomération anversoise. La Métropole: 1928. n.p.
Tafuri, Manfredo, and Catherine Chatin. Vienne La Rouge: La Politique Immobilière De La Vienne
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canonical historical appraisals highlight how modern architecture and urban planning
played a crucial role in implementing a governmental attempt towards redistribution
at a moment in time when urban regulations and laws where just about to formalise
the trade of land as an asset. The agency of people like Schobbens, De Heem, Mennes
or the young watchmen all contributed to the development of operational programs
that not only fed into discourse but that could build on an economic disposition that
sustains them. In this way, by telling the rather singular stories of singular actors, this
work attempts to contribute to a history of globalisation and its repercussions on the
territory.11
In retrospect, it is notable that the SCAA operated in a very particular political-economic instant in time. On the one hand, urbanisation intensified rapidly and
the discovery of land as an investment asset became widespread. On the other hand,
the legal and political frameworks regulating these phenomena were very fragmentary
and incomplete. This may be interpreted as a setback, yet it also offered a lot of elbow
room for experimentation and policy-entrepreneurship. The concrete practices and
experiences of committee members such as Schobbens, De Heem and Holvoet creatively informed several bills, some of which were effectively implemented (such as the
1914 law on the protection of trees and rural aesthetics) and some of which were not
(such as the 1932 law for urbanisation of cities and towns, a consolidated legal framework for taxing urban rent or the 1937 provincial building codes). Yet in spite of these
institutional gaps, the SCAA’s provisory policy-entrepreneurs nevertheless managed
to shape the contours of an urban agglomeration in the making – largely supported by
a persistent forms of political in-betweening between municipality and state. In other
words, they found ways to change, redirect and bend the laws of urbanisation to their
will. That is exactly what turned them into masters of urbanisation.
It seems somewhat contradictory then, that, despite the burgeoning legislation
on urban planning in Belgium (1946 and 1962), the conditions for engaging in the
development of urban agglomerations did deteriorate after WWII rather than improve. In 1948, for instance, state subsidies granted by the law De Taeye encouraged
individual families to massively build single-family houses. From 1962 onwards, these
subsidies were complemented by the adoption of comprehensive zoning plans that
rather indiscriminately provided a legal context for a spatial development dynamic
driven by land consumption. The law reserved an almost inexhaustible amount of land
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for urban development, spread over the countries 2500+ municipalities.12 In only a
few decades, more than 400.000 individual houses were scattered all over the territory. The laws on urban planning in the Belgian context helped shape what Brenner
termed a kind of ‘Spatial Keynesianism’ or what Gottdiener called “planned sprawl”
- a form of political-economic rather than spatial planning.13 Moreover, these laws
mainly reflected a renewed alliance between the state and its many municipalities in
which the provinces were no longer attributed any significant role.
Today, the call for alternative, post-carbon, post-capitalist and even post-professional urbanisms seem stronger than ever before.14 Studying the SCAA’s work
was inspiring in this regard, because their efforts to shape the and steer dynamics of
urbanisation resonates with the contemporary quest for alternatives. Alternatives such
as streets as places to stay, not just for traffic; urbanisation in balance with the territory’s hydrology and ecology, a more socially just distribution of urban rent, shared urban spaces beyond the logic of capital accumulation; working towards shared cultural
perceptions and social values of a new urbanity etc. Perhaps the period of the early
twentieth century was so inspiring in that it can be interpreted as the mirror image
of the contemporary demand for a ‘post-era.’ After all, the SCAA operated in what
I would term a ‘pre-era’ in many respects. They operated in a time-frame that was
‘pre-professional’ in the sense that the modern urban planning profession was only
just in the making; pre-carbon in the sense that motorised traffic was not yet a general condition; pre-commodified in the sense that the urban housing market had not
yet been financialised to the extent that it had become completely detached from the
actual demand for housing; 15 and pre-capitalist, for instance in the sense that governments were not yet caught up in the corporate logic that they were increasingly forced
into in our current neo-liberal era.16 Although the conditions are completely different
today and have become much more complex, this thorough reflection on the attitudes
12
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and philosophies of figures such as Schobbens and De Heem (policy-entrepreneurs,
expert-amateurs and masters of urbanisation) provides starting points to reclaim the
‘right to control the urbanisation process’ in today’s rapidly urbanising world.

►

Urbanism as the art of urbanisation?

To finish this work, I would like to recapitulate and conceptualise the substantive
outlines of the kind of urbanism that the SCAA practised. What kind of urban practice was deployed in Belgium, a country alleged for not having a profound urbanistic
culture. As I have already argued, the SCAA’s project did not aspire to contribute to
the great ideological canon of (modern) Urbanism. In the context of early 20th century
Antwerp, for instance, modern Urbanism was only practised by way of exception –
unsurprisingly on sand-supplied polder areas that became some sort of terra nulliae
allowing a fresh start from scratch, such as the districts of the Kiel Polders (Renaat
Braem), the Left Bank (Le Corbusier) or the Luchtbal (Van Kuyck). The rest of the
territory urbanised in a much more ‘mundane’ or ‘ordinary’ way: the SCAA’s way. A
way that was ‘ordinary’, in the sense that it did not aspire to be spectacular nor special,
but nonetheless always particular. The SCAA’s project did “not want to be part of a
bigger movement or doctrinal schools of thought, but at the same time wasn’t anti-intellectual either: it simply resisted any form of intellectual fanatism.”17
We have seen that the SCAA’s main ambitions lay in practising urbanisation as
a social project that focused on the ‘collective appropriation of land’ – to stick to the
SCAA’s terminology. A project that did not want to be part of urbanism’s modern
doctrines. Arguably, such a position is not very exceptional, nor particularly Antwerp
or Belgian. The desire for particularism, the everyday and the ordinary can be retraced, for example, in the universal writings of Marx, Engels, or Lefebvre - while the
inclination towards intellectualism and (general) urbanisation theory leads all the way
back to a figure like Ildefons Cerdà. This brings us back close to rediscovering Choay’s
‘third way’. (See Introduction) A way that, as we have seen, is more historical in
nature and focuses on the collective dealing with pertinent questions that urbanising
societies in all kinds of contexts and timeframes are facing again and again – always
requiring particular, yet profound answers in the making of collective life-worlds.
As was argued throughout this PhD, the SCAA’s project of urbanising the agglomeration, remarkably matched this description. It is precisely here that a paradox
17
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unfolds in all its simplicity: Belgium - a country without Urbanism – appeared to
be a model country for re-conceptualising urbanism according to a different kind
of epistemological axis: urbanism as the Art of Urbanisation, to use Emile Vinck’s
own language. (see Chapter 1) What then were the typical features of this Art of
Urbanisation? I would like finish by recapitulating some of the broad contours that
could define such an Art of Urbanisation, making use of specific positions and approaches that some of the SCAA’s protagonists adopted throughout their work.
As already mentioned, the Art of Urbanisation is an urbanism without wilful
blueprint plan. Importantly, for the SCAA, this was not an expression of impotence
but a matter of choice, because, when considering urbanism as a collective social
process involving society at large, the preconditions for plan-making were “already
obsolete by the time it was actually completed and agreed – if such a plan would
be ever agreed at all.” Instead, De Heem and Schobbens focused on the alternative
of the relative ideal, taking into account the many contingencies on which absolute
ideals would have run aground anyway. When considering urbanism as the outcome
of social processes rather than as a formal preamble to these processes, “exaggerated
taste for abstract thesis or doctrinal controversy makes way for knowledge rooted in
concrete experience and geared towards timely and practical advice.”18
In formulating their advice, the SCAA relied on a set of spatial (e.g. one-mile
grid) and ideological (e.g. balancing private and collective interests) principles on the
basis of which they tried to give shape to urbanisation in a reflective way. It was the
recollection of these principles, the gradual reconstruction of the SCAA’s arguments
in a number of urban questions, sustained over time, that enabled me to read and
understand dozens of seemingly separate plans, building applications and social aspirations, involving a multitude of different actors (such as financiers, architects, nature
preservationists, landed aristocracy, road engineers, sanitary engineers, municipalities
representing their inhabitants, large contracting firms, sports fanatics, etc…) in light
of a shared, reflective narrative, backed by versatile and enabling spatial strategies.
The SCAA ‘practised’ urbanisation from the understanding and acceptance that the
agglomeration was more than just a physical space that was in need of shaping. The
SCAA worked from the presumption that the urbanising agglomeration was the
manifestation of “socionatural, sociocultural and socioeconomic processes and ideas”
that their Art of Urbanisation “served”.19
Traveling without a plan, and oscillating between urbanism as ‘technique’ and
18
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‘way of life’, the Art of Urbanisation cannot be studied through the archives of iconic
urban plans alone. It requires a more dialectical understanding of urbanism as a social
practise, that has to be reconstructed from the more versatile archives of everyday
(administrative) praxis – the place where the riddle of recurrence intercepts the theory
of becoming. The SCAA’s archives yielded exceptional material in that sense, because
they gave a direct insight in the longevity of the committee’s efforts of engaging with
everyday urbanisation. For more than 30 years, Schobbens and De Heem skilfully
managed urbanisation, and the thousands of pages of meeting reports allowed me
to interpret their activities as part and parcel of a ‘novel of society’. We discussed in
detail how the SCAA built parks and let them be widely appropriated by different
population groups. How roads were created that benefited developers, private individuals, industrialists and even municipalities. We argued how the SCAA’s work ‘served’
and enabled the initiatives of dreamers such as aviators, golfers, footballers, cycling
enthusiasts, open air swimmers and the likes. We argued how the average Antwerp
citizen was involved through exhibitions, events and hiking excursions. Urbanising
the agglomeration was a dialectical project, invigorated by the SCAA and an urbanising society in search for new opportunities.
At the same time, the idea and importance of the urban as a physical and spatial
question was not abandoned, it never disappeared. The SCAA oscillated between
urbanism as some sort of art, science or technique and urban-ism as a new way of life
in the larger agglomeration. The SCAA’s efforts gradually produced an urban realm
that supported an unprecedented way of life that no longer corresponded to that of
the historical city, nor to that of the rural village - but that was not simply the pure
outcome of urban models that were emerging at that time either. Rather, an Art of
Urbanisation produces urban habitats that respond to the always diverse, sometimes
conflicting aspirations and desires and urban questions that societies are faced with
– developing spatial descriptions and concepts that are able to give shape to these
aspirations without compromising or excluding others a priori.
Exemplary was the position in which the SCAA put Antwerp’s Young
Watchmen. The internally coherent but differentiated spatial context created by the
SCAA allowed these architects to simultaneously work on the garden city, the historical city and the modern metropolis alike. The versatility of the positions taken by the
architects in building the agglomeration is special and exemplary in defining an Art of
Urbanisation. On the one hand, the longevity of form and aesthetics was held in high
esteem by these architects and there was a certain belief in the private contribution
of architecture to creating a pleasant living environment. The proliferation of new
urban imaginaries and their interpretation in the Antwerp context through publishing several architecture magazines are strong witnesses to this. At the same time, the
very same architects explored different positions from which they could actually build
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these images. Thus, they ended up imagining, designing developing and building
different but coherent urban environments that depended. Urban habitats that depended on each other’s work, and on the socio-political conditions set by clients, investors,
contractors and local governments. Thus, the young guard took up a position that was
in a certain sense autonomous and self-conscious, but at the same time firmly embedded in the everyday socio-economic reality of urbanisation and in that sense also
always relative.
In retrospect, it can be said that this young guard dealt with the harsh economic
realities of urbanisation while at the same time combatting short-term real estate
interests for longer-term social, aesthetic and ethical value. (Fig. C.2) It places these
architects somewhere in a field of tension between the positions of liberal poets,20
‘bread-and-butter’ architects,21 spatial agents22 and architectural labourers.23 The reader
will undoubtedly have noticed the similarities between the position of these architects
and that of the protagonists of the SCAA themselves. Thus, this hybrid characterisation also applies to a certain extent to ‘masters of urbanisation’ such as Schobbens and
De Heem.
An important and remarkable aspect in the work of the SCAA was their particularly patient approach to time. The longevity of the SCAA’s Art of Urbanisation was
anything but characterised by the annihilation of time - as Fortier labelled modern
planning thinking.24 The dozens of (often successive) plans drawn by engineer August
Mennes, for instance for the municipality of Deurne, illustrate this point of view well.
As well as the successive and cyclically re-adapted plans for the permanent improvement of the agglomeration’s metropolitan road grid – a project that as I have argued
gradually emerged and evolved in time and that was never really finished. These plans
are a good demonstration of how Marvin Trachtenberg’s adage of building-in-time. A
principle that may have increasingly disappeared from architectural practise, but that
has a stubborn persistence in tinkering with the city - and in the Art of Urbanisation
in particular. In defining his concept of building-in-time, Trachtenberg refers to the
construction of the medieval cathedrals as the fruit of a building process that spanned
several generations of dreamers, designers, engineers and builders. The construction
of the cathedrals did not proceed on the basis of a paper plan, finished at the moment of its conception, to be executed afterwards. It started with “an idea that was
good enough to start with” - one that guaranteed sufficient substance for further
20
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Figure C.2
The SCAA left behind a very diverse palette of neighbourhoods that have retained their value to
this day, and which are still among the most desirable places in the agglomeration - much more
than the repetitive bel-étage neighbourhoods that were built en masse after WWII. The adage
that aesthetics and form were a kind of (social) value that would only increase with time did not
prove unfounded. The interplay between the SCAA and the Young Watchmen implemented a
lasting kind of spatial and aesthetic capital in many neighbourhoods - whether these districts
related to the imaginaries of the historic city, the modern metropolis or the garden city.
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Figure C.3
The SCAA may not have followed a general master plan, but that does not mean that plans,
sketches or drawings were not part of their methodology. On the contrary. A final map shows how
the lion’s share of the plans covered in this PhD all added up to the making of a new urban milieu
in time: the urban agglomeration. An environment that was never really finished, or ready, but
constantly in the making, giving rise to new additions, able to absorb new ideas, and that in that
sense was open-ended - and yet not entirely rudderless.

Conclusion

accumulation by successive generations. A practice that, according to Trachtenberg,
lost importance in the architectural production of the West ever since Alberti theorised a kind of demarcation line between design and actual construction.
But as we have seen, urbanising the agglomeration was never a project that was
marked by such a demarcation line between an ‘authored master-plan’ and its actual
‘construction.’ In terms of road construction, for instance, we have seen how confident
Schobbens was that the SCAA’s members were so much imparted with the city’s long
history, that a further elaboration of the city’s existing road network was a natural
thing for them to do. In this sense, they quietly built on what was passed on to them
by previous generations. This attitude was deeply ingrained in the practice of the
SCAA - which was not so much determined by following one plan as by constantly collating ‘1001’ juxtaposed, successive and ever-changing plans. (Fig. C.3) In the
Art of Urbanisation, the principles of Trachtenberg’s building-in-time (permanent
redesign, myopic progression, concatenation and retrosynthesis) easily survive. The
SCAA’s relative ideal in fact scours Trachtenberg’s lapidary formula of ‘an idea good
enough to start with’, and the spatial contours of the agglomeration only appeared in
the process of its making. The metaphor of ‘l’esthétique intégrale’ depicted how that
process was the fruit of a collision of design capital that, from different angles (road
engineers, sanitary engineers, architects, …) made an autonomous, but always relative
contribution to a rich but difficult whole. Relative, in the sense that these actors all
contributed to the collective, thus necessarily multifaceted, unpolished and never fully
rationalised ‘piece’ that the SCAA was directing.
An Art of Urbanisation worthy of that name, by definition, always leaves some
‘rest’ offering sufficient leads for further accumulation, re-interpretation and further
appropriation. The Art of Urbanisation does not strive for ‘authored’ monumentalism as a witness to a brilliant instants that place themselves ‘outside of time’ – but
for ‘social’ monumentalism that is in a constant state of making. The project that the
SCAA left behind was far from perfect. But the recent work on the urban renewal of
Antwerp’s twentieth century belt within the setting of LABXX nicely reveals how it
left behind an urban site in the making that today, a full century later, still has more
than enough potential to further build on. Nearly all design teams participating in
Lab XX found points of departure for the further urbanisation of Antwerp’s belt in
spatial structures that can be traced back 1:1 to the work of the committee – in a
contemporary effort to make the SCAA’s urbanism ‘greater’.25 (Fig. C.4)
An indisputable aspect of a solid art of urbanisation is simultaneity and
cross-fertilisation of urban questions addressed. What made the SCAA’s work special
25
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Figure C.4
A very last image takes this PhD back to where it all started in the first place: the 2014 competition ‘LABXX’ that was organised in Antwerp to gather new ideas to further urbanise the city’s
fringes. It is noteworthy that several design teams continued to build on spatial assets that
the SCAA had left behind about a century earlier. The inter-municipal Circuar Boulevard that
the SCAA and Mennes started to develop in the 1930’s was picked up as the place to upgrade
Greater Antwerp from a radial city to a network city, recollecting a whole series of metropolitan
programs in a public transport network - just as the SCAA had already advocated in the mid1920s. The many squares and public spaces that the SCAA built into the fabric were picked up as
places to organise new and more dense urban ‘micro-centralities’ in the agglomeration. The edges
of the many parks bequeathed by the SCAA also set the stage for further urban development,
green living, and the formal provision of more urban parkland. It sure seems as if the SCAA had
many ideas that were ‘good enough to start with.’ Preliminary ideas that were substantial yet
open ended enough for subsequent generations of planners, policy makers, residents, architects,
developers, etc. to patiently build on in time.
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is the fact that it dealt with several of these questions at the same time in the same
territory, as parts of one and the same urbanisation program. Initially, the SCAA’s
task was mainly framed in terms of safeguarding the Antwerp agglomeration from
the negative effects of urbanisation, such as the lack of coordination between different
departments and infrastructure works, the uncontrolled building and private consumption of all the land, the lack of hygiene, pollution and gradual disappearance of
the natural waterways etc. A true Art of Urbanisation, however, cannot be reduced to
the sum of separate (adjectival) infrastructural, sanitary, water or park urbanisms. An
Art of Urbanisation worthy of that name does not treat these ‘adjectival’ questions in
isolation but tries to connect them in a transdisciplinary and generative way. The parks
that the SCAA managed to implement are exemplary in this regard. These parks were
far from being the product of a singular ‘park urbanism’ aimed at preserving some of
the agglomeration’s natural estates. Turning these parks into true urban assets equally
depended on the provision of utilities such as electricity (for public lighting), sewerage
systems (for public lavatories and clean water ponds), modern roads with ‘terre-pleins’
(for multi-modal accessibility including urban tram services), a proliferation of sports
infrastructure (for a more broad socialisation of these parks) etc. In other words,
this park culture could only emerge in the agglomeration as a positive externality of
infrastructures that initially only aimed at overcoming the negative externalities of
urbanisation. An Art of Urbanisation is permanently looking to curb the collective
burdens that urbanisation imposes on society into collective benefits that can be
shared. An Art of Urbanisation is, in this sense ‘urban’ at heart, always looking for the
construction of ‘the urban’ as collective good – in whatever form it may come, and that
can never be individually produced nor appropriated.
Engineer August Mennes undeniably grew into one of the driving forces of the
SCAA. The man is undoubtedly worthy of a doctoral study of his own. The archives
contain an almost incalculable and diverse number of plans schemes of his hand. In a
sense, Mennes was the committee’s overburdened plotter. Yet I chose not to tell this
story, to reconstruct the Art of Urbanisation, from his singular perspective because
the archival material suggested that not Mennes, but rather Schobbens and De Heem
were the real “Hommes de l’Agglomération.” It was those two men who, as true policy entrepreneurs, were constantly creating the enabling conditions within which the
relentless production of Mennes could come to mean something and yield an accumulative impact. As described, Schobbens and de Heem formed the perfect tandem.
(see Chapter 1) They proactively shaped an albeit provisionally, yet largely effective
institutional context that provided them with the necessary tools to intervene in the
urbanisation process. They were well aware of the agglomeration’s political-economic
reality and actually managed to obtain crucial positions within the agglomeration’s
political and economic reality. It triggered and enabled them to tinker with these political-economic preconditions which allowed them to consciously work towards more
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equitable ways of redistribution of the urban surplus values they were trying to create.
In an Art of Urbanisation, urbanists or masters of urbanisation are willing to engage with political-economic realities from within, looking for positions from which
they can cultivate some of the enabling conditions that allow urbanisation to grow
into an accumulation process of multiple forms of capital – including the building of
social and cultural capital. Conditions that do not so much guarantee to push through
established ideas, but that allow for more generative ways of addressing urban questions that urbanising societies are always faced with. Conditions that allow for the
unfolding of alter-urbanisations that curb the destructive nature of urbanisation under
capitalism (i.e. creative, environmental, social, spatial, … destruction) and makes these
positive externalities as accessible as possible. Think, for instance, of the walking and
recreation zones that the SCAA sought to implement along previously polluted watercourses that were purified thanks to their new sewage system.
In this sense, the SCAA claimed the “right to control the urbanisation process”
as a vehicle to secure the “right to the city”26 for Antwerp’s urbanising society. In the
original formulation of Henri Lefebvre, the right to this control almost automatically takes place outside the hegemony of state led forms of planning. In this sense,
the right to the city and to the control over the urbanisation process has in that
tradition been mostly equated with the right to auto-gestion, grass-roots agency and
counter-hegemonic action. Yet I believe that the art of urbanisation that the SCAA
practised from within the hegemonic channels of government made a meaningful
contribution to the building and improvement of the urbanising communities in
the Antwerp Agglomeration. Joseph Schobbens’ efforts to re-distribute the positive
externalities that the SCAA was able to produce over the agglomeration’s urbanising
society stand out in particular. It was Schobbens who pushed for workers’ housing
on prominent places near new parks and secured the right to appropriate those parks
in the way these classes wanted to. In that sense, Schobbens may qualify as what
Merrifield termed as ‘militant civil servant’ who deployed his intellectual capacities
from within the hegemonial administration in order to pursue a better society for all.27
Arguably, Schobbens qualified as the SCAA’s greatest amateur of all. A self-declared
amateur of the city of Antwerp and its larger agglomeration which he helped urbanising. But he was just as much an amateur of the city’s growing population that settled
in. Schobbens’ allegiance for ordinary folk manifested itself in his particular attention
and sensitivity to involve a growing part of citizens in the SCAA’s successive exhibitions, as well as in his frantic efforts to get the average Antwerp citizen strolling along
his beloved parks in the agglomeration.
26 Harvey, David. “Cities or urbanisation?” City 1, no. 1-2 (1996): pp. 38-61.
Harvey, David. “The Right to the City.” New Left Review, no. 53 (2008): pp. 23-40.
27 Merrifield, Andy. The new urban question. London: Pluto press, 2014.
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An art of urbanisation, then, is a project that calls for (political-economical)
agency and determination, a willingness to engage with the thick of time, a consideration of the city as both a material construct and a social process, undergirded by
abstract knowledge, situated in practice, a profound experience in situ and a whole
lot of amateurism. It brings me back to the metaphors of “gardening in the urban
field”28, of “planting” rather than “planning”29 or harvesting the fruits of “multiple seed
urbanism.”30 In The Amateur, Andy Merrifield described the way in which professional experts and wilful technocratic planners such as Robert Moses and Roger
Starr sought to ridicule Jane Jacobs, an unadulterated amateur who ‘embodied her
urbanism.’ “Critics of the city,” Starr wrote at one point referring to Jacobs, “have been
talking to it as a nagging wife addresses her drinking husband – in sublime confidence that the victim suffers from a simple disease, requiring only a simple remedy.
If only, says the wife, you could stay away from that first highball when you leave the
office (…) If only, Jacobs tells the city [her husband], you didn’t hang out with those
nasty city planners, and left yourself alone … you ought to take up a nice constructive
hobby, like gardening, without artificial fertilisers.”31 Today, more than half a century
later, and in a sublime twist of irony, this work suggests that Starr was perhaps more
right than he could have ever hoped or whished for. Arguably, in the era of planetary
urbanisation, an urbanism as the Art of Urbanisation is timely in order to take up
gardening in the earth’s urban fields.
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EHC – Heritage Library Hendrik Conscience:

Archieven van de stad Antwerpen: publieke
taken

Plans Mennes Extenions et Entreprises
Anversoises

Archieven van gemeenten voor hun aanhechting bij of fusie met Antwerpen

Plans De Heem Militaire Gronden

Inventaris bouwaanvragen (database)
Inventaris foto’s (database)

Newspapers: La Métropole; Neptune Lloyd;
De Nieuwe Gazet; De Werker; De Volksgazet;
De Morgenpost; Gazet van Antwerpen
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Image Sources

IMAGE SOURCES
Introduction
Fig. I.1 Collage by author, based on covers and title
pages of books and articles used throughout this
PhD.
Fig. I.2 Antwerp City Archives, 1400#328,
Militaire gronden, Borgerhout, ca. 1930.
Fig. I.3 Collage by author. Map: prduced by
author, based on a map retrieved from: Antwerp
City Archives, 12#4241, Project Delvaux,
1907. Pictures Harbour strikes: Antwerp City
Archives, sa246078, Stakingen: de brand van
houtstapels in de Ferdinanduspolder, Antwerpen
1907; SA064166, Stakingen: dokwerkersstaking
Antwerpen, 1907; 283#2800, Staking van de dokwerkers, Loodswezen, 1907. Picture Triumvirate:
Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de l’Agglomération
Anversoise, 1929, s.p.
Fig. I.4 s.n. Demografie van België van 1921 tot
1939, 1944, s.p.
Fig. I.5 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved from:
Boesiger, Willy, Pierre Jeanneret et Le Corbusier.
Le Corbusier et Pierre Jeanneret: oeuvre complète
de 1910-1929, p. 38; Van der Swaelmen, Louis.
Préliminaires D’art Civique, 1916: p. 38; Howard,
Ebenezer, Garden Cities of Tomorrow, 1898, s.p.
Fig. I.6 Title pages of several SCAA-meetings.
Retrieved from: Provincial Archives Desguinlei,
Depotnr. 506/108(28), Création de parcs
publics (confidentiel), 17 April 1909; Extension
du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la
banlieue, 31 January 1924; fromvProvincial
Archives Desguinlei, Depotnr. 506/107(27), 1°)
Prolongement de la Statiestraat, à Zwijndrecht.
2°) Etablissement d’une communication directe
entre le Fort de la Tête de Flandre et la caserne
Ste Anne. 3°) Déplacement du chemin entre la
digue de l’Escaut et la Chausée vers St. Nicolas,
29 July 1924; and from Provincial Archives of
Antwerp, Depotnr. 506/109(29), Gedeelte van
den Intercommunalen Ring, gelegen op het
grondgebied van Merksem, 26 July 1937.
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Fig. 1.1 Antwerp City Archives, 12#12532,
Antwerpen, na 1929: opeenvolgende
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stadsvergrotingen.
Fig. 1.2 Collage by Author. Pictures retrieved
from a 1970s booklet series In Oude Prentkaarten.
Van Kerckhoven, Amand. Berchem in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1972, s.p.; Van de Vijver, Ferdi.
Borgerhout in Oude Prentkaarten, 1972, s.p.;
Proost, Jos. Borsbeek in Oude Prentkaarten, 1974,
s.p.; Nonneman, Maurice. Deurne in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1978, s.p.; Van Passen, Robert and
Charles Neyens. Edegem in Oude Prentkaarten,
1974, s.p.; Keukelinck, Roger. Ekeren in oude
prentkaarten, waarin opgenomen afbeeldingen van
Donk, Hoogboom en St.-Mariaburg, 1972, s.p.;
Dubois, Henri. Hoboken in Oude Prentkaarten,
1972, s.p.; Van Geysel, Andre. Hove in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1973, s.p.; Lynen, Albert. Kapellen in
Oude Prentkaarten, 1974, s.p.; Muys Eugeen and
Leo Michielsen. Merksem in Oude Prentkaarten,
1972, s.p.; Vleminck, Jan. Wijnegem in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1972, s.p.; De Kaeck, Heemkundige
Kring. Wommelgem in Oude Prentkaarten, 1972,
s.p..
Fig. 1.3 Collage by author. Maps retrieved from:
Antwerp City Archives, 534#115, Huidige en
toekomstige bevolking der gemeenten BL. XIV;
Mantziaras, Panos. La Ville-Paysage, 2016, p. 106.
Fig. 1.4 UVCB, ed. L’Administration et l’Urbanisation, 1925: Cover & Table of Contents; UVCB,
ed. Urbanisation Habitation, 1931: Cover; UVCB,
ed. “Belgique”, 1925: p. 62.
Fig. 1.5 Perrot, Louis. Le municipalisme belge, 1937:
pp. 21-29.
Fig. 1.6 Scheme elaborated by author. Based on
a sketch by Michiel Dehaene, retrieved from:
Dehaene, Michiel. “Horizontal Metropolis:
Issues and Challenges”, 2018: p. 275. Urban-ism:
author’s adaptation of a post-card. Programmatic
Urbanisation: Plan Directeur National, retrieved
from Ledent, Alfred. Contribution à l’urbanisme
national, 1944: p. 69. Cheap Urbanisation: Réseau
des routes de la Belgique 1880, retrieved from
Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la Route, 2014:
p. 589.
Fig. 1.7 UVCB, ed. L’Administration et l’Urbanisation, 1925: pp. 26-29.
Fig. 1.8 Holvoet, Georges. De bestuurlijke inrichting van de groote agglomeraties, 1931: Cover;
Houtart, Albert. Urbanisme en de Wet, 1937:
Cover; Fredericq, Louis. Urbanisatie en Provincie,
1938: Cover; Verwilghen, Hubert. Over de gemeentelijke bouwreglementen, 1938: Cover.
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Fig. 1.9 Delbeke, Auguste. Plechtige
Aanstellingszitting, 1908: pp. 27-29.
Fig. 1.10 Graphic produced by author indicating
the duration of membership and the attendance
rate of the various members of the SCAA’s Bureau
between 1908 and 1939. The longer members
served in the SCAA the thicker their line. The
more they were present, the darker. All data
needed to produce this map were retrieved from
the SCAA minutes that are listed in Annex 1 of
this work. These minutes all started with a brief
overview of who was present and invited in all
these meetings.
Fig. 1.11 Graphic produced by author, comparing presence rates of provincial (Schobbens, De
Heem) and city officials (Geyselynck, Lemeunier/
Roelandts) with the same title in the SCAA’s
meetings between 1908 and 1939. All data
needed to produce this map were retrieved from
the SCAA minutes that are listed in Annex 1 of
this work. These minutes all started with a brief
overview of who was present and invited in all
these meetings.
Fig. 1.12 Graphic produced by author combining
two separate graphics retrieved from: Heylen,
Steve, Bart De Nil, and Bart D’hondt. Geschiedenis
van de Provincie Antwerpen, 2005: p. 89 and p.
109.
Fig. 1.13 List of subcommittees (1908): Antwerp
City Archives, MA-FAG # 3258, Verslagen
van de Commissie voor de inrichting van de
Antwerpse Agglomeratie. Graphic: produced by
author, investigating the activity rates of all the
SCAA’s subcommittees before and after WWI.
All data needed to produce this map were retrieved from the SCAA minutes that are listed in
Annex 1 of this work. These minutes all started by
indicating to which subcommittee each meeting
belonged.
Fig. 1.14 Map: Antwerp City Archives, MA-FAG
# 3258, Verslagen van de Commissie voor de inrichting van de Antwerpse Agglomeratie (1908).
Graphics: produced by author, investigating the
% of meetings in subcommittees 18-27 (i.e. zones
I-X) compared to total amount of meetings and
the relative importance of subcommittees 18-27
(i.e. zones I-X) in relation to each other. The darker, the more active. Colour codes were transmitted
to the map. All data needed to produce this map
were retrieved from the SCAA minutes that are
listed in Annex 1 of this work. These minutes all
started by indicating to which subcommittee each
meeting belonged.

Fig. 1.15 Letter from Joseph Schobbens to Paul De
Heem, dated 1 June 1910: Provincial Archives of
Antwerp, depot number 506/108, folder 1910.
Fig. 1.16 Schobbens, Joseph, and Paul De Heem.
“Des règles à suivre dans l’aménagement des
quartiers”, 1913: pp. 87-89.
Fig. 1.17 Graphic produced by author. Auguste
Delbeke: “Verslag aan den koning”, 1907: p.
11; Plechtige Aanstellingszitting, 1908: Cover;
Algemeene Vergadering, 1912: Cover. Georges
Holvoet: Expropriation pour cause d’utilité
publique, 1910: Cover; De Bestuurlijke inrichting
van de groote Agglomeraties, 1931: Cover; Les
Grandes Agglomérations Urbaines, 1937: Cover;
De Inter-communale riolencollectors, 1938: Cover.
August Mennes: Le Calcul de la Section des
Egouts, 1910: Cover; De Gezondmakingswerken
in Vlaamsch-België, 1910: Cover; De Grootstad
Antwerpen, 1922: Cover; Het ontwerp der PIDPA,
1924: Cover; Pluviographische Waarnemingen,
1932: Cover. Joseph Schobbens: Les Plantations
Routières, 1908: Cover; “Des Règles à Suivre”,
1913: p. 87; Les Parcs Publics dans l’Agglomération,
1924: p. 1; Un Labyrinthe Souterrain Gigantesque,
1924: Cover; Les Parcs Publics au Point de Vue
Social, 1931: Cover. Paul De Heem: Mode d’exécution des Travaux de Voirie, 1910: Cover; L’Art
de la Construction des Villes, 1912: Cover; Rapport
sur l’Ecoulement des Eaux naturelles, 1912: Cover;
La Construction des Villes, 1921: Cover; Tweede
Belgisch Wegenconcres, 1933: Cover.
Fig. 1.18 Provincial Archives of Antwerp, depot
number 1317/2, folder Joseph Schobbens: SCAA
correspondence.
Fig. 1.19 Holvoet, Georges. Les Grandes
Agglomérations, 1937: p. I, II, III, V, VI, VII, VIII.
Fig. 1.20 Belgian Senate. “Wetsvoorstel op de
urbanisatie van steden en gemeenten”, 1932: p. 1.

Chapter 2
Fig. 2.1 Cerdà, Ildefons. General Theory of
Urbanisation, 2018: p. 33.
Fig. 2.2 Map: Mennes, August. Le Calcul de la
Section des Egouts, 1910: planche I. Personal data
sheet: History Circle Merxem, File on August
Mennes.
Fig. 2.3 SCAA, Rapport sur l’Ecoulement des Eaux
naturelles, 1912: pp. 125-126, Planche IV, Planche
V.

Image Sources
Fig. 2.4 SCAA, Rapport sur l’Ecoulement des Eaux
naturelles, 1912: pp. 125-126, Planche IV, Planche
VI.
Fig. 2.5 Schobbens, Joseph. Un Labyrinthe
Souterrain Gigantesque, 1924: Title page, Table of
Contents.
Fig. 2.6 Antwerp City Archives, 534#505,
Bestemming der bestaande riolen van Deurne BL.
XIII, 1923.
Fig. 2.7 Antwerp City Archives, 534#113, Kaart
met hoogtelijnen BL. XII, 1923 and 559#35,
Waterloopen der Antwerpsche Omgeving, 1923.
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Beerselberg PL. V, 1918; 534#90, Liggingsplan
der Hoofdleiding, PL. III, 1918. Sections:
Mennes, August. De Gezondmakingswerken in
Vlaamsch-België, 1910: pp. 41-42.
Fig. 2.15 Bestendige vereniging der Belgische
Wegencongressen. Tweede Belgische Wegencongres,
1933: title page, p. 10, and pp. 200-203.
Fig. 2.16 Lemeunier, Richard, and Paul De Heem.
Mode d’exécution des Travaux de Voirie, 1910: cover,
and pp. 15-16.
Fig. 2.17 Schobbens, Joseph. Des plantations
routières, 1908: title page, and p. 1.

Fig. 2.8 Antwerp City Archives, 534#137,
Afvoer der waterlopen in januari 1923 BL. XV;
534#458, Maximum ondoordringbaarheid in
1960 per gemeente BL. XI, 1923; 534#456,
Waarschijnlijk ondoordringbaarheid in 1960
per gemeente BL. IX, 1923; 534#454, Huidige
Ondoordringbaarheid per gemeente BL. VII,
1923.

Fig. 2.18 Verwilghen, Raphaël. “Une Nouvelle
Loi”, 1914: pp. 17-18.

Fig. 2.9 Antwerp City Archives, 534#119, Opp.
Bevolking en ondoordringbaarheid per gemeenten BL. XVIII, 1923.

Fig. 2.20 Maps: Labrique, Georges. Les
Grand’Routes modernes en Belgique, 1935.
Retrieved from Peleman, David. Les Hommes de la
Route, 2014: pp 190-191. Pictures: Antwerp City
Archives, sa028129, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, pare
zijde, 1934: 1400#378, Gitschotellei, Borgerhout,
1930-1935.

Fig. 2.10 Antwerp City Archives, 534#102,
Bestaand rioolnet: stafkaart, 1923; 534#103,
Toekomstig rioolnet BL. II, 1923.
Fig. 2.11 Map: produced by Author. Re-drawing
and overlay of maps from Antwerp City
Archives, 559#35, Waterloopen der Antwerpsche
Omgeving, 1923 and 534#103, Toekomstig rioolnet BL. II, 1923. Picture: Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen
zijn waardevolle bijkomstigheden, 2014: p. 278.
Fig. 2.12 Antwerp City Archives, 534#34,
Schutzones langs waterlopen (Blad III), 1927;
534#47, Klein Schijn - Bisschoppenhoflaan (Blad
III), 1927; 534#48, Klein Schijn - Nijverheidswijk
(Blad IV), 1927; 534#49, Klein Schijn - Nieuw
kwartier omgeving Ringlaan (Blad V), 1927;
534#55, Donkse Beek - Donkse Weg (Blad XI),
1927; 534#59, Grote Struisbeek - Omgeving
Boomsesteenweg (Blad XV), 1927.
Fig. 2.13 Antwerp City Archives, 534#146,
Plattegrond van het Groot Schijn en van de
Herentalse Vaart: huidige staat BL. XXIII, 1923;
MA#65790, Ereloon ingenieur Mennes voor het
ontwerpen van rioleringen voor de randgemeenten, 1946.
Fig. 2.14 Maps: Antwerp City Archives, 534#356,
Verdampingszones 12, 1919; 534#92, De

Fig. 2.19 Antwerp City Archives, MA-HB #
14937, Studiecommissie tot geschiktmaking
van de Antwerpse agglomeratie: 32e commissie,
bijeenroepingen en verslagen, 1908-1931; State
Archives Antwerp, Paa 745/295, Linker Oever.

Fig. 2.21 Antwerp City Archives, sa028121, Jan
Van Rijswijcklaan, doorsteek van de vestingen,
1914; sa028122, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, doorsteek
van de vestingen, 1914.
Fig. 2.22 Antwerp City Archives, 1500#5866,
Aanleg Bredabaan: plan der onteigeningen
en rooilijn bij stroken, 1909-1910; 1287#152,
Turnhoutsebaan, 1934. State Archives Antwerp,
Plannenregister departement Bruggen en
Wegen, B0485, Onteigening per stroken voor
verbreding staatsbaan Antwerpen - Turnhout te
Borgerhout, 1910; B0618, Gemeente Borgerhout
- Onteigeningsplan voor de verbreding der
staatsbaan Antwerpen-Turnhout - verdelingsplan
der gronden, 1910; B0296, Rooilijn doorgang
Merksem - Baan Merksem (oude Bareel) tot
Brecht, 1910; B0179, Rijksweg Antwerpen Boom
- plan onteigeningen, 1937; F003, Baan nr. 1
Brussel-Breda. Plan en tabel der onteigeningen op
het grondgebied van Berchem Extra Muros, 1908;
F050, Staatsbaan Brussel-Breda. Verdelingsplan
der gronden tot herverkoop bestemd, 1909; C086,
Provinciale Baan Antwerpen-Boom, 1909; F006,
Rijksweg Brussel-Breda, 1938.
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Fig. 2.23 Antwerp City Archives, 1287#942, Plan
ontwerp tot verbreding van de Schoenmarkt,
Meirbrug en een gedeelte van de Wiegstraat en
Eiermarkt, 1920; 12#4291, Stadsplan met plannen
voor nieuwe wegentracés, 1908.
Fig. 2.24 Delbeke, Auguste. Algemeene Vergadering,
1912: Cover, and Annex 1.
Fig. 2.25 Map by Auguste Mennes, Wegen van
Groot Verkeer, 1926. Retrieved from: Van Acker,
Maarten. From Flux to Frame, 2014: p. 355.
Fig. 2.26 Map produced by author, based on data
retrieved from: Provincial Archives of Antwerp,
506/107(27), SCAA meeting minutes: subcommittee 36. Sorties de ville, étude générale [minutes
of SCAA meeting]. 17 December 1925.
Fig. 2.27 Deurne: Antwerp City Archives,
Ma#65790 Ereloon ingenieur Mennes voor
het ontwerpen van rioleringen voor de randgemeenten, 1938; 534#159, Deurne toekomstige
inrichting BL. V, 1923; 534#159, Bestemming
der bestaande riolen van Deurne BL. XIII,
1923; 388#1, Dossier aanstelling urbanisten,
1946. Brasschaet: State Archives Antwerp,
Plannenregister departement Bruggen en
Wegen, D086, Algemeen Plan van Aanleg, 1930.
Merxem: History Circle Merxem, Folder August
Mennes, Gemeente Merxem, 1929. Wyneghem:
State Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister departement Bruggen en Wegen, D068, Gemeente
Wijnegem - Lijninrichtingen, 1925. Morstel:
Lernout, Nest. Modern bouwen in Mortsel, 19201940, 1998, p. 23.
Fig. 2.28 Maps Noorderlaan: State Archives
Antwerp, Plannenregister departement Bruggen
en Wegen, B0304, Ontwerp van Noorderlaan
- Belang van de Bredabaan te Merksem, 1923.
Images Noorderlaan: Antwerp City Archives,
SA025125, Noorderlaan, rangeerstation
Antwerpen-Noord, 1939; World Wide Web. Map
Prins-Boudewijnlaan: State Archives Antwerp.
Kaarten & Tekeningen, 4985, Nieuwe Laan
Berchem-Contich langs Elsdonck, 1927. Picture
Prins-Boudewijnlaan: Private Archives Extensa,
Folder Prins-Boudewijnlaan, 1933.

Fig. 2.31 Indication by author on original map
by August Mennes: State Archives Antwerp,
Kaarten & Tekeningen, 5165/1406, Ontwerp van
Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, 1932.
Fig. 2.32 Dumont, Albert. Etude de la voirie intercommunale, 1918: cover and Annexe I.
Fig. 2.33 State Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister
departement Bruggen en Wegen, D054, Wilrijk,
Ontwerp Ringlaan, 1934; D101, Hove, Ontwerp
Ringlaan, 1934; B0565, Edegem, Ontwerp
Ringlaan, 1934.
Fig. 2.34 Map: De Heem, Paul. “Conférence donnée”, 1932, p. 329. Pictures Urban Development:
a),b),c): World Wide Web. Pictures Terre-Plein:
d),e),f ),g),h),i): Antwerp City Archives, sa028128,
Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, hoek Vlaamsekunstlaan,
1934; sa074206, Mechelsesteenweg: de middenberm, ca. 1932; sa215189, Koningin Elisabethlaan
22: de gouverneurswoning, 1937; FOTO#1881,
Mechelsesteenweg; nieuwe beplanting; sa234053,
Grotesteenweg: richting Antwerpen, Berchem,
niet gedateerd; sa215198, Prins Boudewijnlaan:
nieuwe appartementen, 1937; World Wide Web.
Pictures Planting: j),k),l): Antwerp City Archives,
sa234053, Grotesteenweg: richting Antwerpen,
Berchem niet gedateerd; sa247237, Jan van
Rijswijcklaan: gronden wereldtentoonstelling,
1932; sa028135, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, gronden
van de wereldtentoonstelling, 1932. Pictures
Urban Milieu: m),n),o): Antwerp City Archives,
sa247226, Beschavingstraat, kruispunt met de Jan
van Rijswijcklaan, 1932; World Wide Web.
Fig. 2.35 Bogaerts, Paul, Rik De Smedt, and
Lieven Gorissen. Metamorfose: 100 Jaar SintMariaburg, 1997, s.p..
Fig. 2.36 Indications by author on existing
maps. Antwerp City Archives, 12#12528, Plan
Industriel de la Ville d’Anvers et des Communes
Environnantes, 1914; 12#460, Cremers Futur
Anvers, 1912. State Archives Antwerp, Kaarten
& Tekeningen, 5175/1410, De Haven van
Antwerpen en Hare Uitbreiding, 1930.

Fig. 2.29 Antwerp City Archives, SA029061,
Vestingen: de Borsbeekse Poort, 1934; SA060047,
Schijnpoortweg en resten van de Schijnpoort,
1940.

Fig. 2.37 Map: Antwerp City Archives, 1007#76,
Zuiden van Antwerpen, plan van onteigeningen
bij gordel en van de aan te leggen weg, 1912.
Newspaper Clipping: Extensa Private Archives,
Folder Urbanisation Antwerp Agglomeration,
1933.

Fig. 2.30 State Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister
departement Bruggen en Wegen, B0196, Aanleg
Krijgsbaan - Deurne – Mortsel, s.d.

Fig. 2.38 Indications by author on existing map
by August Mennes. State Archives Antwerp,
PAA001/2900/Mortsel, 1932.

Image Sources
Fig. 2.39 State Archives Antwerp, Paa 745/76,
Ontsluiting der Antwerpse Agglomeratie, deel 2,
1925.
Fig. 2.40 Map: State Archives Antwerp.
Plannenregister departement Bruggen en
Wegen, B0472, Toekomstige staat der Antwerpse
Omgeving, 1922. Pictograms & text: Mennes,
August. De Grootstad Antwerpen, 1922: p. 8, p. 22,
p. 28, p. 30, p. 34, p. 38, pp. 41-42.
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Fig. 3.1 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved from:
Antwerp City Archives, SA098230, Horeca: de
“Dikke Mee” Wilrijk, 1906; Van de Maele, Jens.
“Ik heb sinds jaren geen buiten meer gezien”,
2013: p. 193; Van de Vijver, Ferdi. Borgerhout in
Oude Prentkaarten, 1972, s.p..
Fig. 3.2 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Van Bouwel, Ludo, et. al. Sint-Mariaburg
75 jaar : van rekreatieoord tot woonwijk, 1973:
s.p.; Bogaerts, Paul, Rik De Smedt, and Lieven
Gorissen. Metamorfose: 100 Jaar Sint-Mariaburg,
1997, s.p.; Vaes, Eddy, and Lycoris Vaes. SintMariaburg rond 1900, 1997: pp. 54-55, pp. 58-62,
pp. 79-80.
Fig. 3.3 Provincial Archives of Antwerp,
506/107(27), SCAA, subcommittee 10. Nombre,
étendu, et emplacement des parcs publics à établir dans
l ‘Anvers nouveau [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 25
May 1908, s.p..
Fig. 3.4 Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics dans
l’Agglomération, 1924: title page, p. 1, p. 22, p. 37,
p. 41.
Fig. 3.5 Collage of maps by author. Original
maps retrieved from: Schobbens, Joseph. Les
parcs publics dans l’Agglomération, 1924: p. 11;
Antwerp City Archives, 571#50, Dossier aanleg
nieuw park buiten de stadsmuren aan het kasteel
(3maps, 1906-1910). State Archives Antwerp,
Plannenregister departement Bruggen en Wegen,
F112, Aanleggen van een nieuw kwartier op de
eigendommen der maatschappij New Garden
City du nouveau Parc d’Anvers, 1906.
Fig. 3.6 State Archives Antwerp,
Fig. 3.7 Collage of different maps by author.
Original maps retrieved from: State Archives
Antwerp, Plannenregister departement Bruggen
en Wegen, B471, Gemeente Deurne - Kwartier
Boeckenberg – Verkavelingsplan, 1923;
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Plannenregister Bruggen en Wegen, C126, Plan
van Aanleg Park Boeckenberg, 1927
Fig. 3.8 Map: De Heem, Paul. “Conférence
donnée”, 1932, p. 327. Pictures: Antwerp
City Archives, 934#21243, Kielpark, ca. 1930;
2037#1060, Tweede Wereldoorlog: Oorlogsschade
gebouwen Te Boelaerpark, ca. 1945;
FOTO#1996, Kielpark, ca. 1930; FOTO#29705,
District Merksem: speelplein in het park van
het fort, 1983; 934#29065, Hoboken Domein
kasteel Sorghvliet, ca. 1950; FOTO-T#5646, Park
Steytelinck (Wilrijk), 1935. All other pictures:
World Wide Web.
Fig. 3.9 Collage by author. Original map: State
Archives Antwerp, Kaarten & Tekeningen,
5195/1424, Wandelpad tussen Park en Peerdsbos,
s.d. Collage: original map on top of map by
August Mennes, retrieved from: State Archives
Antwerp, Kaarten & Tekeningen, 5165/1406,
Ontwerp van Antwerpsche Agglomeratie, 1932.
Pictures: Antwerp City Archives, SA060005,
Vestingen: Brialmontvesting, 1904; Bogaerts,
Paul, Rik De Smedt, and Lieven Gorissen.
Metamorfose: 100 Jaar Sint-Mariaburg, 1997, s.p.;
Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn waardevolle bijkomstigheden, 2014: p. 167.
Fig. 3.10 Collage of maps by author. Maps
retrieved from: State Archives Antwerp,
Plannenregister Departement Bruggen en Wegen,
B0343, Aanleg van nieuwe straten rond het
Nachtegalenpark en toegangswegen naar de stad,
ca. 1912.
Fig. 3.11 Indications by author on map by August
Mennes, retrieved from: State Archives Antwerp,
PAA001/2900/Mortsel, 1932.
Fig. 3.12 Collage of maps by author. Maps retrieved from: Schobbens, Joseph. Les parcs publics
dans l’Agglomération, 1924: Planche I. Antwerp
City Archives, 12#12550, Dienst voor Propaganda
en Toerisme, 1938.
Fig. 3.13 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp
City Archives, Ma#65790 Ereloon ingenieur
Mennes voor het ontwerpen van rioleringen
voor de randgemeenten, 1938; State Archives
Antwerp. Planregister van het Departement
Bruggen & Wegen, F116, Rivierenhof ontwerp
van vergrooting en van toegangswegen, 1928.
Picture: Nonneman, Maurice. Deurne in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1978, s.p..
Fig. 3.14 Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof, 1997:
pp. 144-145.
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Fig. 3.15 Antwerp City Archives, FOTOOF#6961, Inwandeling van het Nachtegalenpark,
1911; Nationaal archief Nederland, Fotocollectie
Spaarnestad, foto 492007. Both pictures were also
found in: Tritsmans, Bart. Bomen zijn waardevolle
bijkomstigheden, 2014.

RAFC. RAFC, 1880-1955, 1955: p. 64.

Fig. 3.16 State Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister
Departement Bruggen en Wegen, 7482,
Provinciaal Domein Rivierenhof, ca. 1950.

Fig. 3.27 Götzfried, Günther. Fruithoflaan: een
monument, 1980: p. 31, and p.141.

Fig. 3.17 s.n. Zwem- en badinrichtingen, 1930: pp.
78-79.
Fig. 3.18 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Rebmann, Petra. Het Rivierenhof, 1997: p.
168, p. 172, p. 177, p. 207, p. 209, p. 210, p. 212,
p. 213; De Bosschere, Charles. Le Parc Public
Rivierenhof à Deurne-Anvers, s.d.: p. 42.
Fig. 3.19 Collage by author. Original scheme
retrieved from: den Hollander, Marijke. Sport in ‘t
stad, 2006: p. 344.
Fig. 3.20 Collage by author. Map: State Archives
Antwerp, Kaarten & Tekeningen, 5176/1411, de
Baillet-Latourlaan: voorontwerp, 1925. Pictures
Polo Club: Brans, Marc. “Iets over het Poloplein”,
2003: pp. 127-136; Royal History Circle
Hoghescote, folder Golf Club. Pictures Golf
Club: Royal History Circle Hoghescote, folder
Golf Club.
Fig. 3.21 Mennes, August. Gemeente Eeckeren:
Hoogboomsche Steenweg, 1924: s.p..
Fig. 3.22 Provincial Archives of Antwerp, file
506/108(28), letter from VII Olympic Comittee
to Engineer Verhoustraete, 10 June 1919.
Fig. 3.23 Collage by author. Map: Antwerp City
Archives, 534#343, Antwerpen E.M. toekomstige
inrichting BL. VI, 1923. Pictures: Antwerp City
Archives, sa040172, Kiel: het Olympisch Stadion,
s.d; Royal Beerschot Athletic Club. Livre d’or du
Royal Beerschot Athletic Club, 1950: p. 136, p. 140;
World Wide Web.
Fig. 3.24 Collage by author. Map: Antwerp City
Archives, 541#112, Wezenberg, Desguinlei,
1900-1920. Pictures: Renson, Roland. De VIIe
Olympiade Antwerpen 1920, 1985: p. 20; Truyens,
Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe Olympiade, 2020: p. 46.
Fig. 3.25 Collage by author. Map: Antwerp City
Archives, MA#65790, Ereloon ingenieur Mennes
voor het ontwerpen van rioleringen voor de
randgemeenten, 1938. Pictures: Verdijck Alfred,
Nuyts, Eugeen. RAFC, 1880-1930, 1930: p. 124;

Fig. 3.26 Collage by author. Maps and pictures
retrieved from: Royal Berchem Sport. Royal
Berchem Sport’s gedenkboek, 1931: p. 81, p. 121, p.
132, and p. 142.

Fig. 3.28 Neptune Lloyd, 7 September 1932.
Fig. 3.29 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp City
Archives, 388#1, Dossier aanstelling urbanisten,
1938; 534#335, Bestemming der bestaande riolen
van Wilrijk BL. XV, 1923; 534#538, Brasschaat
bestaande riolen plan met aanduiding der
hoogtepunten, 1923. Pictures: Vaes, Eddy, and
Lycoris Vaes. Sint-Mariaburg rond 1900, 1997: p.
62; Moeyaert, Bert. Van wielerbaan tot Velo-Droom,
2003: s.p.
Fig. 3.30 Collage by author. Map: Antwerp City
Archives, 388#1, Dossier aanstelling urbanisten,
1938 on top of: History Circle Merxem, Folder
August Mennes, Gemeente Merxem, 1929.
Pictures: De Winter, Louis, and Rik Hodister. 25
jaar Sportpaleis, 1958: p. 20, p. 26, p. 29.
Fig. 3.31 Collage by author. Map: Antwerp
City Archives, 534#157, Berchem toekomstige
inrichting BL. I – II, 1923. Pictures: Verzameling
Volksmuseum Deurne, www.volxmuseum.be.
Fig. 3.32 Golf: Royal History Circle Hoghescote,
folder Golf Club, ca. 1920. Polo: Royal History
Circle Hoghescote, folder Polo Club, ca.
1920. Sports Palace: Antwerp City Archives,
FOTO#13778, Kerstfeest in het Sportpaleis,
1935; SA064181, Stakingen: dokwerkersstaking, 1936. Stadiums: S.n. Vaandelfeest zondag
10 juli 1938, Beerschot-Stadion, 1938: Cover;
Koninklijke Berchem Sport. Openingsbal, 1932:
Cover.
Fig. 3.33 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp City
Archives, 388#1, Dossier aanstelling urbanisten,
1938; 534#166, Edegem toekomstige inrichting
variante BL. XI, 1923. Antwerp State Archives,
PAA001/2900/Mortsel, 1932. Images: all retrieved from Google Street View.
Fig. 3.34 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp
City Archives, 534#159, Deurne toekomstige
inrichting BL.V, 1923. History Circle Merxem,
Folder August Mennes, Inrichting der wijk van
het Kerkhof en het park, 1924. State Archives
Antwerp, Kaarten en Tekeningen, 5131/1377,
Gemeente Schooten, Bouwlijnplan voor een
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nieuw kwartier Koningshof, 1926. Pictures:
Antwerp City Archives, 1060#67, Bisthovenplein,
ca. 1930; World Wide Web.
Fig. 3.35 Antwerp City Archives, GP#4224, Prins
Boudewijnlaan: café Elsdonck, Wilrijk 1937;
1162#30, Boston- en Philadelphiastraat: hoek,
kinderen voor winkel, ca. 1930.
Fig. 3.36 Indications by author. Original map:
State Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister
Departement Bruggen & Wegen, E005, Aanleg
van een nieuw kwartier op de gronden buiten
de omheining tussen het Rivierenhof en de
Steenbrugstraat, ca. 1935.
Fig. 3.37 Collage by author. Maps: State Archives
Antwerp. Plannenregister Bruggen en Wegen,
B506, Stad Antwerpen, Berchem en Wilrijk,
Wijk Oosterveld, Aanlegplan, 1927; Bonnet,
L. “Les Bâtiments définitifs du Laboratoire de
Recherches Hydrauliques des Ponts et Chaussées
à Anvers”, 1940: p. 778. Pictures: Antwerp
City Archives, sa243234, Ziekenhuizen: SintAugustinus, Wilrijk niet gedateerd; sa227009,
Ziekenhuizen: Sint-Augustinus, Wilrijk niet
gedateerd. World Wide Web: www.inventarisonroerenderfgoed.be.
Fig. 3.38 Collage by author. Maps: Neyens,
Jos. De buurtspoorwegen, 1969: p. 50, and p. 56.
Pictures: Neyens, Jos. De buurtspoorwegen, 1969:
p. 14; Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram, 1980:
p. 201; Lagers, JH, ed. Royal Antwerp Golf Club,
1988: p. 45.
Fig. 3.39 Map produced by author. Based on date
retrieved from: Provincial Archives Antwerp,
506/107(27), SCAA, subcommittee 35. Extension
du réseau des tramways [minutes of SCAA meeting]. 6 March 1924.
Fig. 3.40 Maps: Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse
tram, 1980: p. 228, p. 232, p. 256. Images:
Keutgens, Eric. De Antwerpse tram, 1980: p. 289,
p. 309, and p. 353.
Fig. 3.41 Antwerp City Archives, GF#917_001,
Brialmontvesting. Merksemsevest met oude
Bredapoort. Grondwerken voor nieuwe Bredabaan
(Bredapoort, Merksem), 1930; FOTO-GF#915,
Jan van Rijswijcklaan, ter hoogte van deel van
Brialmontvesting. Tram 2. Foto genomen van op
Wilrijkse plein, 1930.
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Chapter 4
Fig. 4.1 Goris, Jan-Albert. Antwerpen. Een statistiek handboekje, 1929: s.p.
Fig. 4.2 Collage by author. Booklets: Extensa
Private Archives, Folder Deed Booklets of several
landed companies, 1910-1985. Newspaper clipping: Gazet van Antwerpen, 21 January 1933.
Fig. 4.3 All maps & pictures retrieved from:
Extensa. n.v. Extensa 1910-1960, 1960: s.p.
Fig. 4.4 History circle Hobuechen, 1135, 1937.
Found in: May, Laura: Suburban Place-Making,
2020: p. 69.
Fig. 4.5 Collage by author. Booklet:
Hypotheekbank Vooruitzicht N.V. Verslag
over het 25 jarig bestaan, 1930: s.p. Map: State
Archives Antwerp, Plannenregister Departement
Bruggen en Wegen, B515, Gemeente Borgerhout
en Deurne - Aanleggen van nieuw kwartier
“Te Boulaervelden” op de eigendommen der
Maatschappij Vooruitzicht, 1911.
Fig. 4.6 Bureau Woninggids, Woninggids voor
Antwerpen, 1913: cover. S.n. L’épargne immobilière,
1914: cover.
Fig. 4.7 Indication by author on graphic retrieved
from: Buyst, Erik. An Economic History of
Residential Building, 1992: p. 119.
Fig. 4.8 Indications by author on table retrieved
from: Pieters, Patrick. Het ontmoetingsnetwerk van
de Antwerpse bankierselite, 2008: Bijlage 2b.
Fig. 4.9 Collage of different maps by author.
Maps retrieved from: EHC Library, Plans
des terrains des sociétés anonymes “AnversDonck”, Cie. immobilière du Nord d’Anvers
et Vriesdonck, 1933. State Archives Antwerp,
Plannenregister Departement Bruggen en Wegen,
F112, Aanleggen van een nieuw kwartier op de
eigendommen der maatschappij New Garden
City du nouveau Parc d’Anvers, s.d.; F117, Aanleg
van Nieuw kwartier ‘Kasteel de Hoeistraat’ op
gronden toebehorende aan de maatschappij
“Anvers Mortsel extension”, ca. 1930. State
Archives Antwerp, Plannen & Tekeningen,
5162/1403, Voorstel tot het doorbrengen der ringlaan van de Boomsesteenweg te Wilrijk tot den
Sint-Bernardse Steenweg te Hoboken in aansluiting met de Eikenstraat, verbinding gevende tot
Hoboken-dorp, 1937.
Fig. 4.10 Map produced by author, based on overlay of 2 sets of maps by Engineer August Mennes.
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General scheme sewage system: Antwerp City
Archives, 534#103, Toekomstig rioolnet BL. II,
1923. Landed estates: retrieved from Mennes’ preliminary studies for the sewage system as found
in Antwerp City Archives: 534#329, 534#332,
534#335, 534#498, 534#502, 534#505, 534#508,
534#511, 534#516, 534#519, 534#522, 534#528,
534#530, 534#531, 534#532, 534#533, 534#535,
534#537, 534#538, all dated ca. 1923.
Fig. 4.11 Map, produced by author. Metropolitan
Road Grid: based on De Heem, Paul.
“Conférence donnée”, 1932, p. 329. Apartments:
georeferenced on the basis of dataset composed
by the author, based on the building application
files in the Antwerp City Archives which mention
the construction of ‘apartments’ or ‘multi-family
houses’ between 1907 and 1939.
Fig. 4.12 Huysmans, Camille. La Plus-Value
Immobilière, 1909: cover. Devadder, Victor. Les
taxes communales, 1908: cover.
Fig. 4.13 Antwerp City Archives, 589#88, Folder
Belastingen op Bouwingen en Herbouwingen,
1900-2001.
Fig. 4.14 Antwerp City Archives, 1059#5201,
Onteigeningsplannen, 1912.
Fig. 4.15 Collage of maps by author. All maps
retrieved from Extensa Private Archives. Folder
Den Brandt, ca. 1910.
Fig. 4.16 Collage of maps by author. All maps
retrieved from Extensa Private Archives. Folder
Prins-Boudewijnlaan, ca. 1930.
Fig. 4.17 Collage of newspaper clippings. Gazet
van Antwerpen: Nieuwe Tramlijn, Berchem
Extensions aan het werk, 25 June 1930 and Een
reusachtig ontwerp in de uitbreiding van GrootAntwerpen, 31 December 1932. De Morgenpost:
Wat privaat initiatief vermag: de nieuwe laan
Berchem-Contich, 11 June 1933.
Fig. 4.18 State Archives Antwerp, Kaarten &
Tekeningen, 5113/1364, Aanleg plein Kleine
Bareel, 1926.
Fig. 4.19 Map: May, Laura. Suburban PlaceMaking, 2020: p.190. Pictures: Van Put, E. Wij
bouwden 3000 woningen, 1955: S.P.
Fig. 4.20 Indication by author. Original map
retrieved from: Antwerp City Archives, 388#1,
Dossier aanstelling urbanisten, 1938.
Fig. 4.21 Collage by Author. Pictures retrieved
from: Extensa. n.v. Extensa 1910-1960, 1960: s.p.,

and Samenwerkende Maatschappij De Goedkope
Woning van het arrondissement Antwerpen.
Doorheen het 30 jarig bestaan, 1950: s.p.

Chapter 5
Fig. 5.1 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Hilberseimer, Ludwig, Richard Anderson,
and Pier Vittorio Aureli. Metropolisarchitecture,
2013: p. 125; Boesiger, Willy, Pierre Jeanneret
et Le Corbusier. Le Corbusier et Pierre Jeanneret:
oeuvre complète de 1929-1934, 1946: p. 93; Unwin,
Raymond. Town Planning in practice, 1913: s.p.
Fig. 5.2 Loquet Floris. L’avenir d’Anvers, 1916:
title page.
Fig. 5.3 Ministerie van Landbouw en Openbare
Werken. Studiecommissie tot inrichting der
Antwerpsche agglomeratie, 1911: s.p.; Stübben,
Joseph. “Die Erweiterung der Stadt Antwerpen”,
1915: pp. 124-125.
Fig. 5.4 Stübben, Joseph. “Die Erweiterung der
Stadt Antwerpen”, 1915: p. 126.
Fig. 5.5 De Heem, Paul. L’art de la construction des
villes, 1912: title page, planche I, and planche II.
De Heem, Paul. La Construction des Villes et CitésJardins, 1921: title page, and p. 9. State Archives
Antwerp, Plannenregister Departement Bruggen
en Wegen. B328, Studie van de inrichting der
Antwerpse agglomeratie- Vestinggordel Forten
5;6;7;8;9, 1909
Fig. 5.6 Provincial Archives of Antwerp, depot
number 1317/2, folder Joseph Schobbens: SCAA
correspondence.
Fig. 5.7 D.P.S. Exposition Anvers-Extension, 1910:
title page.
Fig. 5.8 Loquet Floris. L’avenir d’Anvers, 1916: p.
31, and p. 49. Van Gheem, L.. Jos Smolderen, 2008:
p. 86.
Fig. 5.9 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Aerts, Wouter & Dirk Laureys, Bouwen in
beeld, 2004: pp. 164-165; Van Mieghem, Saskia.
Alfred Portielje (1883-1965), 2015: p. 98, and p.
112.
Fig. 5.10 De Bouwgids 3, no1, 1911: title page,
and p. 1; Het KMBA: maandschrift 1, no1, 1930:
title page, and p. 1.
Fig. 5.11 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
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from: De Vos – Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel Anvers,
1907: cover page, p.57, p.58, p. 61, p. 62, p. 63, p.
65, p. 66, and p. 67; De Bouwgids 3, no.1, 1911: pp.
12-13; De Bouwgids 20, no. 12, 1924: pp. 236-237.
Fig. 5.12 Collage by author. Images retrieved
from: Grootaers, Jan-Lodewijk, and Mandy
Nauwelaerts. De Panoramische Droom, 1993;
KMBA: maandschrift 1, no. 1, 1930: pp. 18-19;
KMBA: maandschrift 5, no. 4, 1934: pp. 82-83.
Fig. 5.13 Collage by author. Images retrieved
from: De Vos – Van Kleef, Dirk. Le Nouvel
Anvers, 1907: cover page; Antwerp City
Archives, sa031045, Boomsesteenweg, tussen
de Oefeningstraat & VIIde-Olympiadelaan,
Antwerpen, 1932; FOTO-GF#422, della
Faillelaan en Olmenlaan, 1910; FOTO-GF#420,
della Faillelaan en Vijverlaan, 1910.
Fig. 5.14 Collage by author. All images are dated
between 1907 and 1939 and were retrieved
from De Bouwgids (1911-1932) Het KMBA:
maandschrift (1930-1939) or the Antwerp City
Archives.
Fig. 5.15 Collage by author. All images are dated
between 1907 and 1939 and were retrieved
from De Bouwgids (1911-1932) Het KMBA:
maandschrift (1930-1939) or the Antwerp City
Archives.
Fig. 5.16 Collage by author. All images are dated
between 1907 and 1939 and were retrieved
from De Bouwgids (1911-1932) Het KMBA:
maandschrift (1930-1939) or the Antwerp City
Archives.
Fig. 5.17 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp
City Archives, 238#1401, Portielje & De Braey
voor Ed Stapper, 1926; Leonard, Edward. “De
Bediendenwijk Unitas”, De Bouwgids 20, no. 12,
1928: p 240; 1074#10494, De Vos Aanleg 60 woningen op 3 blokken in Edegem en Wilrijk, 1923.
Images: Van Mieghem, Saskia. Alfred Portielje
(1883-1965), 2015: p. 188; Leonard, Edward. “De
Bediendenwijk Unitas”, De Bouwgids 20, no. 12,
1928: p 236; www.inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be.
Fig. 5.18 Collage by author. Maps: Antwerp
City Archives, 1932#41161, Portielje & De
Braey voor Cie Nationale Immobilière, 1932;
1931#38652, Portielje & De Braey voor De Braey,
J., 1931; 1927#27326, Vaes, Portielje voor Cie
van Openb. Onderstand, 1931. Pictures: Antwerp
City Archives, FOTO-OF#6031, Jan Van
Rijswijcklaan 33, hoek Korte Lozanastraat, 1936;
KMBA. “Tentoonstelling van KMBA”, 1932: p.
149; Antwerp City Archives, FOTO-OF#6008,
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Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, hoek Jan de Voslei, 1931.
Fig. 5.19 Collage by author. All images are dated
between 1907 and 1939 and were retrieved
from De Bouwgids (1911-1932) Het KMBA:
maandschrift (1930-1939) or the Antwerp City
Archives.
Fig. 5.20 Collage by author. L.D.M. “Het
Geraamte van het Torengebouw”, KMBA:
maandschrift 5, no. 12, 1934: pp. 326-327; Theys,
Leopold “Kerk te Edegem”, KMBA: maandschrift
4, no. 6, 1933: p. 97; De Winter, Louis, and Rik
Hodister. 25 jaar Sportpaleis, 1958: p. 25; Nuyts,
Eugeen. RAFC, 1880-1930, 1930: p. 123.
Fig. 5.21 Collage by author. All images retrieved
from: Entreprises générales de constructions Van
Riel & Van den Bergh. Entreprises générales de
construction, 1930: s.p.
Fig. 5.22 KMBA: maandschrift 2, no. 1, 1931: s.p.;
KMBA: maandschrift 2, no. 3, 1931: s.p.
Fig. 5.23 Collage by author. All images retrieved
from: Entreprises générales de constructions Van
Riel & Van den Bergh. Entreprises générales de
construction, 1930: s.p.
Fig. 5.24 Collage by author. Images Cols & De
Roeck: Wappers, J. V. Cols & J. De Roeck, architectes, 1932: s.p. Images brothers De Vos: Antwerp
City Archives, 1074#10494, De Vos Aanleg 60
woningen op 3 blokken in Edegem en Wilrijk,
1923.
Fig. 5.25 Collage by author. Pictures Edegem:
Van Passen, Robert and Charles Neyens.
Edegem in Oude Prentkaarten, 1974, s.p. Pictures
Venneborg: Nonneman, Maurice. Deurne in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1978, s.p.
Fig. 5.26 De Vos – Van Kleef, Dirk. “Tuinwijk
Vredeburg”, 1924: pp. 166-169.
Fig. 5.27 Collin, Jean-Florian. L’épargne
Immobilière, 1938: cover; Collin, Jean-Florian.
Studie over de inlanders, 1952: s.p.
Fig. 5.28 KMBA. “Inrichting der urbanisatie in
België” KMBA: maandschrift 6, no. 4, 1935: pp.
101-109.
Fig. 5.29 Van der Paal, Egide. “Hoog- Middelen Laagbouw.” KMBA: maandschrift, 7, no. 12,
1936: pp. 291-294.
Fig. 5.30 Horta, Victor. “Le problème de la
réglementation”, 1932: pp. 86-117; Maertens, M.
“Projet de réglementation”, 1932: pp. 79-85.
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Fig. 5.31 Francken, Alfons, and Henri Delvaux.
Heropbouw van de Schoenmarkt, 1919: s.p.
Fig. 5.32 KMBA. “Tentoonstelling van KMBA”,
1932: p. 146-151.
Fig. 5.33 Collage by author. All pictures retrieved
from 1934 issues of KMBA: maandschrift.
Fig. 5.34 Collage by author. All images retrieved
from: L.D.M. “Urbanisatie der Linker Scheldeoever”, 1936: pp. 269-277.

Chapter 6
Fig. 6.1 Le Cottage 1, no. 1, 1904: p. 8.
Fig. 6.2 Gazet van Antwerpen, 11 October 1908.
Fig. 6.3 Van Acker, Wouter, Michiel Dehaene
and Pieter Uyttenhove. “Tussen Stedenbouw En
Stadsbestuur”, 2013: p 160, and p. 163.
Fig. 6.4 Collage by author. Based on newspaper
clippings retrieved from Gazet van Antwerpen:
2 March 1913, 17 November 1929, 22 January
1930, 2 November 1931, 5 March 1932, 19 June
1933, 18 December 1938.
Fig. 6.5 Delbeke, Auguste. De waarheid over de
werken van Antwerpen, 1910: s.p.
Fig. 6.6 Mennes, August. “Beken en Waters rond
Antwerpen”, 1924: pp. 90-91; Schobbens, Joseph.
“Openbare parken”, 1926: pp. 62-63; Schobbens,
Joseph. “Bouwpolitiek”, 1937: pp. 204-5.
Fig. 6.7 Collage by author. Based on newspaper
clippings retrieved from Gazet van Antwerpen:
10 November 1922, 5 December 1923, 28 March
1925, 22 January 1930, 30 April 1930, 23 January
1935. And: Mennes, August. Het Ontwerp der
PIDPA, 1919: cover.
Fig. 6.8 Collage by author. Based on newspaper clippings retrieved from: La Métropole: 20
October 1910, 23 October 1910, 25 October
1910, 28 0ctober 1910, 23-30 October 1910;
Gazet van Antwerpen: 23 October 1910, 26
October 1910.
Fig. 6.9 Ministerie van Landbouw en Openbare
Werken. Studiecommissie tot inrichting der
Antwerpsche agglomeratie, 1911: s.p.
Fig. 6.10 Collage by author. Based on newspaper
clippings retrieved from: La Métropole: 1 March

1913, 9 March 1913, 14 March 1913; Gazet van
Antwerpen: 1 March 1913, 2 March 1913, 3
March 1913, 5 March 1913; De Werker: 5 March
1913.
Fig. 6.11 Collage by author. Maps: State Archives
Antwerp, Plannenregister Departement Bruggen
en Wegen, B403, Studie der inrichting van de
Antwerpse agglomeratie - Studie Prost - Forten
5 t.e.m. 12, 1913; B523, Plan van aanleg na
afbraak van de vestinggordel voor Berchem en
Wilrijk - Gedeelte parken, 1912. State Archives
Antwerp, Plannen & Tekeningen, 7729/kaft 313,
Plan de la Nouvelle Agglomération Anversoise,
1913. Pictures: Geyselinck, Jean. L’urbanisation de
l’agglomération, 1929: s.p.
Fig. 6.12 Collage by author. Based on newspaper
clippings retrieved from: La Métropole: 6 August
1932, 10 September 1932, 11 September 1932,
12 September 1932; Gazet van Antwerpen:
9 September 1932, 10 September 1932, 12
September 1932, 14 September 1932; De
Volksgazet: 10 September 1932, 12 September
1932.
Fig. 6.13 La Métropole, 12 September 1932.
Fig. 6.14 State Archives Antwerp, Plannen &
Tekeningen, 5172/1409, Antwerpse agglomeratie-dichtheid der bevolking-bezetting, 1932;
5173/1409, Antwerpse agglomeratie-diagram der
bebouwing van de gemeenten der omgeving van
Antwerpen, periode 1907-1931, 1932; 5174/1409,
Antwerpse agglomeratie-rangschikking der
gemeenten volgens oppervlakte, bevolking, bebouwing-periode 1907-1931; 5165/1406, Ontwerp
van de Antwerpse agglomeratie,(bewerkte versie),
1932.
Fig. 6.15 SCAA, Tentoonstelling in de stedelijke
feestzaal. 1932: title page, and p. 22-23.
Fig. 6.16 Antwerp City Archives, 12#4922,
Kladversies op Calqueerpapier, 1931; 12#4920,
Kladversie op vage kopie van topografische
kaart. Prims, Floris and H. Dierckx. Atlas der
Antwerpsche Stadsbuitenijen, 1933: s.p.
Fig. 6.17 Verwilghen, Raphaël. “L’urbanisation du
Grand-Anvers”, 1932: pp. 15-16.
Fig. 6.18 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from Antwerp City Archives, FOTO#12611,
Imalsotunnels, mensen wandelen door de tunnel
en andere feestelijkheden, 1933; SA084149,
Noorderlaan, inhuldiging, 1935; from Extensa.
n.v. Extensa 1910-1960, 1960: s.p.; and from
Gazet van Antwerpen, 7 August 1933.
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Fig. 6.19 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: La Métropole, 15 September 1932; and
from Lecomte-Dieu, Frédéric. Royal Antwerp Golf
Club, 2013: p. 45.

“Naar Aanleiding Onzer Tentoonstelling
‘Onze Parken”, 1924: pp. 82-83 and pp. 86-87.
Newspaper Clippings: Gazet van Antwerpen, 7
June 1924; and De Volksgazet, 3 June 1924.

Fig. 6.20 Map: source unknown, I genuinely
cannot remember anymore where I found it.
Aerial views: Comité Olympique 1920. De 7de
Olympiade en de feesten van Antwerpen, 1920: s.p.;
Maes, Marc, et. al. Stedelijk Olympisch Stadion,
2000: p. 16.

Fig. 6.31 Schobbens, Joseph. Les Environs
d’Anvers, 1930: Cover page, p. 48, and p. 73.
Newspaper clippings found in the booklet.

Fig. 6.21 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Truyens, Jasper. Verhalen van de VIIe
Olympiade, 2020: p. 43, p. 102, p. 110, p. 127, and
p. 128.

Fig. 6.33 Gazet van Antwerpen: 26 October 1938,
14 December 1938, and 22 June 1939.

Fig. 6.22 Nuyts, Eugeen. RAFC, 1880-1930,
1930: p. 176; RAFC. RAFC, 1880-1955, 1955:
p. 64.
Fig. 6.23 Laureys, Dirk and Serge Migom. Van
sprookjestuin tot modelstad, 2005: p. 12.
Fig. 6.24 La Métropole, 27 April 1930.
Fig. 6.25 De Volksgazet, 27 April 1930.
Fig. 6.26 Collage by author. Maps: Clipping from:
De Volksgazet, 27 April 1930 on top of map
retrieved from: Antwerp City Archives, 12#4291,
Stadsplan met plannen voor nieuwe wegentracés, 1908. Pictures: Antwerp City Archives,
FOTO-OF#6006, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, versierd
voor de wereldtentoonstelling, 1930; sa041134,
Wereldtentoonstelling: de hoofdingang, 1930;
GP#3944, Jan van Rijswijcklaan: vanaf de
Populierenlaan, ca. 1932.
Fig. 6.27 Collage by author. Book: De Bosschere,
Charles. Le Nouveau Parc d’Anvers, 1910: p. 28.
Pictures: Antwerp City Archives, FOTO#14504;
FOTO#14506; FOTO#14508; FOTO#14512,
all entitled: Inhuldiging en Inwandeling van het
Nachtegalenpark. Stoet van hoogwaardigheidsbekleders met hun echtgenotes. Enkele kinderen,
1911.
Fig. 6.28 Series of postcards, retrieved from website of renowned dealer Delcampe: https://www.
delcampe.net/nl/verzamelingen/postkaarten/belgie/antwerpen-1/ , last accessed on 25 May 2021.
Fig. 6.29 Collage by author. Pictures retrieved
from: Maatschappij De Vrienden der Parken van
Antwerpen, Exposition de documents, 1912: title
page; and from Joors, Eugène. “Onze Nieuwe
Begraafplaats”, 1912: pp. 150-153.
Fig. 6.30 Collage by author. Pictures: KVNS

Fig. 6.32 Schobbens, Joseph. Les Environs d’Anvers, 1930: Annexes.

Fig. 6.34 Technocratic 1960s: Antwerp City
Archives, FOTO#36783, Overstromingen
Lage Weg, 1982; and picture taken by author,
2014. Etrimo: Götzfried, Günther. Fruithoflaan:
een monument, 1980: p. 21; and Gazet van
Antwerpen, 12 October 1968. Amelinckx:
Antwerp City Archives, FOTO#41164
Weerstandlaan: flatgebouw Amelinckx, 1974;
and PVV magazine 6 no. 58, 1980: s.p. Extensa:
Extensa Private Archives. Folder Publicity
Brochures, 1960-1980.

Conclusion
Fig. C.1 Ledent, Alfred. Contribution à l’urbanisme
national, 1944: p. 69.
Fig. C.2 Collage by author. Images retrieved
from: Van Kerckhoven, Amand. Berchem in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1972: s.p.; Van Passen, Robert and
Charles Neyens. Edegem in Oude Prentkaarten,
1974, s.p.; Nonneman, Maurice. Deurne in Oude
Prentkaarten, 1978, s.p.; and Antwerp City
Archives, sa028145, Jan Van Rijswijcklaan, de
fontein, 1938.
Fig. C.3 Map produced by author, based on the
lion’s share of maps that were featured throughout
this PhD.
Fig. C.4 Verhaert, Isabelle, Toon Vanobbergen,
Michiel Dehaene, Valerie Van de Velde, Linda
Boudry, and Christoph Grafe. Lab XX: Opting for
the Twentieth-Century Belt: p. 63, p. 78, and p. 104.
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Appendix
MEETING REPORTS OF THE SCAA BETWEEN 1908 AND 1939
Legenda
I
II
III
IV

DATE

Provincial Archives Desguinlei, Depotnr. 506/107(27). Provinciale Technische
Dienst: Studie Inrichting Antwerpsche Agglomeratie.
Provincial Archives Desguinlei, Depotnr. 506/108(28). Provinciale Technische
Dienst: Studie Inrichting Antwerspsche Agglomeratie.
Provincial Archives Desguinlei, Depotnr. 506/109(29). Provinciale Technische
Dienst: Studie Inrichting Antwerpsche Agglomeratie.
Provincial Archives Beveren, BE-A0511 / PAA745/76. Studie-commissie tot
geschiktmaking van de Antwerpsche Agglomeratie. Vergaderstukken inzake de
ontsluiting van de Antwerpsche Agglomeratie. 1924-1942.
SUBJECT

SUBCOMMITTEE

Examen d’un projet de boulevard entre la Pépinière et la rue dite “Rempart de Wilrijck”.
Ecoulement des eaux naturelles et résiduaires de la zone d’extension (confidentiel)
Chemins de fer. Examen des propositions de Stübben par Mr. Lemeunier et Mr.
Derudder.
Route Anvers à Merxem : Discussion sur la largeur des ponts en de la chaussée.
Aménagement du pont 40 - Reprise de la Route Merxem-Brecht
Ouverture de Rues à Berchem, à travers du vélodrôme de Zurenborg
Nouveau Boulevard de La Pépinière: projet van VAN DER BECKE
Elargissement de la route Bruxelles-Anvers, dans la traverse de Berchem: largeur
désidérable.
Nouveau Boulevard de La Pépinière: discussion sur trois projets actuels, soumis à la
Commission d’Etudes.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclassée: discussion sur le contrat d’option entre l’Etat et
les Communes.
Nombre, étendu, et emplacement des parcs publics à établir dans l’Anvers nouveau
Demande d’ouverture de rues, retardée à cause 1°) de la question du viaduc de DeurneMerxem, 2°) du plan d’ensemble à établir.
L’Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bruxelles dans la traverse de Berchem, Mortsel, etc.
Ouverture de rues à Deurne, sur les terrains du comte Van de Werve
1°) Discussion de la note du Mr. L’inspecteur général Pierrot, concernant l’assèchement
des terrains situés au nord de la ville - 2°) Fixation de la cote minima à laquelle devront
s’établir les rues à ouvrir.
Elargissement de la route Anvers-Turnhout dans les traverses d’Anvers (Rue Carnot), de
Borgerhout et de Deurne.
Plans généraux d’alignement des routes Anvers-Breda et Anvers (Porte du
Schyn)-Merxem.
Plans généraux d’alignement de la route d’Herentals - Elargissement de la rue
Sterckxhof et du Boterlaarbaan.
Plan général d’alignement de la route de Borsbeeck, dite “Rue d’Argile”.
Nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière - visite des lieux et promenade sur les terrains de
l’enceinte.
Reconstruction des ponts tournants 36 en 37.
Décision concernant le nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière.
Exursion du 17 septembre 1908: Visite des cours d’eau du nord d’Anvers.
Plans généraux d’alignement des routes provinciales Anvers-Boom et Anvers-Niel.

12
1
2

1908
20-Feb-1908
27-Feb-1908
10-Mar-1908

I
I
I

29-Apr-1908
5-May-1908
9-May-1908
11-May-1908
19-May-1908

I
I
I
I
I

21-May-1908

I

23-May-1908

I

25-May-1908
25-May-1908

I
I

1-Jun-1908
4-Jul-1908
16-Jul-1908

I
I
I

23-Jul-1908

I

25-Jul-1908

I

2-Sep-1908

I

2-Sep-1908
7-Sep-1908

I
I

16-Sep-1908
16-Sep-1908
17-Sep-1908
22-Sep-1908

I
I
I
I

4
25
23
12
7
12
13
10
25
7
24
1

6
4
23
21
12
25
12
1
6
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22-Sep-1908
25-Sep-1908

I
I

25-Sep-1908
28-Sep-1908
28-Sep-1908

I
I
I

5-Oct-1908

I

7-Oct-1908
7-Oct-1908
21-Oct-1908
21-Oct-1908
24-Oct-1908

I
I
I
I
I

30-Oct-1908
30-Oct-1908

I
I

31-Oct-1908
14-Nov-1908

I
I

16-Nov-1908
25-Nov-1908
28-Nov-1908
30-Nov-1908
3-Dec-1908

I
I
I
I
I

5-Dec-1908
10-Dec-1908
12-Dec-1908
17-Dec-1908

I
I
I
I

23-Dec-1908
26-Dec-1908

I
I

Plantations le long de la route militaire.
Prolongement de la Sterckxhoflei - Création d’une artère nouvelle entre Deurne-Nord,
Deurne-Sud et Mortsel.
Ouverture d’une rue à Borgerhout.
Excursion du 28 septembre 1908 - Visite des cours d’eau du Nord d’Anvers.
Ecoulement des eaux naturelles et résiduaires de la zone d’extension (confidentiel) Plans de Mr. Pierrot.
Voûtement du canal d’Herentals - Nouveau plan d’alignement de l’avenue Plantin (est) Passage sous la gare de Borgerhout ou détournement de l’avenue vers la porte Louise.
Elargissement et rectification de la route Anvers (porte du Schyn) - Wyneghem.
Ouverture d’une rue entre l’avenue Markgrave et l’avenue des Petits Coqs.
Ouverture de rues à Berchem, sur les terrains de Madame Meyer-Van den Bergh.
Elargissement de la route provinciale Vieux Dieu-Lierre.
Suite de la discussion concernant l’écoulement des eaux naturelles et résiduaires de la
zône d’extension.
Ouverture de la rue Robert Mols, entre l’avenue des Petits Coqs et l’Avenue Margrave.
Ouverture de rues à Berchem, sur les terrains de Madame Meyer-Van den Bergh - au
Pulhof.
Séance plénaire.
Suite de la discussion concernant l’écoulement des eaux naturelles et résiduaires de la
zône d’extension. Excursions vers Bruxelles et Ostende.
Projet de nouveaux chemins de fer et modifications aux emplacements existants.
Création d’une artère entre le viaduc de Merxem et les darses.
Etude de l’écoulement des eaux (suite) - système d’Egouts d’Anvers et d’Ostende.
Brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte.
Ouverture d’une rue entre la rue Looibroeck et la rue Ceulemans - Elargissement des
rues Pothoek, Egliseet, porte du Schyn - Création d’une artère directe entre la place de
Coninck et la porte du Schyn.
Elargissement de la Dryhoekstraat, de l’Herentalsche Baan et de la Boterlaarbaan.
Ouverture d’une rue entre la route de Lierre et la route de Bruxelles (propriété Peellaert.)
Rapport de la visite des égouts d’Anvers le samedi 12 Décembre
Lettre de la société “Terrains et Entreprises” demandant une modification dans le
conditions imposées pour l’ouverture de la rue Robert Mols. Création d’une artère entre
l’avenue du Sud et le quartier St. Laurent.
Discussion du profil transversal de la route (nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière).
1°) Ouverture d’une rue à Brasschaet, entre la chaussée de Hoogboom et le chemin vers
le lege Kaart (MM. Kennes et Rombouts); 2°) Ouverture d’une rue à Eeckeren-Donck,
entre le chaussée vers la gare d’Eeckeren et la route d’Anvers vers Bergen-Op-Zoom
(MM. De Bruyn); 3°) Elargissement du chemin dit “Essenhoutsche Baan”.

28
21
24
1
1
11
5
20
21
17
1
20
21
9
1
2
26
1
29
25

23
22
1
20

12
26

1909
11-Jan-1909
1-Feb-1909

II
II

3-Feb-1909
9-Feb-1909
11-Feb-1909

II
II
II

15-Feb-1909

II

1-Mar-1909
2-Mar-1909
15-Mar-1909

II
II
II

20-Mar-2009

II

Boulevard de la Pépinière: nouveau projet de MM. Von der Becke.
Aménagement de la voirie aux aboutissants de la communication à établir entre les deux
rives de l’Escaut.
Largeur à donner aux ponts à construire sur les fossés de la nouvelle enceinte.
Nouveaux alignements généraux pour certaines rues de la commune d’Eeckeren.
1°) Plans généraux d’alignement de la route Anvers (Schyn) à Wyneghem. 2°) Ouverture
de rues sur le domaine ‘De Werve Hoef ” à Wyneghem.
1°) Examen du nouveau projet Hasse pour le boulevard de la Pépinière. 2°) Adoption du
tracé définitif.
Utilisation du sous-sol pour les canalisations diverses.
Plans généraux d’alignement pour la Kapellestraat et la Doornboschstraat à Hove.
Exposé par les délégués de la Cie du Gaz, de la Cie des Eaux et de la Cie Electrique de
leur manière de voir concernant l’utilisation du sous-sol des rues pour les canalisations
diverses.
1°) Passages sous le chemin de fer à Eeckeren - 2°) Relèvement de la ligne de Hollande
au droit de la chaussée de Bréda, et de la rue de Merxem - 3°) Situation future du
chemin de fer au droit de la route de Boom et de la route de st Bernard.

12
3
30
26
5
12
14
22
14

2
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24-Mar-1909
29-Mar-1909

II
II

29-Mar-1909

II

3-Apr-1909
3-Apr-1909

II
II

15-Apr-1909
17-Apr-1909
19-Apr-1909
22-Apr-1909

II
II
II
II

24-Apr-1909
29-Apr-1909
1-May-1909
13-May-1909

II
II
II
II

15-May-1909

II

22-May-1909
27-May-1909
3-Jun-1909
3-Jun-1909

II
II
II
II

9-Jul-1909

II

10-Jul-1909
12-Jul-1909
13-Jul-1909
15-Jul-1909
15-Jul-1909

II
II
II
II
II

19-Jul-1909
22-Jul-1909
24-Jul-1909
26-Jul-1909
26-Jul-1909
4-Aug-1909

II
II
II
II
II
II

6-Aug-1909
6-Aug-1909
9-Sep-1909
9-Sep-1909
17-Sep-1909
30-Sep-1909
4-Nov-1909
4-Nov-1909
6-Nov-1909
6-Nov-1909
11-Nov-1909
18-Nov-1909
25-Nov-1909
2-Dec-1909
4-Dec-1909

II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II

Fixation d’un repère devant servir de base à toutes les études de la Commission
1°) Ouvrage d’art à établir à la déviation de la route de Bruxelles en vue de la suppression
du passage à niveau d’Edeghem-Mortsel. 2°) Plans d’alignement généraux sous les
communes de Hove, Edeghem, Bouchout.
1°) Exposé de Mr. Cornet, directeur du réseau téléphonique d’Anvers, concernant l’utilisation du sous-sol des rues pour les canalisations diverses - 2°) Sédaction du questionnaire à envoyer aux différentes entreprises intéressées.
Reprise par l’Etat de la route du Kiel au Rupel (confidentiel).
Emplacements respectifs du nouveau boulevard du nord, de la ligne de Hollande, des
gares du nord et des raccordements aux bassins.
Tracé du Boulevard du Nord.
Création de parcs publics (confidentiel).
Ecoulement des Eaux - Excursion du 19 Avril 1909: Visite des Egouts de Bruxelles.
Visite des lieux pour l’étude des ouvertures à établir dans la nouvelle enceinte (section
Wilmarsdonck-Eeckeren).
Aménagement d’un parc public au sud de la ville d’Anvers (Confidentiel).
Largeur à donner aux ouvertures à pratiquer dans la nouvelle enceinte.
Création d’un parc public au sud de la ville d’Anvers.
Détournement de la route militaire entre le fort 5 et la route Bruxelles-AnversLuythagen - Fixation de nouveaux alignements.
Evaluation de la dépense à effectuer pour la création d’un parc au sud de la ville d’Anvers
(confidentiel).
Déplacement des gares de marchandise du Nord d’Anvers.
Route provinciale Anvers-Boom; plans généraux d’alignement.
Ecoulement des eaux - Voyage d’étude à Berlin.
Création d’un parc au sud de la ville d’Anvers - La commission entend le bourgmestre
de Berchem (confidentiel).
Création d’un parc au sud de la ville d’Anvers - La commission entend le bourgmestre
de Wilryck (confidentiel).
Elargissement des rues Terninck et Gérard, à Anvers (confidentiel).
Discussion de la taxe de plus-value.
Elargissement de la route Anvers-Bréda, sous Brasschaet (confidentiel).
Type de grilles à adopter pour le nouveau Boulevard de la Pépinière (confidentiel).
Ouverture de rues sur les terrains des frères De Bruyn, Sous Wilrijck, Hoboken et
Anvers.
Création d’un parc au sud de la ville d’Anvers.
Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin.
Route Bruxelles-Breda, traverse d’Anvers.
Déplacement éventuel de l’enceinte, près du château d’Ertbrugge, au delà du Fort 1.
Examen de deux dispositifs (grilles) pour la nouvelle enceinte.
Mr. Donny, bourgmestre de Wilryck, expose le résultat de ses études au sujet de la
création d’un parc, au sud de la ville.
Brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte actuelle.
Largeur de la route le long de la nouvelle enceinte.
Voyage à Paris.
Ouverture d’une rue à Eeckeren-Donck, sur les terrains de MM. De Bruyn.
Elargissement de la rue du Verger.
Eoulement des eaux. Voyage d’études à Paris (27-30 septembre 1909).
Discussion du projet de règlement au sujet de la taxe de plus-value.
Programme du concours: examen et discussion.
Alignement de la route Anvers (Schyn)-Wyneghem, traverse de Wyneghem.
Plan général d’alignement pour la Doornbosch- et Kapellestraat à Hove.
Discussion du programme-concours.
Discussion du programme-concours.
Aménagement du quartier St. Laurent, à Anvers.
Discussion du programme du concours (lecture d’ensemble).
Plans généreaux d’alignement des rues suivantes à Mortsel: rue d’Edeghem, Varent,
Zepte, St Benoit Herse, Eglise, Drap, chausée de Deurne et de Hove.

31
7

14

16
2
8
10
1
30
10
30
10
20
10
2
16
1
10
10
16
9
4
12
19
10
11
7
30
30
10
30
30
1
26
21
1
9
13
5
22
13
13
20
13
22

Ur b a n is on s !

690

7-Dec-1909
9-Dec-1909

II
II

16-Dec-1909
16-Dec-1909

II
II

Aménagement du quartier St. Laurent, à Anvers.
Ecoulement des eaux. Excursion du 9 Décembre 1909: visite de l’usine d’épuration des
eaux d’égouts d’Ostende, par le système Vial.
Lettre des architectes belges proposant un concours national.
Nouvelle artère entre le Steenengoot (tir communal) et le centre de Hoboken.

20
1

Plans généraux d’alignement de la route Merxem-Brecht.
Ouverture de rues sure les terrains des frères De Bruyn, sous Anvers, Hoboken et
Wilryck.
Demande d’ouverture de rue entre la rue Van Schoonbeke et la rue Robert Mols
(Terrains et Entreprises).
Détournement de la route Anvers (Schyn)-Wyneghem, aux abords de la route de
Turnhout.
Plan général d’alignement de la route Anvers-Wyneghem, traverse de Wyneghem.
Ouverture d’une nouvelle rue, à Eeckeren, vers le nouveau cimetière.
Plan général d’aménagement des rues de Borgerhout.
Route militaire, Plan général d’alignement de la traverse de Borsbeek.
Détermination du profil transversal du nouveau boulevard de la Pépinière, partie extra-muros (largeur 50 mètres, et 20m de jardinets).
Plans d’alignement de la longue rue d’Argile, extra-muros.
Plan d’aligmenent du Pont de Meir et du Marché aux Oeufs, jusqu’au canal au Sucre.
Ouverture de rues à Deurne, plan d’ensemble.
Alignement nouveau de la rue Lozanne.
Demandes d’ouvertures de rues à Calmpthout, Eeckeren et Capellen.
Plan d’aménagement de la rue Julius de Geyter.
Plan d’alignement de la route vers le Fort 5.
Etude de l’écoulement des eaux naturelles et résiduaires de la zône d’extension.
Alignement de la rue Lozanne, jusqu’à la rue Anselmo.
Elargissement de la rue Léopold.
Plan d’aménagement pour les rues suivantes à Wilryck: Vallaerstr., Edegemschestr.,
Laerstr., Berkenstr., Doornstr., Oudestr., Boekstraat.
Brèche de la porte d’Eeckeren - visite sur les lieux.
Brèche à la porte d’Eeckeren, discussion.
Séance Plénaire du samedi 9 avril 1910.
Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Wilryck (suite).
Détournement de la route militaire et passage sous la ligne de chemin de fer stratégique,
à proximité du fort 4 (Mortsel).
Prolongement de l’avenue Plantin, du boulevard Léopold et de la rue de l’Orient,
Déplacement de la gare de Borgerhout.
Elargissement de la place de la Comédie.
Boulevard du Nord.
Nouvelles brèches à pratiquer dans l’enceinte - Evacuation de certains bâtiments
militaires.
1) Plans d’alignement des rues Drink, des Champs et du Casque, à Borgerhout; 2)
Ouverture de rues au Steenenbrug.
Rues à Calmpthout et Capellen
Habitations à bon marché.
Plan d’alignement de la route militaire (section Wilryck).
Emplacement et largeur des passages dans la nouvelle enceinte (section comprise entre le
fort 2 et le chemin de fer de Hollande).
Plan d’alignement de la route militaire (section Wilryck).
Premier tronçon du Boulevard du Nord.
Ouverture de rues à Calmpthout et Capellen.
Mesures à prendre en vue d’éviter les dénominations identiques des rues de l’agglomération Anversoise.
Plan d’ensemble des rues à ouvrir dans la zône du nouveau parc d’Anvers.
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19

13
19

1910
4-Jan-1910
8-Jan-1910

II
II

8-Jan-1910

II

11-Jan-1910

II

11-Jan-1910
13-Jan-1910
22-Jan-1910
12-Feb-1910
17-Feb-1910

II
II
II
II
II

19-Feb-1910
24-Feb-1910
26-Feb-1910
3-Mar-1910
5-Mar-1910
12-Mar-1910
12-Mar-1910
17-Mar-1910
17-Mar-1910
31-Mar-1910
2-Apr-1910

II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II
II

4-Apr-1910
7-Apr-1910
9-Apr-1910
9-Apr-1910
16-Apr-1910

II
II
II
II
II

18-Apr-1910

II

21-Apr-1910
25-Apr-1910
12-May-1910

II
II
II

19-May-1910

II

28-May-1910
9-Jun-1910
16-Jun-1910
18-Jun-1910

II
II
II
II

23-Jun-1910
23-Jun-1910
27-Jun-1910
14-Jul-1910

II
II
II
II

18-Jul-1910

II

20
5
6
26
23
28
12
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18
20
20
26
19
20
1
20
18
20
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30
9
20
2
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18
8
30
23
26
15
20
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8
30
26
9
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18-Jul-1910
30-Jul-1910
21-Oct-1910

II
II
II

12-Nov-1910

II

15-Nov-1910
15-Nov-1910
21-Nov-1910

II
II
II

24-Nov-1910

II

28-Nov-1910
28-Nov-1910
29-Nov-1910

II
II
II

3-Dec-1910
5-Dec-1910
8-Dec-1910

II
II
II

8-Dec-1910
12-Dec-1910
19-Dec-1910

II
II
II

29-Dec-1910

II

29-Dec-1910

II

Plan d’alignement de la rue du Jardin, à Borgerhout.
Plan d’ensemble des rues à ouvrir dans la zône du nouveau parc d’Anvers.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la route Anvers-Bréda, section comprise entre la glacière
et l’ancienne église à Merxem. 2°) Aménagement du quartier compris entre la rue
Gasthuishoeve et le viaduc de Merxem.
1) Ouverture d’une rue entre la chausée d’Herentals et la route vers le fort N°2
(Wommelghem) - 2) Plans d’alignement sur le territoire de la commune de Vremde.
Ouverture de rues à Mortsel, sur les propriétés Coetermans et Baugment.
Overname door den Staat van de baan Antwerpen Santvliet.
1) Elargissement de la rue de l’Ancre, à Deurne, 2) Plan général de la rue d’Argile (place
publique à créer).
1°) Opening eener straat te Wommelghem. 2°) Algemeene lijnrichtingsplans voor de
gemeente Borsbeek.
Plan d’alignement de la longue rue d’Argile, extra muros, place publique à créer.
Plans généraux d’alignement de la route Merxem-Brecht, traverse de Schooten.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la chausée vers Lint, à Hove; 2° Ouverture de rues à Mortsel
sur les propriétés Bangniet et Coetermans.
Plan d’alignement de la route militaire, sous Hoboken.
Elargissement de rues latérales de la chausée de Turnhout, à Deurne.
1°) Passages dans la nouvelle enceinte; 2°) recul de la nouvelle enceinte; 3°) pétition des
habitants de la commune de Wommelghem.
Brèche à la porte du Kiel.
Profil transversal de la “Herentalschebaan” élargie (traverse de Borgerhout).
Plan d’Ensemble - Projet de réponse à une communication de Mr. Le Ministre des
Travaux Publics.
Discusson du projet de réponse à Mr le Ministre des Travaux Publics au sujet de sa
demande de plan ‘ensemble.
Aménagement des terrains de l’Anvien Arsenal.

23
20
4

23
22
27
23
23
23
25
22
19
23
30
31
23
13
13
18

1911
9-Jan-1911
12-Jan-1911
14-Jan-1911
19-Jan-1911
19-Jan-1911
23-Jan-1911
28-Jan-1911

II
II
II
II
II
II
II

30-Jan-1911

II

13-Mar-1911
17-Mar-1911
23-Mar-1911
28-Mar-1911
24-Apr-1911
24-Apr-1911

II
II
II
II
II
II

27-Apr-1911
1-May-1911
3-May-1911

II
II
II

13-May-1911
22-May-1911

II
II

Plan d’alignement de la rue Steyn, à Hoboken.
Plans d’alignement à Brasschaat et Capellen.
Etude détaillée des plans primés du concours.
Etude détaillée des plans primés du concours.
Aménagement du quartier autour de la Ankerstraat à Deurne.
Plans d’alignement de rues à Capellen et Brasschaat.
Détournement de la ligne des chemins de fer Vieux Dieu-Boom, entre Edeghem et
Mortsel; passages inferieurs à établir pour la route d’Anvers à Mallines, la Wouwstaat et
la Croonstraat.
1°) Ouverture de rues sur le terrain Peellaert, au Luythagen, à Mortsel, demandée par la
société “Voorspoed”. 2°) Ouverture de rues sur le terrain Coetermans à Mortsel.
Création d’un parc public à Deurne.
Aménagement du quartier autour du cimetière de Berchem.
Aménagement de la propriété Cogels à Deurne.
Emplacement des nouvelles lignes du chemin de fer, sur le territoire de Wilryck.
Ouverture de rues sur les terrains de MM. De Bruyn, à Hoboken et Wilryck.
Plan d’alignement de rues à Mortsel, Bouchout, Borsbeek. Ouverture d’une rue à
Edeghem.
Aménagement de la zone autour du cimetière de Berchem, dite le “Schom”.
Aménagement de la propriété Cogels à Deurne.
Plan d’aménagement et d’expropriation du prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin (établissement d’un boulevard de 40 mètres sur le canal d’Herenthals, vers la gare de Borgerhout).
Modification du tracé du chemin de fer, sur le territoire de Borgerhout.
1°) Passage des ponts militaires des portes Léopold, d’Edeghem et de Kiel; 2°) Lettre de
l’association des employés belges “UNITAS”, au sujet du déclassement de l’enceinte. 3°)
Lettre de Mr. Le Ministre de la Guerre, concernant l’exécution de nouvelles brèches; 4°)
Maintien des portes de l’enceinte; lettre de l’association des Artistes anversois.
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6-Jun-1911
14-Jun-1911
17-Jun-1911

II
II
II

24-Jun-1911

II

26-Jun-1911
3-Jul-1911
5-Jul-1911

II
II
II

15-Jul-1911
29-Jul-1911

II
II

1-Aug-1911

II

2-Aug-1911
29-Aug-1911

II
II

30-Aug-1911

II

11-Sep-1911
23-Oct-1911

I
II

25-Oct-1911
28-Oct-1911

II
II

16-Nov-1911
16-Nov-1911
28-Nov-1911
7-Dec-1911
11-Dec-1911
13-Dec-1911

II
II
II
II
II
II

21-Dec-1911

II

23-Dec-1911

II

Reconstruction de l’églilse St Cathérine, au Kiel.
Aménagement du quartier St Laurent.
Ouverture d’une rue entre la chaussée de Bréda et la chausée de Merxem à Schooten, à
Merxem.
1°) Ouverture d’une rue entre la chaussée de Bréda et la chausée de Merxem à Schooten,
à Merxem; 2°) Plan d’alignement de la route de Brasschaet à ‘s Gravenwezel.
Agrandissement du tir communal d’Anvers, au Kiel.
Plan d’alignement de la traverse de Schooten (route Merxem-Brecht).
1°) Plan d’alignement de la rue de la Pépinière; 2°) Demande à bâtir dans la rue du
Polder.
Ouverture de rues sur la propriété Cogels et du Bois, à Deurne.
Demande d’ouverture de rues à Merxem, par le bureau de Bienfaisance; formation d’une
cité-jardin.
Route provinciale du Kiel au Rupel; plan d’alignement sur le territoire de la commune
d’Hemixem.
Plan d’aménagement à Hoboken, ouverture de rues.
Prolongement de l’avenue Jan Van Ryswyck; appropriation des terrains compris entre la
plaine des manoeuvres et la route de Boom; appropriation du polder du Kiel.
Prolongement de l’avenue Jan Van Ryswyck; appropriation des terrains compris entre la
plaine des manoeuvres et la route de Boom; appropriation du polder du Kiel.
Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers
Alignement de la Van Houte’s dreef à Deurne - Alignement de la voie d’accès au fortin
de Deurne.
Ouverture de rue à Brasschaet.
Etablissement d’un bassin de batelage à l’extrêmité sud des quais d’Anvers Aménagement du polder du Kiel et des abords de la plaine des manoeuves.
Alignement de la route Anvers-porte du Schyn- à Wyneghem, à la sortie de l’enceinte.
Alignements généraux de la Antwerpschestraat, à Hoboken.
Dispositions à prendre en vue de la conservation du domaine Boekenberg à Deurne.
Alignement de la route de Bouchout à Borsbeeck.
Ouverture de rue à Deurne, entre la Boterlaerbaan et la chausée d’Herenthals.
Influence de la création d’un réseau d’égouts dans la banlieue anversoise sur le maintien
de l’eau dans les fossés de l’enceinte.
Examen de l’avant-projet soumis par la sous-commission spéciale pour l’aménagement
des terrains de l’enceinte.
1°) Tracé de l’avenue Plantin; 2°) Demande d’ouverture de rues sur les terrains Marinis,
dits “Blijkhof ” à Borgerhout.

19
20
25
25
19
25
20
21
25
19
19
12
12
18
21
26
19
5
19
10
22
21
1
13
23

1912
15-Jan-1912
16-Jan-1912
18-Jan-1912
27-Jan-1912
12-Feb-1912
13-Feb-1912

II
II
II
II
II
II

23-Feb-1912

II

27-Feb-1912
5-Mar-1912
7-Mar-1912
14-Mar-1912
16-Mar-1912
23-Mar-1912

II
II
II
II
II
II

1°) Tracé de l’avenue Plantin; 2°) Ouverture de rues au Blijkhof à Borgerhout.
Projet d’exposition des plans d’aménagement de l’enceinte.
Création d’un réseau d’égouts à Berchem et à Deurne.
Route militaire, alignements de la section sous Wilryck, passages sous le chemin de fer.
Ouverture de rues à Deurne et plans d’alignement à Borgerhout.
1°) Tracé du boulevard du Nord; 2°) Modifications que la ville d’Anvers se propose de
réaliser au nord de la nouvelle cale sèche en construction près du bassin Lefebvre; 3°)
Requëte tendant au comblement du Schyn intra-muros.
1°) Plan d’ensemble à Mortsel entre l’église et la limite de Bouchout; 2°) Ouverture de
rue à Mortsel, demandée par la Burgerlijke Maatschappij Van Havere; 3°) Ouverture de
rues à Contich, demandée par MM. Della Faille et de Villermont.
Aménagement de la rive gauche.
Ecoulement des eaux des prorpriétés Cogels et du Bois à Deurne (Luysbekelaarvelden).
Appropriation du fortin déclassé de Deurne en cité-jardin.
1°) Ouverture de rues à Merxem; 2°) Plans d’alignement à Eeckeren.
Ouverture de rues au “Steenenbrug”, demande Collins et Landmeters.
1°) Plans d’aligmenent à Anvers (longue rue d’Argile, longue rue de l’Hôpital, chaussée
de Malines, chausée St. Bernard); 2°) Plan d’aménagement du polder du Kiel.
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3-Apr-1912
3-Apr-1912

II
II

11-Apr-1912
15-Apr-1912
18-Apr-1912
20-Apr-1912
2-May-1912
8-Jun-1912
13-Jun-1912

II
II
II
II
II
II
II

15-Jun-1912

II

21-Jun-1912

II

25-Jun-1912

II

27-Jun-1912

II

1-Jul-1912

II

18-Jul-1912

II

23-Jul-1912
23-Jul-1912

II
II

25-Jul-1912
31-Jul-1912

II
II

6-Aug-1912
8-Aug-1912

II
II

10-Oct-1912

II

12-Oct-1912

II

14-Oct-1912

II

16-Oct-1912
19-Oct-1912
21-Oct-1912

II
II
II

23-Oct-1912

II

24-Oct-1912

II

25-Oct-1912
28-Oct-1912
30-Oct-1912
4-Nov-1912

II
II
II
II

8-Nov-1912

II

9-Nov-1912
11-Nov-1912

II
II

13-Nov-1912

II

Demande d’ouverture de rues à Merxem.
Destination de la rue du Rempart, longeant la nouvelle enceinte; lettre de Mr le ministre
de la Guerre.
Plans d’alignement à Eeckeren.
Destination de la rue du Rempart, longeant la nouvelle enceinte.
Destination des bâtiments militaires établis le long de l’enceinte actuelle.
Plans d’alignement à Mortsel et à Bouchout, - Ouverture de rues à Edeghem.
Destination de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte.
Ouverture de rues à Hoboken, autour du nouveau cimetière.
1°) Ouverture de rues à Edeghem; 2°) Plan d’alignement de la chaussée de Hove vers
Linth; 3°) Plans d’alignement à Bouchout.
Aménagement de la zone s’étendant autour du nouveau parc de la ville d’Anvers jusqu’à
la route militaire sous Wilryck - Passages sous le chemin de fer longeant la route
militaire.
Ecoulement des eaux des nouveaux quartiers à construire sur les terrains des propriétés
Cogels et Dubois à Deurne.
Alignement de la route de Bréda, aus abords de la Glacière, à Merxem et au Dam, à
Anvers.
Mesures à prendre par la commune d’Hoboken à la suite de l’expropriation du polder du
Kiel par la ville d’Anvers.
Suppresion du bras actuel du Canal de la Campine - Modifications à apporter à la région
de la Glacière et du Dam.
Plans d’alignement des rues Léopold et Durlet à Anvers et expropriation d’une partie du
polder Ferdinand.
Plan d’expropriation de l’Ankerstraat à Deurne.
1°) Expropriation par la commune de Borgerhout des terrains compris entre l’enceinte
actuelle et la limite de Deurne; 2°) Aménagement d’un nouveau quartier aux environs de
Muggenberg, à Deurne.
Plan d’alignement de la rue Léopold. Plan d’expropriation du polder Ferdinand.
1°) Route Militaire, traverse de Wilryck; 2°) Aménagement du domaine de l’Elsdonck,
à Wilryck.
Aménagement de la rive gauche, programme général des études. La question du tunnel.
Disparition des bâtiments militaires. Cession de la commune de Berchem du polygône
du Génie.
Examen du rapport du Comité technique pour l’étude de l’écoulement des eaux Adoption du texte définitif.
Destination à donner à la nouvelle rue due Rempart; lettre de M. le ministre de la
Guerre.
Modifications à appporter aux voies ferrées et aménagement de la voirie au Nord d’Anvers. Lettre de M. le Ministre des Chemins de Fer.
Aménagement et expropriation par la Ville d’Anvers du polder du Kiel.
Prolongement des rues due Pavillon et Congo, à Anvers et Borgerhout.
Nouveau plan d’alignement de la rue de la Fabrique à Merxem; Aménagement d’une
artère nouvelle vers le Canal.
Aménagement de la rive gauche- Discussion du plan soumis par M. l’Ingénieur en chef
Van Bogaert au sujet du tracé des gares et des lignes de chemins de fer.
1°) Ouverture de rue à Mortsel (Demande Baugniet Frères); 2°) Plan d’alignement de
rues Varent et Zepte.
Ecoulement des eaux des Luysbeeklaervelden, à Deurne (Propriétés Cogels et du Bois).
Ouverture de rues à Deurne, au Steenenbrug, (propriété de Bonhomme).
Création de maisons ouvrières, au nord d’Anvers.
1°) Ouvertures de rues à Hoboken; 2°) Aménagement de la propriété “De Hertog van
Brabant”, 3°) Plan d’aménagement de la propriété “Het Hondsnest” à Wilryck.
Ecoulement des eaux du nouveau quartier de Deurne (propriétés Dubois et Cogels, aux
Luisbekelaervelden).
Ouverture de rues à Deurne.
Ouverture de rues sur les terrains de l’ancien Beerschot, à Anvers. (Demande Van Oenen
et Donnet).
Aménagement de la rive gauche.
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16-Nov-1912
18-Nov-1912
22-Nov-1912

II
II
II

25-Nov-1912

II

27-Nov-1912
2-Dec-1912
4-Dec-1912
9-Dec-1912

II
II
II
II

11-Dec-1912
12-Dec-1912
16-Dec-1912
19-Dec-1912

II
II
II
II

Ouverture de rues à Deurne (Demande de la Société Bouwvak).
Création d’une artère nouvelle vers le parc des Rossignols, derrière le Minerva.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la rue de Hove et de St. Benoit à Mortsel; 2°) Demande
d’ouverture de rue à Mortsel entre le Contichschen binnenweg et la nouvelle enceinte
(Demande Van Gestel).
1°) Création d’une artère nouvelle vers le Parc du Rossignol (derrière le Minerva); 2°)
Aménagement du quartier St. Laurent.
Aménagement de la rive gauche.
Détermination du profil transversal de la route d’Anvers à Malines.
Ecoulement des eaux des nouveaux quartiers de Deurne.
1°) Etablissement d’un chemin de fer vicinal dans la chausée d’Herenthals; 2°)
Aménagement du carrefour compris entre le Kattenberg et le Hooge Weg, à Borgerhout.
Aménagement de la rive gauche.
Assemblée Générale du jeudi 12 Décembre 1912, tenue au gouvernement Provincial.
Aménagement du fortin de Deurne.
Ecoulement des eaux des quartiers de Deurne situés à l’est de la route d’Herenthals.

21
20
22

Aménagement de la rive gauche.
Aménagement du fortin de Deurne en cité-jardin.
Profil des artères à tracer dans la propriété Lebaudy, à Merxem.
Tracé des rues nouvelles autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers.
Lettre de l’union des Cavaliers pour la conservation de routes cavalières dans l’agglomération anversoise.
Projet d’exposition des plans d’aménagement de l’enceinte.
Chemin de fer stratégique. Projet de gare à établir à Wommelghem, à la Boterlaerbaan.
Ouverture de rues et plans d’expropriations à Deurne et Borgerhout.
Tracé de rues autour du nouveau Parc d’Anvers.
Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Wommelghem.
Chemin de fer stratégique. Projet de gare à établir à Wommelghem, au droit du
Boterlaerbaan.
Nouveaux chemins de fer à Mortsel et Berchem.
Situation de l’avenue des Anglais à Borgerhout.
Aménagement du quartier “De Groenenhoek” à Berchem.
Aménagement du quartier “De Groenenhoek” à Berchem (suite).
Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin.
1°) Ouverture de rue à Mortsel (Demande Baugniet, Frères); 2°) Plan d’alignement du
Contischschen Binnenweg, à Mortsel.
Ouverture de rues à Hoboken, au Moretusburg et dans la propriété de la société
“Hoboken-Centre”.
Brèche à pratiquer dans l’enceinte pour le prolongement de l’avenue Van Ryswyck.
Artères à tracer autour du nouveau parc de la Ville d’Anvers.
1°) Merxem demande d’ouverture de rues dans le polder (demande Joossens);
2°) Schooten - demande d’ouverture de rues entre l’Eethuisstraat et la Kromme
Deuzelstraat.
Artères à créer autour du nouveau parc d’Anvers, sur les territoires d’Anvers, Berchem et
Wilryck.
Deurne 1°) prolongement du ring intermédiaire au delà de la propriété Boeckenberg,
jusqu’à la rue St. Boch. - 2°) ouverture de rue entre la Van den Haute’s lei et la rue St.
Boch (Demande Jan Somers et consorts).
Plans d’alignements à Anvers.- Ouverture de rues sur les terrains du Beerschot.
Aménagement des routes à Mortsel à l’intersection du chemin de fer surélevé et de la
Eggestraat, près du passage de la route de Vieux Dieu à Anvers, sous le chemin de fer.
Ouverture de rue à Eeckeren (Demande de la famille Delfs).
Plans d’alignement à Bouchout.
Ouverture de rues à Hoboken, (Demande Mertens, Pauwels et d’Ursel).
Projet d’aménagement de la propriété della Faille à Deurne (Lackborshof ).
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1913
8-Jan-1913
9-Jan-1913
13-Jan-1913
15-Jan-1913
17-Jan-1913

II
II
II
II
II

20-Jan-1913
27-Jan-1913
28-Jan-1913
30-Jan-1913
10-Feb-1913
17-Feb-1913

II
II
II
II
II
II

22-Feb-1913
25-Feb-1913
6-Mar-1913
12-Mar-1913
2-Apr-1913
8-Apr-1913

II
II
II
II
II
II

10-Apr-1913

II

12-Apr-1913
16-Apr-1913
17-Apr-1913

II
II
II

23-Apr-1913

II

23-Apr-1913

II

26-Apr-1913
3-May-1913

II
II

6-May-1913
23-May-1913
24-May-1913
24-May-1913

II
II
II
II
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27-May-1913
10-Jun-1913

II
II

12-Jun-1913
14-Jun-1913
17-Jun-1913
21-Jun-1913
28-Jun-1913
23-Jul-1913

II
II
II
II
II
II

25-Jul-1913
27-Sep-1913

II
II

29-Sep-1913

II

30-Sep-1913

II

2-Oct-1913

II

9-Oct-1913

II

13-Oct-1913
15-Oct-1913
16-Oct-1913
25-Oct-1913
10-Nov-1913

II
II
II
II
II

11-Nov-1913

II

13-Nov-1913
8-Dec-1913

II
II

10-Dec-1913

II

11-Dec-1913

II

22-Dec-1913
24-Dec-1913

II
II

Plans d’alignement à Vremde.
Elargissement de la Vieille Route et création d’une artère entre la Pépinière et le nouveau
parc d’Anvers.
Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin.
Plan des nouveaux chemins de fer sur le territoire de Merxem.
Prolongement de l’Avenue Plantin.
Ouverture de rue à Merxem (demande Joossens).
Plan d’alignement de la chausée d’Herenthals sur le territoire de Wommelghem.
Aménagement des abords du nouveau parc d’Anvers sur les territoires d’Anvers et de
Wilryck.
Aménagement du Laekborshof à Deurne (Propriété della Faille).
Relèvement de la voie ferrée vers la Hollande - viaducs à établir sur le territoire de la
commune de Merxem.
Ouverture de rues à Borgerhout 1°) entre la chausée de Turnhout et la rue des Trois
Coins (Dryhoekstraat), 2°) entre la rue du Jardin (Hofstraat) et la rue du Prince
(Prinsstraat).
Ouverture de rue à Mortsel, à la proximité du Contichschen binnenweg (Demande
Horemans.)
Plan d’alignement de la route d’Anvers à Bréda, dans la traverse de Maria Ter Heide
(Brasschaat).
Aménagement du fortin déclassé de Deurne en cité-jardin. - Plans et projet financier de
la “Société pour l’amélioration des maisons ouvrières”.
Création du nouveau Boulevard du Nord.
Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Edeghem.
Ouverture de rues à Hoboken (Demande Mertens et Pauwels).
Aménagement de la propriété du “Lackbors” à Deurne-Nord.
Aménagement de la rive gauche. - Projet de rapport à Monsieur le Ministre des Travaux
Publics.
Ouverture de rues à Deurne, entre la rue St. Roch et la Van Haute’s lei (Demande
Somers et Consorts).
Ouverture de rues à Brasschaet et à Schooten.
1°) Nouvelle voie d’accès vers le Nachtegaelenpark, derrière les usines de la “Minerva
C°”; 2°) Elargissement de la rue Julius De Geyter.
Demande d’ouverture de rues à Schooten, introduite par la “Société Anonyme pour
l’exploitation de la banlieue d’Anvers”.
Demande d’ouverture de rues héritiers Heirman-Van de Put et de M. Joseph Moretus.Plan d’ensemble.
Création de parcs publics à Borgerhout et Deurne.
Amélioration du passage de la nouvelle porte de Boom, à travers, l’enceinte fortifiée
d’Anvers.

22
20

Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc de Rossignols, derrière les usines “Minerva”.
Participation de la Commission à l’Exposition de Lyon.
Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes de
l’Agglomération Anversoise.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée d’Anvers, partie comprise sous Borgerhout- discussion des profils transversaux.
Participation de la Commission à l’Exposition internationale urbaine de Lyon.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée partie comprise sous Borgerhout.
Prolongement de l’avenue Plantin.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée partie comprise sous Borgerhout.
Tracé du boulevard De Smet de Nayer (nouveau Boulevard du Nord).
Plans d’alignement à Eeckeren.
Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes de
l’Agglomération Anversoise (Deurne, Hoboken, Mortsel).
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée partie comprise sous Berchem.

20
34
9

11
2
11
25
23
20
23
2
23

22
4
15
8
22
19
23
32
21
25
20
25
19
22
29

1914
12-Jan-1914
15-Jan-1914
19-Jan-1914

II
II
II

21-Jan-1914

II

22-Jan-1914
26-Jan-1914
27-Jan-1914
4-Feb-1914
5-Feb-1914
11-Feb-1914
12-Feb-1914

II
II
II
II
II
II
II

18-Feb-1914

II

13
34
13
11
13
8
27
9
13
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19-Feb-1914
25-Feb-1914
2-Mar-1914
5-Mar-1914
9-Mar-1914

II
II
II
II
II

11-Mar-1914

II

16-Mar-1914

II

18-Mar-1914

II

19-Mar-1914
23-Mar-1914

II
II

26-Mar-1914
1-Apr-1914
2-Apr-1914

II
II
II

29-Apr-1914
6-May-1914
7-May-1914
25-May-1914
27-May-1914

II
II
II
II
II

10-Jun-1914

II

Aménagement du quartier “Groenenhoek” à Berchem.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée partie comprise sous Berchem.
Aménagement du quartier “Groenenhoek” à Berchem.
Aménagement de l’enceinte déclasée partie comprise sous Berchem.
Suppression des noms de rues faisant double emploi dans le principales communes de
l’Agglomération Anversoise (Merxem, Eeckeren, Edeghem, Bouchout, Wyneghem,
Wommelghem, Borsbeeck, Schooten, Hove).
Ouverture de rue à Deurne, entre la rue St. Roch et la Van Haute’s dreef (Demande
Somers et Cie).
Aménagement des terrains militaires partie comprise sous Berchem - Maintien des
portes de l’enceinte fortifiée.
Ouverture de rue à Deurne, entre la rue St. Roch et la Van Haute’s dreef (Demande
Somers et Cie).
Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie comprise sous Anvers.
Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie comprise sous Berchem. - Appropriation de la propriété de MM. Librecht et consorts.
Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie comprise sous Anvers.
Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie compris sous Borgerhout - Plan financier.
Ouverture de rues à Mortsel 1°) entre les rues Rubens et Van Dyck et la Wauwestraat
(demande de la société Van Havre); 2°) Entre le Contichschen steenweg et le Fortlaan
(demande A.Bogaerts).
Construction de viaducs pour le chemin de fer à Mortsel.
Aménagement de l’enceinte, partie comprise sous Anvers. - Plan financier.
Profil transversal de la chausée de Turnhout, dans la traverse de Borgerhout.
Aménagement du quartier “Lackbors” à Deurne.
Aménagement de la rive gauche. Communication de procès-verbaux de la commission
provinciale de la Flandre Orientale.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la “Oude Baan”, à Berchem, extra-muros; 2°) Plan d’aménagement des terrains Librecht, à Berchem.

20
13
20
13
9

21
13
21
13
13
13
13
22

2
13
6
23
32
20

1919
10-Jun-1919
7-Jul-1919
15-Jul-1919

I
I
I

2-Aug-1919
13-Aug-1919
10-Sep-1919

I
I
I

25-Sep-1919

I

6-Oct-1919

I

6-Oct-1919

I

8-Oct-1919

I

9-Oct-1919
15-Oct-1919

I
I

20-Oct-1919

I

22-Oct-1919
12-Nov-1919
13-Nov-1919
27-Nov-1919
4-Dec-1919
22-Dec-1919

I
I
I
I
I
I

Lettre au Comité Belge de la VIIème Olympiade.
Aménagement de la rue du Rempart de la nouvelle enceinte d’Anvers.
I° Reprise des études pour l’aménagement du Polder de Borgerweert; 2° Plantations à
établir dans le Polder de Borgerweert.
Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers.
Cession aux communes intéresées des terrains de l’enceinte déclasée d’Anvers.
Tracé de la nouvelle enceinte au Nord d’Anvers - Rapport du Lieutenant Général
DOCTEUR.
Elargissement des routes de l’Etat, expropriations par zones. - Rapport de M. Le
Président De Stryker (confidentiel).
Choix d’un emplacement pour un bassin de natation, sur le territoire de la commune de
Berchem.
Plan d’alignement de l’avenue des Anglais, à Borgerhout (entre la chausée de Turnhout
et la rue des Trois Coins).
Rapport de M. De Stryker sur les expropriations.- Projet de réponse à M. le ministre des
Travaux Publics.
Plantations à établir dans la banlieue d’Anvers et sur les forts.
Aménagement du Polder de Borgerweert. 1°) Lettre du Ministre des Travaux Publics.
2°) Construction par la ville d’Anvers d’abris provisoieres. 3°) Continuation des études.
Utilisation des terrains de l’enceinte 1°) pour baraquements d’internat pour la navire-école, 2°) pour un atelier provisoire de fabrication de tabac.
Construction d’un bassin de natation à Berchem.
Maintien éventuel de la Porte de Wilryck.
Nouveau plan d’alignement de la rue des Peignes, à Anvers.
Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers.
Aménagement da la rive gauche. Plan général d’appropriation.
Ouverture de rues à Eeckeren, aux environs de l’église.

/
30
32
18
13
30
4
20
23
4
33
32
30
20
13
18
18
32
27
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1920
22-Jan-1920

I

10-Mar-1920

I

18-Mar-1920
22-Mar-1920
3-May-1920
15-May-1920

I
I
I
I

19-May-1920

I

17-Jun-1920

I

19-Jun-1920

I

20-Jul-1920

I

11-Oct-1920
26-Oct-1920

I
I

Création d’une avenue au Kiel, sur le territoire de la ville d’Anvers (terrains Van Tichelen
et consorts).
Aménagement de la rive gauche - Tunnel à établir entre les deux rives de l’Escaut;
Rapport de M. l’Ingénieur en chef Tobie Claes.
Aménagement du Marché aux Souliers.
Plan d’alignement à Mortsel pour la Drapstraat, la Kerkstraat et la Molenstraat.
Ouverture de rues à Berchem, au “Groenen Hoek”.
Examen du rapport de la sous-commission spécialement instituée pour l’étude du projet
de M. L’Ingénieur en chef Tobie Claes, relatif au tunnel à construire sous l’Escaut.
Examen du rapport de la sous-commission spécialement instituée pour l’étude du projet
de M. L’Ingénieur en chef Tobie Claes, relatif au tunnel à construire sous l’Escaut.
Examen du rapport de la sous-commission spécialement instituée pour l’étude du projet
de M. L’Ingénieur en chef Tobie Claes, relatif au tunnel à construire sous l’Escaut.
Construction de nouveaux quais à Austruweel - Mesures à prendre en vue de l’écoulement des eaux.
Examen du projet à adresser par la Commission à M. le Ministre des travaux publics
relativement au tunnel à établir sous l’Escaut à Anvers.
Aménagement de l’Enceinte - Bâtiments militaires.
Aménagement de la rive gauche.

19

Ouverture de rues à Deurne, près de la Boterlaerbaan (Papegaaienlaan).
Ouverture de rues à Eeckeren, entre la Hofstraat et la Steenstraat.
Aménagement des terrains extra-muros de la commune de Borgerhout.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la Bloemstraat à Deurne, 2°) Plan d’aménagement du quartier
“Kerkevelden”, à Deurne.
Choix d’un emplacement pour habitations à bon marché, à Berchem.

23
26
23
21

Plan d’alignement de la route Brasschaet-Hoogboom.
Ouverture de rues à Mortsel, entre la route Anvers-Bruxelles et la route provinciale
Vieux-Dieu-Lierre (demande Baugniet-Frères).
Plan d’alignement de la route Brasschaet-Hoogboom.
Aménagement du quartier d’habitations à bon marché, au “Groenenhoek”, à Berchem.
Plan d’aligmenent de la Molenbaan, à Brasschaet.
Plan d’aménagement de l’enceinte partie comprise dans le territoire de la Ville d’Anvers.
Habitations à Bon Marché au Nord d’Anvers - moyens d’exécution.
Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc des Rossignols (derrière la Minerva).
Création d’une artère directe vers le Parc des Rossignols (derrière la Minerva).
Constructoin d’une caserne de gendarmerie, à Wilryck.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem.
Plan d’aménagement de la cité-jardin à construire aux abords des darses 2 et 3.
1.) Aménagement de la propriété Leysen, à Berchem. 2.) Ouverture de rues, entre la
longue rue d’Argile et la Helderstraat.
Plan d’aménagement de la cité-jardin à construire aux abords des darses 2 et 3.
Plan d’aménagement de la cité-jardin à construire aux abords des darses 2 et 3.
1°) Plan d’aménagement de la cité-jardin à créer aux abords des darses 2 et 3 (territoire des communes d’Anvers, Merxem, Eeckeren) 2°) Questions diverses relatives à
l’aménagement de la commune de Merxem.
Ouvertures de rues et aménagements à Merxem.
Aménagement d’une cité-jardin, à Wilryck, aux Boeksvelden (demande soc. “De
Eenheid”).
Changements proposés par la Direction de la Voirie Communale (ministère de l’agriculture et des Travaux Publics) au plan d’aménagement du quartier du Groenenhoek à
Berchem.

25
22

32
18
22
20
32
32
32
1
32
13
32

1921
26-Jan-1921
26-Jan-1921
24-Feb-1921
3-Mar-1921

I
I
I
I

26-Oct-1921

I

15

1922
15-Jan-1922
17-Jan-1922

I
I

18-Jan-1922
19-Jan-1922
20-Apr-1922
24-Apr-1922
25-Apr-1922
2-May-1922
17-May-1922
23-May-1922
10-Jul-1922
11-Jul-1922
12-Jul-1922

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

20-Jul-1922
25-Jul-1922
1-Aug-1922

I
I
I

6-Nov-1922
7-Nov-1922

I
I

15-Nov-1922

I

25
15
25
13
27
20
20
21
25
27
20
27
27
27

25
30
20
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20-Nov-1922
29-Nov-1922

I
I

5-Dec-1922

I

Plan d’aménagement d’une cité-jardin à Hemixem.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem (Société “De Goedkope
Woning van het Arrondissement Antwerpen”).
1°) Constructions de maisons ouvrières dans la région des darses, sur le territoire de la
commune de Wilmarsdonck, 2°) Aménagement de deux cités-jardins, aux abords du
boulevard du Nord.

19
25

Plans d’alignement à Eeckeren.
Tracé du ring intermédiaire, sur le territoire de la commune de Deurne.
1° Aménagement de la propriété “Ter Rivieren Uitbreiding”, à Deurne; 2°) Ring circulaire, sur le territoire de Deurne.
Aménagements à Wilryck: 1°) Construction d’une cité-jardin par la société “Eenheid”.
2°) Plan d’appropriation du Groenenborgerhof.
Choix d’emplacements pour stands de tir.
Plans d’alignement à Wommelghem.
Plan d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem.
Ouverture de rues à Wilryck: a) au Vallaer (demande “Maatschappy voor Goedkope
Woning”; b) au “Duivelshoek” (demande Sté “Eenheid”).
Ouverture de rues à Deurne, pour l’aménagement de la cité-jardin “Unitas”.
Choix d’un terrain pour une plaine de jeu pour la garnison d’Anvers.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem.
Examen des conditions d’une adjudication combinant la construction du tunnel et la
concession des terrains appartenant à l’Etat sur la rive gauche de l’Escaut (Polder de
Borgerweert).
Examen des conditions d’une adjudication combinant la construction du tunnel et la
concession des terrains appartenant à l’Etat sur la rive gauche de l’Escaut (Polder de
Borgerweert).
Cession des terrains de l’enceinte (convention avec la commune de Berchem).
Demande d’ouverture de rues à Wyneghem, entre la Brouwerslaan et la Kromme Lei
(demande Frans Zomers).
Ouverture e rues à Wilryck, au Duivelshoek (Soc. “Eenheid”).

27
24
24

35
35
35
25
23

25
13
25
25
25
25

27

1923
10-Jan-1923
24-Jan-1923
31-Jan-1923

I
I
I

26-Feb-1923

I

28-Feb-1923
1-Mar-1923
11-Jun-1923
18-Jun-1923

I
I
I
I

27-Jun-1923
28-Jun-1923
2-Jul-1923
27-Sep-1923

I
I
I
I

11-Oct-1923

I

17-Oct-1923
23-Oct-1923

I
I

27-Oct-1923

I

20
30
23
25
20
21
30
25
32

32

13
24
20

1924
31-Jan-1924
14-Feb-1924
6-Mar-1924
17-Mar-1924
26-Mar-1924

I
I
I
I
I

23-Jul-1924
29-Jul-1924

I
I

17-Nov-1924

I

18-Nov-1924

IV

Extension du réseau des Tramways à Anvers et dans la banlieue.
Extension du réseau des Tramways dans la ville d’Anvers et sa banlieue.
Extension du réseau des tramways.
Aménagement de nouveaux quartiers à Merxem.
Aménagement des terrains compris entre la Rue d’Argile, la Vossenstraat et la Plaine
d’aviation, sur Borgerhout et Deurne.
Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Edeghem.
1°) Prolongement de la Statiestraat, à Zwijndrecht. 2°) Etablissement d’une communication directe entre le Fort de la Tête de Flandre et la caserne Ste Anne. 3°) Déplacement
du chemin entre la digue de l’Escaut et la Chausée vers St. Nicolas.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la Hofstraat à Eeckeren, 2°) Plan d’alignement de la
Hanoteaulei à Brasschaet.
Ouverture de rue à Mortsel (demande Bogaerts), près du Contichsche Binnenweg.

I
IV
IV
I
I
I

Plans d’alignement des chemins N°s 35 et 36 à Schooten.
Percées dans l’enceinte fortifiée, sur le territoire de la commune de Berchem.
Plans d’alignement des chemins N°s 35 et 36 à Schooten.
Plans d’alignement des chemins N°s 35 et 36 à Schooten.
Appropriation de la propriété Ullens, à Merxem.
Ouverture de rues et plans d’alignement à Merxem et Schooten.

22
32

25
22

1925
19-Feb-1925
25-Feb-1925
3-Mar-1925
5-Mar-1925
31-Mar-1925
26-May-1925
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3-Jun-1925
10-Jun-1925

I
I

18-Jun-1925
22-Jun-1925

I
I

25-Jun-1925

I

25-Aug-1925
19-Oct-1925
20-Oct-1925

I
I
I

22-Oct-1925

I

26-Oct-1925

I

7-Nov-1925

I

17-Dec-1925
22-Dec-1925
29-Dec-1925

I
I
I

Ouverture de rues et plans d’alignement à Merxem et Schooten.
1°) Ouverture de rues à Deurne (demande Unitas Tuinwyk); 2°) Protestations de la
commune de Deurne au sujet de la plain d’aviation.
Plan d’alignement pour la Heidestraat et la Statiestraat, à Cappellen.
Demande de l’administration des Chemins de fer tendant à la suppression de viaducs
biais à proximité de la gare de Berchem.
1°) Alignement de la Grand’Place à Eeckeren. 2°) Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à
Mariaburg (Brasschaet).
Aménagement de la rive gauche.
Ouverture de rues à St. Mariaburg (Eeckeren et Brasschaet).
Présentation au gouvernement d’un plan général d’aménagement du Polder de
Borgerweert.
Plan général d’aménagement du Polder de Borgerweert, à présenter par la Commission
au Gouvernement.
Demande d’ouvertures de rues à Schooten (entre la Gelmelestraat, la Kopstraat, etc.)
Plan d’alignement de la Verbertstraat à Schooten. Demande d’ouverture de rue à
Calmpthout (demande “Mij Vredeburg”.
Plans d’alignement du Hoogboomschen Steenweg et de la Yzerenweglaan, à Eeckeren.
- Plans d’alignement pour les rues du hameau de St. Mariaburg, partie comprise sous
Eeckeren.
Sorties de ville, étude générale.
Sorties de ville, étude générale.
Sorties de ville, étude générale.

25
21

Sorties de ville et aménagement général des communes de l’agglomération anversoise. - Passages à prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - I Merxem - Eeckeren
- Brasschaet.
Plan général d’aménagement des communes de l’Agglomération anversoise. - Passages à
prévoir dans le chemin de fer de ceinture - II Deurne, Schooten, Wommelghem.
Aménagement des communes de l’agglomération anversoise - passages à prévoir dans le
chemin de fer de ceinture III - Mortsel, Borsbeek, Vremde, Edegem, Contich, Bouchout,
Hove, Wyneghem.
Plans généraux d’aménagement de diverses communes de l’Agglomération anversoise.
Passages à prévoir dans les chemins de fer projetés. IV - Hoboken, Hemixem, Wilryck.
1°) Demande d’ouverture de rues, à Wilryck (demande Soc. Eenheid). 2°) Plan d’alignement de la Groote Doornstraat, à Wilryck.
Passages au chemin de fer de ceinture . Desiderata des communes du nord.
Approbation officielle du plan général d’aménagement des terrains de l’enceinte déclassée d’Anvers.
Plans d’aménagement de divers nouveaux quartiers à Merxem.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Merxem (partie comprise entre la petite
barrière et les darses).
Plan général d’aménagement de la communde d’Eeckeren.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Wyneghem (première partie).
Suppression du port-rail établi à proximité de la gare de Waes.
Amorce de l’avenue Baillet-Latour, au carrefour de la Petite Barrière. - Mesures à prendre par les communes intéressées.
Plans d’alignement et demandes d’ouverture de rues à Hemixem et Wilryck.
1°) Ouverture de rues derrière les plains d’aviation. - 2°) Accès au stade du Boschuil - 3°)
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune.
1°) Carrefour de la Petite Barrière; 2°) Plan d’alignement du chemin n° 39, à Brasschaet.
Plans d’alignement et d’ouverture de rues, à Wilryck.
1°) Schooten, aménagement de nouveaux quartiers et plans d’alignement de diverses
rues; 2°) Schilde: création d’une artère, sur l’emplacement du chemin de fer stratégique.
Aménagement du carrefour de la Petite Barrière.
Carrefour de la Petite Barrière.
Plans d’alignement et ouvertures de rues, à Merxem et Schooten.

36

26
2
25
32
25
32
32
25

25

36
36
36

1926
6-Jan-1926

I

9-Jan-1926

I

12-Jan-1926

I

14-Jan-1926

I

14-Jan-1926

I

15-Jan-1926
4-Feb-1926

I
I

31-Mar-1926
9-Apr-1926

I
I

13-Apr-1926
15-Apr-1926
27-Apr-1926
28-Apr-1926

I
I
I
I

28-Apr-1926
6-May-1926

I
I

20-May-1926
11-Jun-1926
13-Jun-1926

I
I
I

15-Jun-1926
22-Jun-1926
13-Oct-1926

I
I
I

36
36

36
20
2
13
25
25
26
24
2
25
20
21
25
20
25
25
23
25
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15-Oct-1926
19-Oct-1926
19-Oct-1926
19-Oct-1926
22-Oct-1926
22-Oct-1926

I
I
I
I
I
I

28-Oct-1926
29-Oct-1926
4-Nov-1926

I
I
I

15-Dec-1926
16-Dec-1926
20-Dec-1926

I
I
IV

Projet de pont sur l’Escaut, en aval d’Anvers.
Ouverture de rues à Hoboken, aux “Vinckevelden” (demande Van den Wildenberg).
Ouverture de rues et plans d’alignement à Wilryck.
Ouverture de rues à Edeghem (demande de la S.A. “Anvers-Edeghem-Extension”).
Ouverture de rues et plans d’alignement à Wyneghem.
1°) Projet de tunnel sous l’Escaut (projet du consortium dit “Suisse”). 2°) Nouveau projet
de pont sur l’Escaut (projet Wattier).
Aménagement des abords de la maison communale à Eeckeren.
Aménagement du domaine du Donck.
1°) Plan d’alignement de la Kromme Lei et de la chaussée Wyneghem-Wommelghem
sur le territoire de la commune de Wyneghem; 2°) Plan général d’aménagement de la
commune de Wommelghem.
Aménagement de la commune de Mortsel.
Plans d’alignement de diverses rues à Edegem.
1) Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Deurne. 2) Plan d’alignement de la
Confortalei.

3
19
20
22
24
3

Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Deurne.
1°) Aménagement des terrains extra-muros de Borgerhout; 2°) Modification du plan
d’alignement de l’Avenue Plantin.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Borsbeek.
Plans d’alignement de la Torenstraat et de la Oude Baan à Wiryck.
Ouverture de rues à Mortsel, aux abords de l’Edegemsche straat.
Expropriation de la ville d’Anvers d’une partie du quartier Stuyvenberg.
Nouvelles voies ferrées sur le territoire de la commune de Mortsel.
Aménagement du domaine du Donck.
Boulevard du Nord - nouveau projet de M. Bonnet.
Objections de la commune de Merxem contre le dispositif proposé par M. Bonnet pour
le Boulevard du Nord.
1°) Ouverture d’une nouvelle rue au Vriesdonck à Brasschaet. 2°) Ouverture de la Van
de Wiellei.
1°) Deurne : Plan d’une cité-jardin à créer derrière la Plaine de l’Aviation - 2°) Tracé du
boulevard circulaire (sur le territoire des communes de Deurne, Merxem et Schooten) 3°) Diverses affaires à Schooten.
Ouverture d’un nouveau quartier, à l’Elsdonck, sur le territoire des communes d’Edegem
et Wilryck. Ouverture de rues à Edegem.
Reprise de la commune de la rue Adolf Greiner.
Plan général d’aménagement de la commune de Bouchout - Plans d’alignement de
certaines rues à Bouchout.
Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Berchem.
Création d’un quartier à Hoboken, entre les deux lignes de chemin de fer.
Ouverture d’une nouvelle série de rues à L’Elsdonck, à Edegem (demande de la Soc.
“Anvers-Edegem-Extensions”).
Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Berchem (propriétés Nottebohm et De
Roest).
Boulevard Berchem-Contich, par l’Elsdonck.
Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Borgerhout (environs du Rivierenhof ).
Aménagement de la propriété Melges (Oosterveldhof ), sur le territoire des communes
de Berchem, Mortsel, Wilryck.
Aménagement de la commune de Hoboken (ouverture de rues dans le quartier des
pépinières) - Programme des chemins de fer.
1°) Aménagement de la propriété Melges, sur le territoire des communes de Mortsel,
Berchem, et Wilryck; 2°) Ouverture de rues au Groenenhoek, à Berchem.

21
23

26
25
24

22
22
21

1927
3-Jan-1927
10-Jan-1927

IV
I

13-Jan-1927
3-Mar-1927
8-Mar-1927
12-Mar-1927
31-Mar-1927
31-Mar-1927
5-Apr-1927
26-Apr-1927

I
I
IV
I
I
IV
IV
IV

25-Jun-1927

I

25-Jun-1927

I

1-Jul-1927

I

1-Jul-1927
4-Jul-1927

I
I

8-Jul-1927
16-Jul-1927
15-Nov-1927

I
I
IV

17-Nov-1927

I

22-Nov-1927
22-Nov-1927
29-Nov-1927

I
I
I

1-Dec-1927

I

13-Dec-1927

I

21
20
22
13
2
25
8
8
25
21

22
19
22
20
19
22
20
20
23
20
19
20
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1928
7-Mar-1928

IV

8-Mar-1928

IV

1-May-1928

IV

9-May-1928
11-May-1928
15-May-1928

IV
IV
IV

24-May-1928
12-Jul-1928
17-Jul-1928
25-Oct-1928

IV
IV
I
IV

29-Nov-1928

IV

29-Nov-1928

IV

7-Dec-1928
7-Dec-1928

I
I

22-Dec-1928

IV

1°) Tracé du boulevard circulaire (ring sur le territoire des communes du Nord: Merxem,
Schooten, Deurne, Mortsel 2°) Plan d’alignement à Schooten.
1°) Tracé du Ring, sur le territoire des communes de Berchem, Wilryck et Mortsel - 2°)
Différentes affaires relatives à l’aménagement de la commune de Mortsel.
Nivellement d’une partie de l’enceinte déclasée, en vue de l’établissement du Boulevard
du Nord.
Différentes affaires relatives à l’aménagement extra-muros de Borgerhout.
Création d’une artère directe entre Burght et Zwyndrecht.
1) Mortsel - Ouverture de rues dans la cité “Minerva”, b) ouverture de rues entre la
Kerkstraat, la route de Lier et le chemin de fer; c) ouverture de rue dans le triangle des
voies ferrées. - 2) Bouchout - Plan d’alignement de la Appelkantstraat.
Aménagement de l’enceinte aux abords du pont du Kiel, à Anvers.
Création du boulevard direct Berchem-Contich.
Aménagement du carrefour de la Petite Barrière, à Brasschaet.
Communications de la Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer sur ses nouveaux projets
relativement à la gare d’Anvers-Sud, à la gare d’Anvers-sud, à la gare internationale de
Borgerhout, à la gare de marchandises de Zurenborg.
Schooten - 1°) Ouverture de rues près de la Sinte Cordula Plein et du
Papanaardekensweg; 2°) Ouverture d’une rue dans le domaine “Merxem-Deuzeveld”.
1°) Ouverture de rues à Burght (demande Van Goethem); 2°) Proposition de mr le
Bourgmestre de Zwijndrecht en vue de l’élaboration d’un plan d’aménagement des
communes de la rive gauche.
Plan général d’aménagement des communes de Zwijndrecht et Burght.
Aménagement extra-muros de la commune de Berchem (Oosterveld) - Questions
intéressant l’aménagement des communes de Berchem, Wilryck, Mortsel.
1°) Diverses questions relatives aux chemins de fer sur le territoire de la commune
de Mortsel; 2°) Aménagement de la partie extra-muros de la commune de Berchem
(Oosterveld).

21

1°) Rond point de la Petite Barrière, sur le territoire des communes de Merxem,
Brasschaet, Schooten. 2°) Ouverture de rues é Brasschaet.
Eigening van het park te Boelaer en omgeving, ter Borgerhout.
1°) Opening eener straat te Deurne; 2°) Algemeen plan tot aanleg van de gemeente
Wommelghem.
1°) Hove - algemeen plan tot aanleg der gemeente; 2°) Bouchout - Rooilijnplan voor
den Borsbeekschen Steenweg; 3°) Rooilijnplan voor den Deurnesteenweg; 4°) Deurne Aanvraag tot opening van een straat (Verstraeten).
Déplacement de la gare du Sud et de ses dépendances.
Etablissement de voies ferrées parallèlement à l’Escaut.
1°) Algemeen plan tot aanleg van de gemeente Deurne; 2°) Lijnrichtingsplan voor de
Boterlaerbaan te Deurne.
Opening van straten te Capellen en te Brasschaet.

25

20
13
23
32
22

13
20
25
2

25
32

32
20
20

1929
24-Jan-1929

IV

20-Mar-1929
23-Apr-1929

IV
IV

2-May-1929

IV

31-May-1929
31-May-1929
18-Jun-1929

IV
IV
I

5-Jul-1929

I

23
23
22

2
2
21
25

1930
1-Apr-1930

III

8-Apr-1930
8-Apr-1930
15-Apr-1930
18-Nov-1930
18-Nov-1930

III
III
III
III
III

EDEGEM: 1) Algemeen plan tot aanleg van de gemeente 2) Verlenging van de
Ullensstraat en Sterrenlaan (Elsdonck) op het grondgebied van Edegem en Wilryck. -WILRIJCK: Plan tot aanleg van de wijk Kerkeveld. -- Opening van een straat, nabij den
Edegemschen Steenweg.
Opening van Straten in de streek “Lichtenberg” te Hoboken
Lijnrichtingsplan voor de Drakenhofstraat en de Grapheusstraat te Deurne
Eigening van het kwartier van de Meirbrug, de Schoenmarkt en de Eiermarkt
Plans tot opening van straten en rooilijnen in de gemeente Wilrijck
1) DEURNE - Lijninrichtingsplan van de Waterbaan; 2) BORSBEEK Lijninrichtingsplan van den Ekkant

22

19
21
18
20
21
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25-Nov-1930

III

25-Nov-1930
2-Dec-1930

III
III

Nieuwe lijnrichtingen voor de Korte Zavelstraat, de Ste Elisabethstraat en de
Muizenstraat, te Antwerpen
Eigening van het nieuwe kwartier rond het Kerkhof te Schooten
Intercommunale Ring - Wijziging aan de wegenis in den omtrek van de Kempische
Vaart en de Turnhoutsche Vaart, op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Schooten,
Wijneghem, Deurne, Merxem.

18
25
25

1931
10-Mar-1931
10-Mar-1931
12-May-1931

III
III
III

19-May-1931

III

26-May-1931

III

9-Jun-1931
9-Jun-1931

III
III

16-Jun-2009
23-Jun-1931

III
III

4-Aug-1931

III

1-Dec-1931

III

8-Dec-1931

III

Opening van straten te Deurne
Lijnrichtingsplan van Te Couwelaerlei te Deurne
Aanleg van den Linker Scheldeoever- Wijzigingen aan het bestaande ontwerp aan te
brengen ten gevolge van de veranderde ligplaatsen van de tunnels
Wijzigingen aangebracht aan het ontwerp voor des spoorwegen ten Zuiden van
Antwerpen op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Berchem, Mortsel, Hove en Edegem.
Borsbeek - Lijnrichtingsplan van de Weverstraat en den steenweg naar Bouchout.
Deurne: a) opening van de Te Couwelaerlei. B) bouwlijnplan van de St-Rochtusstraat,
enz.
Wilrijck, Opening van Straten op “Oosterveld”.
1°) Capellen: regularisatie van onwettig geopende straten. 2°) Wijneghem: opening
van straten tusschen de Turnhoutsche Baan en den steenweg naar Merxem, ter streke
Ruggeveld.
Aanleggen van een nieuwe baan Bouchout Deurne.
1°) Borsbeek - Aanleg van een nieuwe wijk; 2°) Deurne - A) aanleg van de gronden
tusschen de Turnhoutsche baan en de grensch van Schooten. B) Ringlaan. C) Steenweg
naar Borsbeek; 3°) Schooten - Lijnrichtingsplans voor de Heikant - de Kuipersakker en de Fluitbergstraten.
Ligging van de goederenstatie van de Nationale Maatschappij van Buurtspoorwegen, op
het grondgebied van Borgerhout en aanleg van de omgeving.
Gemeente Mortsel. 1) Brief van den heer Minister van Spoorwegen, tot afschaffing van
een straat langsheen de spoorlijn naar Mechelen. 2) Aanvraag van de Gemeente om een
voetpad en een riool in de Omheiningslei, nabij schans 8 aan te leggen.
1) Bouchout- Lijnrichtingsplan voor de Heuvelstraat en de Lange Kroonstraat 2)
Edegem - eigening van het eigendom “Arendsnest”.

21
21
32

1) Aanleg van nieuwe straten en dokken in de wijk “Boschuil”, te Deurne; 2) Tracé van
de Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Deurne en Schooten; 3) Aanleg van een nieuw
kwartier te Wijnegem, op de gronden van de fabriek L. Meeus.
Ekeren: Lijnrichtingen van verschillende straten in de kom van de gemeente en in de
wijk Donck.
Schooten lijnrichting voor de Groote Lei (Schootenhof ).
Rondpunt van de “Kleine Bareel” te Brasschaat.
Bouwlijnplannen voor verschillende straten te Brasschaat-Caert.
Opening van de Meeuwenhoflei, ter streke Lackbors te Deurne.
Mortsel: 1) Verlenging van de Kretenburgstraat. 2) Bouwlijnplan St. Benedictusstraat en
Floralei. Edegem: Eigening van de gronden nabij Fort 5.
Oprichting van het Sportpaleis aan de Schijnpoort
Rondpunt van de “Kleine Bareel”.
Verbinding tusschen de Turnhoutsche Baan en de Schijnpoort.
Rondpunt van de “Kleine Bareel”.
Rondpunt van de “Kleine Bareel”.
1) Mortsel: Bouwlijnplannen. 2) Kontich: Uitmonding van de Laan Berchem Kontich.
Aanleg van nieuwe wijken te Berchem en Wilrijck
Aanleg van nieuw kwartier te Wilrijck en Hoboken. Vallaer - Opening van een straat te
Wilrijck
Verbetering van den steenweg Santhoven-Oelegem-Deurne (zuid), in de kom van de
gemeente Oelegem, nabij het Albertkanaal in verband met brug n°33

21

2
21

20
24

21
21

23
22

22

1932
12-Jan-1932

III

19-Jan-1932

III

19-Jan-1932
26-Jan-1932
2-Feb-1932
11-Feb-1932
11-Feb-1932

III
III
III
III
III

3-Mar-1932
3-Mar-1932
10-Mar-1932
17-Mar-1932
15-Apr-1932
24-May-1932
27-Jun-1932
30-Jun-1932

III
III
IV
III
III
III
III
III

9-Nov-1932

III

26
25
25
25
21
22
25
25
13
25
25
22
20
20
8
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III
III

Lijnrichting Ankerrui te Antwerpen.
Opening van straten te Brasschaat, ter streke “Het Zand”.

18
25

19-Jan-1933
2-May-1933
2-May-1933

IV
III
III

2
22
23

2-May-1933
2-May-1933
8-May-1933
8-May-1933
9-May-1933

III
III
III
III
III

17-Jul-1933

III

3-Aug-1933

III

3-Aug-1933
3-Aug-1933
30-Oct-1933
30-Nov-1933

III
III
III
III

30-Nov-1933
23-Dec-1933

III
III

Les transformations des installations ferroviaires du sud d’Anvers.
Gordelonteigening met het oog op het aanleggen van een nieuwe wijk te Mortsel.
1°) Wommelgem: openen van nieuwe straten, tusschen de Ternesselei en de
Welkomstraat. 2°) Openen van nieuwe straten (buurtwegen 5, 11, 12).
Schooten - wijziging aan het plan tot aanleg der wijk “Wouwens”.
Openen eener straat te Deurne, tusschen de Herentalsche Vaart en de Boterlaarbaan
Bouwen van Hydrotechnisch laboratorium op de omheiningsgronden, te Berchem
Wijziging aan het lijnrichtingsplan van de Rerum Novarumlaan, te Merxem.
Kunstwerken op de spoorbaan Antwerpen-Brussel (lijn der sneltrijnen), op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Berchem en Mortsel).
Openen van straten te Antwerpen, op de gronden tussen de Manchestrelaan, de
Noorderlaan, het toekomstig kanaal Antwerpen-Luik en den spoorweg AntwerpenRotterdam, met afschaffing van drie straten.
Zwijdrecht: 1) Lijnrichting voor de Fortlaan. 2) Openen van een straat tusschen de
Statiestraat en de Staatsbaan Antwerpen-Gent.
Rooilijnplan voor de Veldstraat te Wijnegem.
Lijnrichtingsplan voor verschillende straten te St. Mariaburg, Ekeren.
Toestand geschapen te Berchem door den aanleg van de nieuwe spoorlijn.
Planning tot opening van straten en tot vaststelling van rooilijnen in de gemeente
Zwijndrecht
1) Opening van straten te Wijnegem. 2) Brug over het Albertkanaal, te Wijnegem.
Voor-ontwerp tot aanleg van den Linker Scheldeoever (plan van de H.H. Deheem en
Van Averbeke).

Voor-ontwerp tot aanleg van den Linker Schelde-oever (plan van H.H. De Heem en
Van Averbeke).
Rooilijnplannen te Hove.
Rooilijnplannen in de gemeente Ekeren.
Aanleg van straten te Merksem, op gronden toebehorend aan Mej. Du Chastel de la
Houwarderie.
Aanleg van straten te Merksem, op gronden toebehorend aan Mej. Du Chastel de la
Houwarderie.
Onteigening te Borgerhout voor de Turnhoutsche Baan
Verplaatsing van de zuidstatie te Antwerpen: 1) slooping van het baanvak Antwerpen
Zuid-Wilryck; 2) ontdubbeling van het spoor tusschen Hemiksem en Boom (brief van
den Heer Minister van Verkeerswezen).

32

1933

25
21
13
25
2
18

32
24
26
2
32
24
32

1934
15-Jan-1934

III

7-Feb-1934
7-Feb-1934
26-Feb-1934

III
III
III

12-Mar-1934

III

19-Mar-1934
10-Dec-1934

III
IV

22
26
25
25
23
2

1935
28-Jan-1935
4-Feb-1935

IV
IV

3-Apr-1935
10-Apr-1935

IV
IV

10-Apr-1935
12-Jun-1935
12-Jun-1935
31-Jul-1935
5-Sep-1935

IV
IV
IV
IV
IV

Openen van straten te Deurne, rond het Antwerp stadion.
Antwerpen - Verbreding van de Karel Oomstraat, in verband met den aanleg der
omheining.
Lijnrichtingsplannen voor verschillende straten, te Brasschaat.
1) Hoboken - Lijnrichting voor de Kapelstraat; 2) Wilrijk - openen van een straat ter
streke “Oosterveld”.
Eekeren - Lijnrichtingsplan voor een nieuwe straat nabij de Schrieksche Straat
Rooilijnplannen voor verschillende straten der gemeente Ekeren.
Aanleggen van een nieuwe wijk ter streke Laertkouter, te Zwijndrecht.
Hoboken - Lijnrichtingsplannen voor verschillende straten.
Verlenging van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie (grondgebied Antwerpen en
Borgerhout).

21
20
25
19
25
26
32
19
2
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16-Dec-1935

IV

16-Dec-1935

III

16-Dec-1935

III

23-Dec-1935

IV

1°) Mortsel: ontwerp tot openen van straten tusschen de provinciebaan Antwerpen-Lier
en de Drapstraat; 2°) Edegem: rooilijnplan voor de Buyseghemlei.
Wijziging aan het rooilijnplan voor nieuwe straten, tusschen de Prins Boudewijnlaan en
de Pastoor Van de Wouwerstraat, ter streke “Oosterveld”, Wilrijk.
Nieuwe straten tusschen de Tuinwijkstraat en de Rerum Novarum Laan, ter streke
“Katersvelden te Merksem”.
Overname door de gemeenten van de toegangswegen tot de Forten (Krijgsbaan).

22

Doortrekking van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen
en Borgerhout.
1) Doortrekking van de Plantijnlei onder de Ooststatie, te Antwerpen. 2) Verplaatsen
van Zuidstatie te Antwerpen; afschaffing van het baanvak Antwerpen Zuid-Wilrijk.
Deurne - 1) Aanleg van een gedeelte van de Ringlaan, tusschen de Sint-Rochtusstraat
en de Van den Hautelei; 2) Openen van een straat tusschen de Ringlaan en de
Maquinaylaan.
Edegem - Rooilijnen voor de Doelveldstraat
Antwerpen - Openen van straten tusschen de Noorderlaan en de Havendokken.
Kapellen - Rooilijnplan voor de Kerkstraat en de Kerkweg.
Oprichting van het definitief waterbouwkundig laboratorium op de gronden van de
voormalige krijgsslachterij, te Borgerhout.
Openen van straten te Antwerpen, tusschen de Noorderlaan en de Havendokken.
Brasschaat: bouwlijnplan voor de Alfredlei en de Louislei, in het domein
“Antwerpen-Donck”.
Hoboken - Rooilijnplannen voor de Van Amstelstraat, de Greinerstraat de
Ketelmakerijstraat en de Vulkaanstraat te Hoboken.
Overname door de gemeente Mortsel van de Omheiningslei, van schans 6 tot schans 8.
Nieuw ontwerp tot het bouwen van het definitief waterbouwkundig laboratorium op de
gronden van de Brilschans te Borgerhout.
De intercommunale ring: middelen tot uitvoering; algemene bespreking.
Aanleg van de Omheinings- en Vestingsleien, te Mortsel.

18

20
25
30

1936
3-Feb-1936

IV

25-Feb-1936

IV

20-Apr-1936

I

20-Apr-1936
20-Apr-1936
20-Apr-1936
6-Jun-1936

IV
I
IV
I

6-Jun-1936
6-Jun-1936

IV
IV

6-Jul-1936

IV

13-Jul-1936
21-Aug-1936

IV
IV

21-Dec-1936
28-Dec-1936

IV
IV

2
21

22
27
26
23
27
25
19
30
23
37
30

1937
22-Feb-1937
8-Mar-1937

IV
III

8-Mar-1937
8-Mar-1937

III
III

8-Mar-1937

III

31-May-1937
31-May-1937

III
III

31-May-1937

III

31-May-1937

III

7-Jun-1937

III

26-Jul-1937

III

26-Jul-1937
26-Jul-1937

III
III

Aanlegplan van den Linker Schelde-oever; stratenplan van de I.M.A.L.S.O.
Deurne - Voorontwerp voor het openen van een straat tusschen de Confortalei en de Te
Couwelaerlei.
Rooilijnplan voor de Vredestraat en voor de Tuinwijkstraat te Kapellen.
Wilrijk - 1) Rooilijnplan voor weg n°38; 2) Protest tegen het bouwlijnplan van de
Ferdinand Itschertlaan (Vallaer).
Brasschaat - 1) Bouwlijnplan voor de Leopoldlei; 2) Openen van straten ter streke “Het
Zand”.
Edegem: openen van een straat tusschen de Boerenlegerstraat en de Ter Elststraat.
Wommelgem: openen van een straat tusschen de St Damiaanstraat en weg n° 30 (Het
Scheersel).
Wilrijk: 1) Openen van straten tusschen den Boomschen steenweg en het Vallaar, op
het grondgebied van de stad Antwerpen en de gemeente Wilrijk; 2) Openen van straten
tusschen de Laarstraat en de Frans Cortstraat; 3) aanvraag tot bouwen in de Ferdinand
Itschertlaan.
Brasschaat: 1) Rooilijnplannen tusschen de kom van de gemeente en De Caert;
Rooilijnplannen te Marie-Ter-Heide.
1) Edegem: openen van een straat tusschen de Boerenlegerstraat en Ter Elststraat; 2)
Mortsel: Openen van straten nabij de Drapstraat.
Wilrijk- 1) Openen van straten tusschen de Frans de Cortstraat en de Laarstraat; 2)
Afschaffing van een straat ter streke Oosterveld.
Gedeelte van den Intercommunalen Ring, gelegen op het grondgebied van Merksem.
Openen van straten te Wommelgem in de Immerseelvelden

32
21
26
20
25
22
23
20

25
22
20
37
23
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26-Jul-1937

III

27-Sep-1937

III

27-Sep-1937

III

27-Sep-1937
27-Sep-1937

III
III

27-Sep-1937

III

11-Oct-1937

III

20-Dec-1937

III

20-Dec-1937
20-Dec-1937

III
III

Betwisting tusschen de stad Antwerpen en de gemeente Hoboken over een toelating tot
bouwen, in verband met den aanleg van een straat op de grens der beide gemeenten.
Deurne: 1) opening van straten in de wijk Papenhof (aanvraag van de nv Immobla); 2)
opening van straten in de streek tusschen Palinckstraat en het kerkhof (bouwlijnplans
voor de Ter Heyde Laan, de Te Couwelaerlei, de August Petenlei, enz.
Voorstel van de Domeinen tot vervreemding van een perceel van de geslechte omheining, gelegen op het grondgebied van Berchem.
Uitvoeringsplan voor het Waterbouwkundig Laboratorium te Borgerhout.
Kapellen - 1) Opening van een straat tusschen de Hovensche Baan en de Streepstraat; 2)
Lijnrichtingsplans voor verschillende Straten.
Hove - Rooilijnplan voor de Weyninchdreef, de Onderwijsstraat, de Veldkantstraat en
de straten A, B, C en D.
Deurne: 1) Aanleg van de wijk Papenhof; 2) Openen van straten in de wijk
Lanteerneveld.
Deurne: Wijziging aan het stratenplan voor de gronden der N.V.
Deurne-Borgerhout-Uitbreiding.
Brasschaat: Rooilijnplan voor den Donkschen Steenweg.
Wilrijk - Wijziging van het Stratenplan voor het Oosterveld; Aanleg van het kruispunt
der “Zwaantjes”.

19

1) Openen van straten te Antwerpen in het tweede distrikt (Oorderen) door de S.M.
“Onze Woning”; 2) In de oude stad, verbeteringen van de rooilijnen van de Hofstraat en
de Oude Beurs.
Aanleg van den Linker Schelde-Oever: Openen van Straten te Zwijndrecht en te Burgt.
Tracé van de Intercommunale Ringlaan, op het grondgebied van Antwerpen
Mortsel: a) Lijnrichtingsplan voor de Omheiningslei en de aanpalende schansen; b)
openen van straten in de wijk “Wolschaerdersvelden”; c) openen van straten in de wijk
“Flora”. Hove: openen van een straat tusschen den Bouchoutschen Steenweg en de
Louis-Van-Lindenstraat.
Ekeren: 1) Lijnrichtingsplan voor de verbindingstraat tusschen den Oorderenweg en den
Kattenberg; 2) Lijnrichtingsplan voor de Waterstraat.
Aanleg van het kruispunt aan de “Zwaantjes” op het grondgebied van Wilrijk en
Hoboken.
1) Merksem- a) wijziging van het rooilijnplan voor de Lange Bremstraat en de
Zwaantjeslei; b) opheffing van het K.B. inzake het openen van straten, ter streke
“Kambrechtshoeken”. 2) Brasschaat - a) opening van straten ter streke Bisschoppenhof:
b) openen van straten in het oud domein Baillet-Latour.
Wilrijk: openen van een straat tusschen de Oude Straat en de Poekstraat.
Intercommunale ring op het grondgebied van Hove.
Intercommunale ringlaan op het grondgebied van de gemeenten Wilrijk, Berchem,
Mortsel en Deurne.
Antwerpen - 1°) Openen van straten in de tuinwijk “Luchtbal” - 2°) Afschaffen van een
achterbuurt in de Korte Ridderstraat.
Hoboken: onteigening bij strooken in de Louisa-laan en de Steynstraat.
Merksem 1°) Openen van straten ter streke Catersvelden; 2°) Wijziging aan het stratenplan voor de gronden van Mevr. Du Chastel.
Aanleg van de omheiningslei te Mortsel.
Rooilijnplan voor de tuinwijk Boterlaar, te Deurne.

27

Mortsel: Rooilijnplan voor den Eggeweg, de Fortstraat en de Stockmanslei. Hove:
Openen van straten tusschen den spoorweg Mechelen-Antwerpen, de Kapelstraat
en den Mortselschen Steenweg. Edegem: openen van een straat, tusschen de Oude
Godstraat en de Onafhankelijkheidstraat.
Hoboken - Lijnrichtingsplannen voor de Nieuwe Parklaan, de Hollebeekstraat, de
Meerlenhoflaan en de Eikenlei.
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Brasschaat - Openen van straten tusschen den Steenweg naar Hoogboom en de
Leeuwenstraat.
Voorstellen van den heer Burgemeester van Oelegem betreffende het scheppen van
een nieuwe verkeersweg tusschen den steenweg Santhoven-Oelegem en de Staatsbaan
Antwerpen-Turnhout.
Mortsel - Bouwlijnen voor de Safier- en Vosstraten.
Deurne - Openen van straten op de gronden gelegen tusschen de Stevenslei, de
Langveldstraat, de Herentalsche Baan en de Boterlaerbaan (aanvraag van de N.V.
“Société Internationale de Verreries”).
Berchem - Bouwlijnplan voor nieuwe straten, tusschen den Grooten steenweg
(Staatsbaan Antwerpen-Brussel) en de Oogststraat (Buurtweg nr. 10) ter streke “De
Zepten”.
Burcht - wijzigingen aan het lijnrichtingsplan van buurtweg N° 2.
Merksem: openen van een straat ter streken “Katersvelden”. Brasschaat: openen van
straten (Berréstraat, Hensberglei en Dierentijdlei.
Mortsel - 1°) Rooilijnplan voor een deel van de Sint-Benedictusstraat; 2°) Openen
van een straat langsheen de spoorbaan, tusschen den Lierschen Steenweg en de
Vandijckstraat; 3°) Bezwaar van de stad Antwerpen voor het gebruik maken van dezelfde
straatnamen door verschillende gemeenten.
Zwijndrecht - Rooilijnplan voor de Sint-Annaboom-, de Heide-, de Lindestraat en den
Heiligen Geesthoek.
Burgt - Wijziging aan het rooilijnplan voor de Statiestraat.
Deurne - Voorontwerp tot het openen van straten, ter streke Eksterlaar
Wilrijk - wijziging aan het rooilijnplan voor voetweg n° 38
Hove - aanvraag tot het openen van straten in de wijk gelegen tusschen de Kapelstraat,
de Mortselschensteenweg en den spoorweg Antwerpen-Brussel.
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