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Abstract  As the 1970s witnessed a growing 
concern for social issues, which were not 
addressed by most of post-war modernist 
projects, architects and intellectuals pro-
posed various approaches to claiming a 
social engagement in architecture. As these 
attempts to connect with a social agenda 
often put the notion of architecture’s 
autonomy under strain, likewise pleas for 
a more engaged public debate seemed to 
question the autonomy of architectural 
discourse. This paper discusses one par-
ticular trajectory in the history of architec-
tural criticism that aimed to resist such an 
opposition and defended the public merit 
of an autonomous notion of architecture. 
It does so by pointing to and interpreting 
the consequences of an argumentative 
shift subtending the self-understanding of 
criticism in Flanders, roughly from the mid-
1970s to the mid-1980s. This shift involves 
the postulate of “the real” as a wilfully and 
strategically used category and revolved 
around the understanding that the essence 
of architecture is inexpressible in language. 
On the basis of such understanding, “the 
poetic” then became a model to deal with 
these limits of language and was presented 
as the challenge for both architecture and 
architectural criticism. As this shift is more 
a shared understanding than an individual 
affair, this paper focuses on the symbiotic 
relation of architect bOb Van Reeth (born 
1943) and critics Geert Bekaert (1928–2016) 

and Mil De Kooning (born 1955) to trace 
the genesis of this postulated category, 
rather than delimiting the scope by discuss-
ing a single critic or journal.

Sebastiaan Loosen  recently obtained 
his PhD at the KU Leuven with a disser-
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Architectural Knowledge (Brussels, 
February 2017).
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As the 1970s witnessed a growing concern 
for social issues, which were not addressed 
by most of post-war modernist projects, 
architects and intellectuals proposed various 
approaches to claiming a social engagement 
in architecture. As these attempts to connect 
with a social agenda often put the notion 
of architecture’s autonomy under strain, 
likewise pleas for a more engaged public 
debate seemed to question the autonomy of 
architectural discourse. This paper discusses 
one particular trajectory in the history of 
architectural criticism that aimed to resist 
such an opposition and defended the public 
merit of an autonomous notion of architec-
ture. It does so by pointing to and interpret-
ing the consequences of an argumentative 
shift subtending the self-understanding of 
criticism in Flanders, roughly from the mid-
1970s to the mid-1980s. This shift involves 
the postulate of “the real” as a wilfully and 
strategically used category and revolved 
around the understanding that the essence 
of architecture is inexpressible in language. 
On the basis of such understanding, “the 
poetic” then became a model to deal with 
these limits of language and was presented 
as a challenge for both architecture and 
architectural criticism. As this shift is more 
a shared understanding than an individual 
affair, this paper focuses on the symbiotic 
relation of architect bOb Van Reeth (born 
1943) and critics Geert Bekaert (1928–2016) 
and Mil De Kooning (born 1955) to trace the 

genesis of this postulated category, rather 
than delimiting the scope by discussing a 
single critic or journal.

Introduction
According to Geert Bekaert’s account of 
the history of Belgian architecture, it was 
in 1983 that a new generation – one of 
“Bright Young Gods” – announced itself 
after a long, unproductive period with only 
few notable projects (Bekaert, 1995: 194). 
Bekaert was referring to an unbuilt design 
for the Carrefour de l’Europe in Brussels by 
Team Hoogpoort. In elaborating this claim, 
Christophe Van Gerrewey saw the main 
characteristic of the set of ideas undergird-
ing this design team’s approach lying “not 
only in a definition of reality […] but in the 
wilful and strategic use of this word” (Van 
Gerrewey, 2014: 448). If this timely emer-
gence of “the real” as a strategically used 
category indeed signals something of a 
turning point for architectural culture in the 
1980s, as well as for architectural criticism, 
it is worth considering it as a historical phe-
nomenon in its own right.

To this aim, this chapter turns to the 
decade preceding the date marked by 
Team Hoogpoort’s design, looking into 
how and why the notion of “the real” was 
mobilized in relation to architecture and 
was instrumental in reconfiguring the terms 
of architectural criticism. In particular bOb 
Van Reeth’s work – and, even more, his 

The Challenge of the Poetic 
Criticism in Search of the Real. 
With a Debt to bOb Van Reeth,  
1975–1985

Sebastiaan Loosen

:



Dossier Critique architecturale et débat public

attitude – evidences how the category of 
“the real” came about as a fruitful line of 
thought serving as an antidote to an all-too 
dogmatic form of post-war modernism. The 
eloquence of Van Reeth, combined with the 
intellectual energy his critics invested in his 
work – besides Bekaert and De Kooning, 
also historian Francis Strauven (born 1942) 
was an important supporter of Van Reeth –, 
resulted in a remarkable symbiosis aimed at 
developing an impetus for an architectural 
culture “rooted in the real” (Van Gerrewey, 
2011).

Tellingly, in Bekaert’s account, the dec-
ade in question – the mid-1970s to the mid-
1980s – was cast as a lost decade that could 
easily have been skipped and which was only 
of historical interest as an incubation period, 
bearing fruit only after 1985 (Bekaert, 1995: 
177). Occasionally, Bekaert stated that there 
was so little for the critic to write about, 
that critics would cling on to each flicker of 
inspiration that manifested itself. Those rare 
flickers – and the hope for the future – were 
often recognized in the figures of bOb Van 
Reeth and Charles Vandenhove. An equally 
meagre portrait could be sketched of Belgian 
architectural criticism in this period. After La 
Maison/Environnement had ceased publica-
tion in 1971, Belgium had no major architec-
tural journal until A+ was founded in 1973 
– the latter being remembered as a rather 
mediocre journal for criticism in those days 
(Delbeke, 2006: III). In an early appreciation, 
Bekaert even indicated that A+ was more 
an obstacle than a help for critical thinking, 
“making an advancement and exchange of 
ideas systematically impossible” (Bekaert, 
1983a: 13). In such a climate, the decade that 
for Bekaert was only of historical interest as 
the incubation period for an architecture to 
come could also be considered the same for 
architectural criticism. This paper traces this 
period up to the notion of “commonplace”, 
introduced by Bekaert in the mid-1980s and 
occupying a central position in Flanders’ 
architectural criticism for several decades.

Rather than a single paradigm leading 
the way – be it science, class struggle, partic-
ipation, or typology – this impetus relied on 
the acknowledgement of an essential igno-
rance, in the sense of something that cannot 

be known. As an essential “not-knowing”, 
this notion of an epistemological void, core 
to and skilfully woven into the discourse of 
Van Reeth and his critics, gradually took 
the form of postulating “the real” as some-
thing fundamentally out of reach of human 
knowledge.

Many of the motivations and questions 
underlying this shift towards “the real” res-
onate with a broader, international evolution 
of architectural criticism. Reflecting on 
criticism’s history, Jacques Lucan suggested 
to interpret the 1970s as a decade traversed 
by an unease (une inquiétude) with regard to 
language, which helped reinvigorate archi-
tectural criticism (Lucan, 2009: 114, 118). In 
line with that interpretation, the postulate of 
“the real” and the accompanying recognition 
of a “poetic challenge”, as a way of coping 
with that unease, will be considered here as 
an attempt to foster that linguistic unease as 
the “vocation” of architectural criticism. As 
Bruce Robbins argued, with each vocation 
also comes an appeal to some form of public 
value (Robbins, 1993: 25; see also: Leach and 
Moulis, 2010). Hence, rather than seeing this 
period as an intellectually dead landscape, 
and parallel to Bekaert’s own historiographic 
interest in the decade, this paper regards it 
as an “incubation period” by analysing the 
evolution of this “vocational” aspect – the 
implicit appeal to a public value – as made 
manifest in the reflections engendered by 
Van Reeth’s work.

This shift in self-understanding was con-
nected to contemporaneous developments 
abroad, not only in its linguistic unease, but 
also with regard to discussions on realism. 
Well-known intellectuals such as Manfredo 
Tafuri, Aldo Rossi, Roland Barthes, and Jean 
Baudrillard directly or indirectly fed these 
discussions. Despite the large influence 
of these debates and authors on Bekaert, 
the approach taken here in historicizing 
criticism, consists not in uncovering his 
intellectual references, but in prioritizing 
the relation to Van Reeth’s work. This is 
informed not only by his own understanding 
of criticism as a confrontation with a work 
in its unicity (see also: Jannière, 2009: 136), 
but also by Van Gerrewey’s description of 
Bekaert’s intellectual regime (Van Gerrewey, 
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Fig. 1   
Botte house, Mechelen, 
1969–1971. Photographer 
unknown. Source: Collection 
Flanders Architecture Institute, 
Collection Flemish Community, 
archives bOb Van Reeth and 
AWG. Courtesy bOb Van 
Reeth.

Fig. 2   
Van Reeth’s converted old 
Beguine convent dwelling, 
Mechelen, 1969–1970. 
Photographer unknown. 
Source: Collection Flanders 
Architecture Institute, 
Collection Flemish Community, 
archives bOb Van Reeth and 
AWG. Courtesy bOb Van 
Reeth.
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2015: 11–36). Influenced by the spiritual exer-
cises of Ignatius of Loyola impressed upon 
him during his Jesuit formation, for Bekaert, 
each confrontation with a work invites one to 
think it through personally, and potentially 
provokes a change of perspective, even if 
slight (ibid.: 15). In short, it was only in con-
frontation with the concrete architecture 
of someone as Van Reeth that Bekaert, and 
more generally his contribution to archi-
tectural criticism in Flanders, incorporated 
these international influences and was able 
to advance a personal line of thought.

bOb Van Reeth, the paradigmatic architect
The early work of bOb Van Reeth – the given 
name being stylized with a middle capital 
since early on in his career – in many ways 
embodied the widespread criticism of post-
war modernism, opposing all too dogmatic 
principles with a DIY-mentality and on-the-
spot intuition, lauding the “back room archi-
tecture” of informal outhouse-additions, and 
being involved in the activity of inner city 
advocacy groups, which revalued the exist-
ing cities. In some accounts, he even figured 
as the personification of the renewed social 
engagement of a new generation of archi-
tects (Hooghe and Jooris, 1999: 109–110). 
Not only did he epitomize the freshness of 
a wide-spread counter-cultural attitude of 
the new generation, but this attitude also 
was complemented with a professional pro-
ficiency and a clear evolution in his work: 
from embracing the unfashionable and virtu-
ally ignored Flemish vernacular in the early 
1970s, he evolved towards a more controlled 
and historically informed formal language. 
And when his career was seen as “paradig-
matic of the evolution of architecture in 
the second half of the twentieth century” 
(Bekaert, 2000: 13), it provides the perfect 
source material to trace the reconfigurations 
of architectural criticism throughout this 
period.

When reviewing the criticism on Van 
Reeth’s work, the established narrative of 
his “paradigmatic” career entails at least 

three phases.1 Of particular relevance in 
relation to architectural criticism is the shift 
from the first to the second phase, since it 
was then that Van Reeth’s approach was 
dissociated from the mark of “alternative” 
architecture – confining it to the margins of 
the discipline – and was considered to suc-
cessfully engaging with the mainstream as 
well. On the one hand, the conversion of an 
old Beguine convent dwelling for the archi-
tect’s own use (1969–1970), as well as the 
Botte house (1969–1971), both in Mechelen 
(Fig. 1–2), are representative of the first phase 
in his career, lauded for its “critical distance 
to classical functionalism” (Verschaffel, 2013: 
51) and roughly spanning the late 1960s to 
the early 1970s. On the other hand – and 
epitomising the second phase of Van Reeth’s 
work in the late 1970s – the Jesuit college 
in Antwerp (constructed 1977–1978, design 
initiated 1973), with its historicist references, 
is generally considered as a confirmation of 
his proficiency, where his initial intuitions 
are refined into a more controlled formal 
language. (Fig. 3)

In the first proper retrospective publi-
cation on Belgium’s post-war architecture, 
by Bekaert and Francis Strauven, Van Reeth 
received an honourable mention in the final 
paragraphs, expressing the hope for the 
future of architecture in Belgium (Bekaert 
and Strauven, 1971: 74). Together with 
Bruno Albert’s, Van Reeth’s architecture 
was placed in the trail of Marc Dessauvage, 
Charles Vandenhove, and André Jacqmain, 
all being praised for breaking out of the 
typological and programmatic constraints 
and developing forms that are able to accom-
modate any human program. In later years 
this is identified by critic Mil De Kooning as 
the constantly recurring preoccupation in 
Van Reeth’s work, namely “the study of the 
problematic relation between dwelling and 

1  In general, the historiography on Van Reeth 
shows a high degree of analytical repetition, 
most likely due to the combination of Bekaert’s 
intellectual dominance and his exceptional interest 
in Van Reeth. See in particular the more succinct 
presentations of Van Reeth’s work, though each 
with different accents (Dubois, 1991: 23–24; 
Bekaert, 1995: 153–159; T’Jonck, 1999; Strauven, 
2003).
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Fig. 3  Onze Lieve Vrouwe Jesuit 
college, ttdesign initiated 1973, 
built 1977–1978. Photographer 
unknown. Source: Collection 
Flanders Architecture Institute, 
Collection Flemish Community, 
archives bOb Van Reeth and 
AWG. Courtesy bOb Van 
Reeth.
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architecture” (De Kooning, 1989: 72). More 
specifically, this preoccupation concerned 
the interaction between the structure that 
architecture provides, and the spontaneous, 
undetermined life that can unfold within 
that structure. This is considered “problem-
atic” by De Kooning in the sense that in the 
inevitable gap between architecture and its 
inhabitation, architecture cannot be seen as 
being simply derived from, but rather as a 
precondition of inhabitation (ibid.). In that 
sense, there is a fundamental “otherness” to 
architecture vis-à-vis human existence, since 
architecture poses its own rules without 
curtailing the freedom of dwelling. Thus, 
in Van Reeth’s way of accommodating the 
spontaneity of life, architecture’s autonomy 
is firmly acknowledged. The general consen-
sus amongst his early commentators is that 
throughout his career, Van Reeth time and 
again skilfully knew how to balance struc-
ture and freedom, gradually fine-tuning this 
balancing skill into a more controlled formal 
language. The challenge for criticism then lay 
in describing how the architect managed to 
find this balance.

Approaching the real
When in the mid-1970s, Van Reeth’s work 
was becoming strikingly dissimilar to 
his earlier work, commentators stressed 
how little his architecture had to do with 
“style” and all the more with an architec-
tural “approach”. The shift in Van Reeth’s 
architecture was seen as a more controlled 
use of architectural form, combined with 
a heightened sense of contextuality – the 
ability to read and respond to the potential 
of the site (Strauven, 1980: 45; Bekaert, 
1995: 156). Hence the attention was redi-
rected from the architect’s built œuvre to his 
way of approaching his assignment. This 
was at stake in Bekaert’s first monographic 
text on Van Reeth, published in the Dutch 
structuralists’ journal Forum in 1977 and of 
great significance to the later reception of his 
career (Van Gerrewey, 2015: 107–114). After 
offering a description of the architect’s own 
house, the critic noted that “… we are actu-
ally not concerned with this house but with 
the approach to architecture that is at the 
bottom of it: the sensory specificity of living 

in a house is the only base to work from” 
(Bekaert, 1977: 19).

Thus, notions such as “attitude” and 
“approach” became key words for criticism 
to positively describe an architecture that 
is open to the whole of present-day culture. 
This entailed giving more weight to the 
moment of interpretation on the side of the 
architect: good architecture required the 
architect not only to display an exceptional 
receptiveness towards the existing condi-
tions, but also, more actively, to perform a 
creative, and decisive, act of interpretation 
(Bekaert, 2000: 11). For instance, one of 
Van Reeth’s later projects was lauded for its 
“intrinsic power of expression, rooted in a 
novel vision on or interpretation of our con-
temporary urban reality and in a passionate 
faith therein” (ibid.: 13). In other words, in 
order to avoid receptiveness leading to a 
conservative, uncritical architecture that 
merely reproduces that what exists, a more 
“decisionist” view of design was put in place, 
one that drew attention to the inevitable 
moment of decision required to interpret 
and intervene in reality. It is worth noting 
that this “decisionist” view of design was 
central in Bekaert’s later exegesis of Aldo 
Rossi’s design theory (Bekaert, 1986: §5).

The critic in the limelight
This shift of perspective also had repercus-
sions for criticism itself. When the discussion 
shifted from the architectural object to the 
moment of interpretation, the intellectual 
activity of the architect and that of the critic 
began to find more common ground – not 
so differently from how in Rossi’s work the 
difference between history and design dis-
solves. Since the decisive moment of the cre-
ative act might not always be entirely clear 
to the creators themselves, the critic can join 
in to make that moment explicit. Both Van 
Reeth and Charles Vandenhove recognized 
as much when saying that Bekaert “makes 
explicit what in my own mind lies expressed 
much less clearly” (Van Reeth, 1985). Hence 
it is no coincidence that during the 1980s the 
critic was more and more put on a par with 
the architect, and that the relation between 
the two was arguably more symbiotic than 
in preceding decades. When the critic stops 
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merely judging the architectural object 
and starts thinking along with the architect 
how the given conditions could have been 
interpreted and could have led to a new cre-
ation, they become somewhat “brothers in 
arms” in the joint venture of architecture, yet 
employing different means.

This symbiosis manifested itself in archi-
tect and critic taking up each other terms 
and insights, to the extent that the written 
and built œuvres of Bekaert and Van Reeth 
overlapped. Bekaert served as ghost writer 
to Van Reeth’s inner-city advocacy group 
Krokus (named after the early-blooming cro-
cus flower) and played an important role in 
Van Reeth receiving the commission for the 
Jesuit college in Antwerp (Van Reeth would 
also build Bekaert’s residence). More impor-
tantly, their collaborations led to a mutual 

appropriation of each other’s thought: the 
architect would appropriate the terms of 
his critics (Van Reeth, 1983, 1985; Koerse, 
1995: 16–26), whilst the critic would – in 
addition to being challenged by his architec-
ture – take the architect’s love for Bob Dylan 
and for paradoxical aphorisms seriously 
(Bekaert, 1977, 1987a).

Both bOb Van Reeth and Geert Bekaert, 
as well as their symbiotic relation, were cen-
tral to the publishing efforts undertaken by 
Mil De Kooning at the University of Ghent in 
the 1980s. De Kooning was instrumental in 
compiling Van Reeth’s writings, anthologis-
ing Bekaert’s essays, and launching the jour-
nal Vlees en Beton (“Flesh and Concrete”), 
presumably a pun on the proverb “of flesh 
and blood” to point to architecture’s funda-
mental role in human existence (Van Reeth 

Fig. 4  Announced, but 
unrealized Vlees en Beton 
n° 7 issue, themed “Who 
is Bekaert”. Engraving by 
Giuseppe Maria Mitelli. 
Source: Vlees en Beton, n° 4, 
1985: n.p. Courtesy Mil De 
Kooning – Vlees en Beton.
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and Bekaert, 1983; Bekaert, 1985–2012). 
The second issue of Vlees en Beton, which 
appeared in 1985 as “n° 3” – whereas “n° 1” 
was a fictitious issue –, served as the cata-
logue of an exhibition on the work of Van 
Reeth’s architectural group, and contained 
an extensive interview with Bekaert by De 
Kooning. Remarkably, rather than deal-
ing with Van Reeth’s work, the interview 
focused on Bekaert’s own work as a critic, 
and is perhaps one of the first documents 
in the historiography of Belgian criticism 
– besides the occasional obituary – where 
the work of the architectural critic is con-
sidered to be a worthy topic in its own right 
(De Kooning, 1985a) (Fig. 4). That particular 
issue of Vlees en Beton not only contained 
an interview with Bekaert, but also one with 
the architect himself. When reading both 
interviews together, it is striking to note how 
many passages are interchangeable and, 
therefore, how much the intellectual work of 
the “brothers in arms”, critic and architect, 
resembled each other.

“As one speaks…”
What was considered positive as an 
approach, for both architect and critic, had 
much to do with a sense of unease – in 
Jacques Lucan’s terms – with regard to 
language. Not merely seen as an intellectual 
reflection, this unease was considered to 
produce real effects, especially with regard 
to the state of architectural discussion. 
Testimony to this was Vlees en Beton’s first 
issue, containing an intense polemic about 
the site of the obsolete nineteenth-century 
Saint-John Hospital in Bruges and how it 
had been presented in public media (De 
Kooning and Van Reeth, 1984). De Kooning 
argued that, with Groep Planning, the wrong 
architect had been commissioned and that 
the project by Marc Dessauvage was clearly 
much better – a view shared by Van Reeth 
and Bekaert. In his piece, De Kooning 
argued that this wrong choice was partly 
due to the failure of public media to allow 
for a proper discussion: the newspaper De 
Standaard (“The Standard”) had provided 
extensive space to Groep Planning’s Jan 
Tanghe’s argumentation, whilst Bekaert’s 
defence of Dessauvage had barely made the 

newspaper’s pages. Even if the hospital site’s 
future had generated plenty of discussion, 
according to De Kooning most voices – and 
Tanghe’s in particular – were simply ignor-
ing each other’s arguments, thus failing to 
engage in a proper discussion on architec-
ture. Frustrated by this lack of a proper dis-
cussion – despite the numerous writings on 
the site’s future – De Kooning noted of this 
state of affairs that “not so much the contra-
diction as the exchangeability of the argu-
ments is the most remarkable aspect of these 
chains of argumentation. Words, terms, 
notions; noble or coarse: worn out currency 
that communicates nothing, and yet presup-
poses communication” 2 (De Kooning, 1984). 
Failing to engage in a proper discussion on 
architecture, language was for De Kooning 
being stripped of its communicative func-
tion, and a wrong choice on the future of the 
hospital site in Bruges was the very tangible 
outcome of this fact.

This perceived failed communication 
was only the symptom of a more profound 
unease, which was also sensed by Van Reeth 
and which lay at the heart of his love for 
paradoxical aphorisms: “remembering what 
never occurred”, “doing the same, always dif-
ferent”, “architects should construct ruins”, 
are only a few of those. On the occasion of 
Van Reeth’s sixty-fifth birthday, Bekaert 
affectively called the architect a “born 
oxymoron” (Bekaert, 2012) and, earlier, he 
pointed out how these paradoxes are gener-
ated by the thought and language in which 
architecture is caught (Bekaert, 2000: 7). In 
Van Reeth’s indulging in paradoxes lingers 
the intuition to foster an unmediated and 
pre-linguistic experience against the disturb-
ing factors of thought and language. Thus, 
architecture is framed as part of a more 
general critique of culture in order to retrieve 
a sense of immediacy with the real, under-
stood as a lived experience not yet captured 
in a logic of representation. For the same 

2  Original: “Maar niet zozeer de tegenspraak dan 
wel de verwisselbaarheid van argumenten is het 
meest opvallende kenmerk in deze redeneerketens. 
Woorden, termen, begrippen; nobel of platvloers: 
versleten munten die niets meedelen en toch 
kommunikatie vooronderstellen.”
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reason, De Kooning (1985b) highlighted 
Van Reeth’s aphorism “as one speaks, one 
violates reality”, as a welcome hesitation to 
reducing the fragile reality to the discursive 
zone of existence. As a further variation on 
the balance between structure and freedom, 
earlier identified in Van Reeth’s architecture, 
the challenge for criticism then lies in coping 
with the violent, yet inevitable, representa-
tions by which we mediate our relation to 
the world.

Postulating the real
Before considering how international 
debates reverberated in these discussions, 
it is important to highlight how for Bekaert, 
more than arguments found in books and 
journals, it was the confrontation with archi-
tecture such as Van Reeth’s that prompted 
such reflections. Bekaert’s various texts 
on Van Reeth of the late 1970s and 1980s, 
can be seen as attempts to cope with this 
unease of language and its accompanying 
critique of culture. His 1977 monographic 
text on Van Reeth contains many references 
to the negative side of all things related to 
representation, abstraction, language and 
image. Van Reeth’s architecture is then 
credited for going past those forms of rep-
resentation and somehow being able to get 
in touch with “the real” and the primordiality 
of human experience. Juxtaposed to this 
argumentation are a series of quotes that 
help validating such a claim: Bob Dylan, 
Adolf Loos, the poet Paul Van Ostaijen, 
Michel Foucault, Paul Klee, Rudolf Schindler, 
Roland Barthes as well as Van Reeth himself. 
Yet, except for emphasizing the architect’s 
approach rather than the built objects, in 
this occasion Bekaert did not really reflect 
on the possibility of a positive theory of 
representation in the sense of how to cope 
with the inevitability of representation. Two 
years later, on the occasion of the inaugura-
tion of the Antwerp Jesuit college, Bekaert 
undertook that effort by seizing the oppor-
tunity to push his thoughts a step further. 
In a remarkable opening speech, he tried to 
explain how exactly Van Reeth’s architec-
ture was able to retrieve a sense of immedi-
acy which other buildings seemed to lack 
(Bekaert, 1983b). This immediacy figured 

under the name “concreteness”, understood 
as an ultimate freedom from any sort of 
system, as something that produces rather 
than reproduces and that generates meaning 
rather than merely passing it on. In trying to 
define such “concreteness” of the building 
– and as a further articulation of balancing 
structure and freedom, and of coping with 
the inevitable representations by which we 
mediate our relation to the world – the bulk 
of the speech tests out all kinds of formula-
tions where somehow life takes precedence 
over the form in which it is comprehended. 
Bekaert stated for example that “the building 
poses its own criteria by which it wants to be 
judged”, “spontaneity occurs when the rules 
are so assimilated in experience that they 
originate from it time and again”, and “there 
exists a formalism so humble, which doesn’t 
take refuge in the absolute, but conquers 
itself constantly against the amorphous” 
(ibid.: 122, 123, 125). After admitting that he 
could only describe the building with oxy-
mora, he wondered “whether the concrete-
ness of a building, like the concreteness of a 
poem, isn’t an utter illusion in our society” 
(ibid.: 138). Bekaert claimed that, even if such 
concreteness to which a building or poem 
might aspire turns out to be an illusion, it is 
one that cannot be cast aside: “The plea that 
I’ve given starts from that assumption; from 
the faith in the destructive, liberating power 
of poetry. The plea can best be forgotten as 
soon as possible. The building exists” (ibid.: 
139). Although Bekaert saw it impossible to 
deliver a positive theory of representation 
and was forced into the use of oxymora, it 
was this very awareness that forced the critic 
to articulate his presuppositions as clearly 
as possible, ending up with reducing the 
building’s concreteness to the status of a 
postulate – something that cannot be known, 
but needs to be accepted nevertheless. 
Bekaert’s doubts about such concreteness a 
building might aspire to – of being closer to 
the spontaneity of life than our conventions 
allow to account for – and the concomitant 
acceptance that the real is something which 
at most can be postulated in our thinking 
can count as one of Bekaert’s most lucid 
articulation of criticism’s declaration of prin-
ciples in these decades. It places at the heart 
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of architectural knowledge a fundamentally 
unattainable ideal and, by precluding the 
possibility of a final word, it makes a strong 
plea for a permanent debate.

Realisms
Reflections such as those above were not 
isolated internationally. By the late 1970s, 
many architects and thinkers worldwide felt 
the need to revert to a notion of “the real”, 
often turning it into a plea for some form 
of realism (Hays, 1998: 246). Rather than 
lumping these debates together, as if they 
were all engaging in the same discussion, 
it seems better to treat them as a rather 
uneven history of realisms. Michael Hays 
diagnosed this uneven history of realisms 
as characterized by “antinomies”, pointing 
to the contradictory position of binding the 
work of architecture to reality whilst simul-
taneously claiming its autonomy (1998: 
254). In this uneven historical terrain, these 
“antinomies of realism” have to be decoded 
within each specific configuration. If we 
extrapolate Hays’ antinomy, the scattered 
discussions on realism formed an outlet 
allowing at least two often overlapping posi-
tions to emerge: first, a political “activist” 
position à la Bernard Huet, who showed his 
appreciation for Socialist Realism, and who 
presented ARAU’s activism in Brussels as 
an illustration of his plea for realism; and, 
second, a reading of architecture through 
linguistic theory as a continuous deferral 
of signification à la Martin Steinmann, who 
interpreted the Ticino exhibition in the spirit 
of Viktor Shklovsky’s formalism (Hays, 1998: 
246–260). These two positions offer oppos-
ing models of intervening in reality: either 
in a direct manner as in the case of Huet, or, 
in the case of Steinmann, indirectly, through 
the repository of history, detached from the 
actual historical conditions.

Beyond these divergent positions, as 
represented by Huet and Steinmann, but 
also including less extreme voices, such as 
those of Giorgio Grassi and Alan Colquhoun, 
some have speculated about the reasons 
for these nuanced reflections on history, 
reality, representation, and autonomy. In 
line with Fredric Jameson, Hal Foster argues 
that 1960s minimalist art’s emphasis on the 

here-and-now and its suspicion about artistic 
subjectivity were attempts to engage with 
“a reification of history and a fragmentation 
of the subject associated since Georg Lukács 
with the dynamic of capitalism” (Foster, 
1996: 62). During the 1970s, still according 
to Foster, this process of reification and frag-
mentation continued and affected “the sign”, 
as can be recognized in the works of authors 
such as Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida.

Rooted in the experience of a trans-
formed society, common to many Western 
European countries, indeed Bekaert’s specu-
lations on the real are sometimes articulated 
in a politicized fashion, as an overt attempt 
to recover, via Rossi and Van Reeth, a “pro-
letarian” dimension of immediacy that had 
been lost in a bourgeois society (Verschaffel, 
1993) – even though this was not translated 
into a political dimension as straightforward 
as Huet’s headfirst effort. These speculations 
on realism, in turn led Bekaert to mobilize 
the concept of “the poetic” (and later that 
of “the commonplace”) as his own, personal 
way of dealing with Hays’ antinomies.

Realist poetics
Complementary to casting the real as a pos-
tulate, the poetic was cast as architecture’s 
challenge. The invoked notion of the poetic 
refers to more than just poetry: it points to 
the fundamental dimension of human crea-
tivity as does the ancient Greek term poiesis 
– the creative act of bringing something into 
being. Thus, the poetic provides a model for 
architectural creativity, concerning how this 
creativity relates to the existing world and to 
our mental constructs of it.

In a 1976 lecture at the THE (Technische 
Hogeschool Eindhoven)3 – the Dutch College 
of Technology where he was appointed pro-
fessor in 1973 – and amidst the expanding 
architectural theoretical activities he and his 
colleagues were stimulating there, Bekaert 
elaborated on architecture’s poetic func-
tion as a means to reflect on architecture’s 
societal meaning and to overcome what 

3 The THE was a Dutch college for higher education 
in technology, known, since 1986, as the TU/e – 
Technische Universiteit Eindhoven (Eindhoven 
University of Technology).
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he perceived as a false dilemma between 
two opposite positions and their respective 
appeals to a societal relevance (Bekaert, 
2007: 256 4). Personifying these positions 
were Peter Eisenman and his formalism, 
and Giancarlo De Carlo, who sought the 
legitimation for architectural form in a social 
dimension outside of architecture. Both 
positions were relegated to a bourgeois 
understanding of life, against which Bekaert 
set the poetic as an “eminently anti-bour-
geois philosophy of life” (ibid.: 256). Bekaert 
accused Eisenman (but also Manfredo 
Tafuri) of incorrectly rendering architecture 
incapable to offer some form of resistance to 
the societal processes in which it was already 
caught. Against such pessimism, Bekaert 
aimed to recuperate, via the notion of the 
poetic, a “form of resistance against an inter-
pretation and misuse of reality” (ibid.: 259). 
In other words, through the notion of archi-
tecture’s poetic function, Bekaert intended 
to safeguard a critical role for architecture to 
intervene in the capitalist logic with which 
it is entangled and in which it is even com-
plicit. He concluded by stating that “only a 
realist poetic approach, a poetry operative 
in historical reality […] is able to introduce 
a new approach of reality and hence also a 
new society” (ibid.: 268).

Central in this view of a “realist poetics” 
would be the counterpart of the poetic, 
which by the mid-1980s found an adequate 
articulation as the commonplace. Defined 
as an “ordinary, often used expression 
whose original force is hardly felt anymore” 
(Bekaert, 1987b quoted from Van Gerrewey, 
2011: 92) 5, the commonplace would be, in 
Flanders, the articulation of a more wide-
spread turn towards the everyday and the 
ordinary (Avermaete, 2014). In the interplay 
between the commonplace and the poetic, 
the commonplace is not simply a negative 
term, serving as the backdrop to flickers of 
poetic intervention: it also contains its own 
positive characteristics as it protects us from 

4 This 1976 lecture should not be confused with the 
homonymous text written in 1986 and published 
in 1988, which retakes several of its themes in a 
somewhat more lighthearted fashion.

5  Translation amended.

“a confrontation with the bottomlessness 
of our existence” (Heynen, 1993: 15). In the 
intensification of the commonplace in a 
poetic dimension lies the leeway for a mean-
ingful architectural intervention: “it turns the 
commonplace into an interesting experience, 
it digs up some of its original force, with lots 
of irony” (Bekaert, 1987b quoted from Van 
Gerrewey, 2011: 96). Again, Van Reeth’s work 
is illustrative of this interplay. About the 
architect’s house in Mechelen, for instance, 
Bekaert noted how “all interventions are 
focused on discovering the rich possibilities 
of the stereotypical dwelling, freed from its 
crusted layers of meaning, to cast light on its 
actual, inner reality” (Bekaert, 2000: 17).

Poetic criticism vs. public debate
In analyses such as those above, not only 
does the model of the poetic suggest the 
structure of the architect’s creativity, but 
also that of the critic. At the beginning of the 
1980s, Bekaert extended his investigations 
of the notion of the poetic by confronting 
it with a long history of the guises under 
which “the social” appeared in architecture, 
by reaching back to authors such as De 
l’Orme, Laugier, Viollet-le-Duc and Adolf 
Loos – whose work Bekaert was at the same 
time republishing at Mardaga publishing 
house (Bekaert, 1981). He emphasized that 
architecture is a rational construction in that 
it always involves human thought and that 
it is human creativity that breathes life into 
it. As a consequence, history of architecture 
can only be understood as a poetic happen-
ing (ibid.: 17). More specifically, in this gene-
alogy of architecture’s social dimension, 
the poetic was this time mobilized to save 
architecture from a “bourgeois apriorism of 
the social” (ibid.). Hence, the challenge of 
architecture’s poetic function for criticism 
lay in the need to continuously launch new 
concepts in discussing architecture in order 
to avoid ending up with a crusted notion of 
“the social” to which architecture pays lip 
service. These “offensive concepts are not 
readily available syntheses, nor universal 
images of man or society, nor repressed 
ideals or frustrated utopias. A genuinely 
poetic concept demolishes these, it shatters 
them. It has not much use for general ideas 



Dossier Critique architecturale et débat public

because it is exactly so extraordinarily con-
crete, so directly involved in its material and 
its materiality, like a pigeon fancier plays 
with his pigeons” (ibid.).

It would not take long before descrip-
tions of the poetic such as the above, 
would also provide the model to appreciate 
Bekaert’s own work as a critic. Thus, it is 
along similar lines that De Kooning would 
recognize in Bekaert the ability to “disclose” 
the world. In the event of a single text, he 
argued, Bekaert is not restrained in a closed 
world of abstractions, but manages to get 
in touch with the fundamentally unfinished, 
concrete world (De Kooning, 1985c). And 
more recently, Van Gerrewey deemed 
Barthes’ term “logo-technicien” adequate 
to describe Bekaert’s intellectual merits: 
a “founder of language”, an intellectual 
pioneer that ventures in the realm of the 
non-linguistic – the real – to remodel our 
way of speaking about it (Van Gerrewey, 
2015: 17–36). In this sense, architectural 
criticism came to a self-understanding that 
invoked an analogy with the poetic as a 
model to get in touch with the real, beyond 
and despite language. In other words, crit-
icism’s vocation came to be defined as the 
challenge of the poetic: coping with the fun-
damental ignorance vis-à-vis the real by seek-
ing to transgress the limits of language.

Taking this at heart, Mil De Kooning 
would make a case for a renewed criticism 
along these lines in a polemical “call to 
the population”, again revolving around 
the architecture of Van Reeth. Even if Van 
Reeth’s architecture was generally appre-
ciated by peers and critics, De Kooning 
nevertheless considered it as mainly being 
misunderstood. In this regard, he explicitly 
mentioned the sociologist Sieg Vlaeminck  
– who had labelled Van Reeth’s urban 
activism with Krokus as “elitist contesta-
tion” – and the historian Francis Strauven 
– who had pointed to the inevitable formalist 
aspect of Van Reeth’s architectural vocabu-
lary. Against these critics, De Kooning staged 
the exemplary couple Van Reeth-Bekaert 
in order to dismiss forms of critique oper-
ating with preconceived, external criteria 
(such as “participation”, “integration”, or 
“typology”). Instead, he called for a form of 

criticism – like Bekaert’s – that relied more 
on the intellectual capacities to discover the 
criteria that the architectural work poses by 
itself (De Kooning, 1983). Such a call recon-
figured the relation between the general 
public, professional and critical expert. On 
the one hand, by foreclosing any “final word” 
on architecture, De Kooning, Van Reeth 
and Bekaert severely questioned any last-
ing authority of experts and professionals, 
hence arguing for an opened, more public 
debate, not limited to an expert domain. In 
its most radical form, the notion of expertise 
became substituted by that of passionate 
polemics open to anyone who discusses 
architecture from a personal understanding 
of reality, compelling the dialogical partners 
to compare with their own views. Yet, on 
the other hand, they equally acknowledged 
that architecture contains a logic of its own. 
Throughout their writings, the autonomy of 
architecture came to the fore as a precon-
dition for a flourishing human existence. 
Therefore, a public debate on architecture 
should not simply dissolve in a wider societal 
debate, but should occupy its own plat-
forms and media – open, but specific. The 
public dimension of this new vocation of 
architectural criticism lay not so much in a 
direct engagement with public media as in 
the qualification of architecture as a cultural 
phenomenon in its own right. By the late 
1980s – in an interview that prefigures the 
many initiatives that were to follow in the 
next decades in Flanders, such as the start 
of series of biannual yearbooks in 1994, the 
creation of the office of Flemish Government 
Architect in 1998, and the founding of the 
Flanders Architecture Institute in 2001 – Van 
Reeth, Bekaert, and Strauven would lament 
the structural lack of the necessary platforms 
to establish such a shared “architectonic 
culture” where something of a consensus on 
architectural quality could come about (Six, 
1987: 56). In such an “architectonic culture”, 
architecture is open for discussion to anyone 
who is willing to consider it as such, as a cul-
tural phenomenon in its own right – rather 
than being surrendered to a problematic 
“outside” of architecture, and the discussion 
being pursued in, for instance, scientific or 
political terms.
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Conclusion
By reviewing one particular branch of 
criticism’s history in Flanders, staged here 
around the figure and architecture of bOb 
Van Reeth and mainly analysed through 
the writings of Geert Bekaert, this paper 
builds on Lucan’s proposition that the 1970s 
brought an unease towards language, pro-
ductive for criticism. The various writings of 
Van Reeth, Bekaert and De Kooning show 
a common affirmation of the primacy of 
pre-linguistic experience, and an attempt to 
deal with the epistemic violence inherent in 
language and any form of representation. In 
parallel to the evolution in Van Reeth’s work 
towards an understanding of the liberating 
character of autonomous forms, Bekaert 
made recourse to the notion of “the poetic” 
as the mechanism that keeps architecture 
and its autonomy in tune with a conception 
of the real, thus offering leeway to an ulti-
mately free subjectivity.

Following Jean-François Lyotard, Lucan 
further suggests reading this shift as a post-
modern transition, one where the architec-
tural project is no longer governed by pre-es-
tablished rules, but establishes those rules 
itself time and again (Lucan, 2009: 120). It 
seems that in this perennial (re-)constitu-
tion, architectural criticism found its voca-
tion and that the unease towards language 
then served as paradoxically grounding and 
setting the future agenda for a relentless 
attempt to designate the real.

Already in the early 1990s, Bart 
Verschaffel pointed to the lasting impact of 
this category of the real, and suggested that 
it had substituted an obsolete faith in Truth 
and Knowledge. “As a guest who once was 
invited and now refuses to leave – though 
he is no longer wanted –, the category of the 
‘real’ has remained with us in our thinking 
on art and architecture” (Verschaffel, 1993: 
68). Not unlike Hal Foster’s interpretation, 
Verschaffel suggested to see this widespread 
fascination with the real as ultimately rooted 
in an unsatisfied bourgeois mind, marked 
by the alienating experiences of a society 
based on specialization. These intellectuals’ 
engagement was interpreted as a longing for 
the unattainable ideal of a form-of-life with-
out any form of mediation or representation, 

just like – in the poet Paul Van Ostaijen’s 
terms – “a pigeon fancier holds his pigeons”, 
unconcerned with form or meaning and only 
concerned with his own life.

Hence, postulating the real in their think-
ing as something fundamentally out of reach 
– and, with it, a moment of decisive irration-
ality at the heart of the discipline – was per-
haps the most attainable action in a society 
where representation is part and parcel of 
reality and where a direct participation of 
“the public” in architecture is as illusionary 
as the intellectual gaining the immediacy of 
the pigeon fancier.
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