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Abstract

The analysis of the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel 

by Francine Houben and a text written by the 

same architect resulted in three themes. These 

themes are based on the found relationships 

between the analyzed building and text. They are 

about making a composition of an empty space. 

These three themes are seen as tools for making 

this composition. The first theme implies to use 

contrasting forms while making a composition 

of an empty space. The empty space is the void 

between these contrasting forms, the masses. 

This is expressed in the geometry of those forms, 

geometry is the second statement. A tool for using 

contrasting forms is the use of geometrical forms, 

unambiguous geometrical forms in this case. 

The arrangement of the composition is defined 

in the third statement, symmetry.  Working 

with unambiguous symmetry is strictly prohibit 

according to Houben.

After reflecting upon these themes, they are 

integrated in the design of St. Laurentius 

Educational Center. Preliminary to this, another 

lesson learned from Houben is reviewed and 

reflect upon. Making a composition of an empty 

space starts with defining this empty space. 

Houben states that architecture needs to respond 

adequately to its context. Defining the empty 

space is done by reviewing the results of the 

location analysis. 

The composition of an empty space, inside the 

building, is created by making a composition of 

contrasting masses. Two masses are incorporated 

in the design to serve the program of the whole 

building, both masses have a different function. 

The void between these masses is a common area 

that serves the masses. Making a compostion 

of contrasting forms is accomplished by the 

use of primary forms, the use of unambiguous 

geometry. The geometry in the composition is 

visible in the plans and facades of the building. 

The arrangement of the composition is along an 

axis, a sightline between the two entrances of the 

building. The arrangement along the axis is not 

based on ambiguous symmetry. 
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Introduction

Part 1

This booklet is produced during the ‘Masterly 

Apprentice II’ graduation studio at the University 

of Technology in Eindhoven. This one-year 

studio is an ongoing studio which means that 

every quartile a new generation of graduate 

students starts. The aim of the studio is to focus 

on the topic of learning from an existing building 

and their master. In the first part of the studio 

one existing building of an architect is chosen to 

analyze, this choice must fall within the theme 

of the generation. The theme of this generation 

is ‘Writing architects’. The relationship between 

a text written by an architect and a building 

designed by the same architect is reviewed and 

reflect upon in an analysis. The lessons that are 

derived from this analysis are reinterpreted in the 

design for a building.

This is the first booklet out of two, this booklet 

focusses on the analysis of the St. Mary of 

Angles Chapel designed by architect Francine 

Houben and its relation to a text written by the 

same architect. Houben is leader of the Dutch 

architectural office Mecanoo. The building is 

located on a cemetery in Rotterdam, Netherlands. 

The design intentions and concepts are revealed 

and described. Specific themes are taken and 

investigated in an in-depth analysis. Afterward 

they are reinterpreted and applied in a new 

design. This design can be found in the second 

booklet. 



The Activity of relating
Essay
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The Activity of Relating

D. Cooijmans, P. Cedro, E. Muhlstaff, L. Bos and J. Smits

In the graduation studio The Masterly Apprentice 

II the main aim is to learn by reflecting on the 

activities that you are doing while learning. By 

relating things to each other you are learning 

something, and when learning in what ways to 

learn, activities of relating are found. This essay 

will try to explain the activity of relating and 

reflect on the learning process in the studio.  

  

To be able to answer the main question: "What 

is the activity of relating", a few sub-questions 

need to be answered. What is the definition of 

‘relating’? What is the aim of relating? What are 

the activities used whilst relating?   

  

Relating is to make and show the connection 

between two or more things (Cambridge 

dictionary, 2019). Therefore, the activity of 

relating is an activity to find those connections 

and what they mean. Relating is something 

that happens constantly in everyday life, even 

unconsciously.   

  

The main aim is learning by reflecting on the 

activities that you are doing while you are 

learning. One activity in the process of learning 

is to relate things to each other. The aim of the 

activity of relating is to acquire knowledge by 

finding similarities and differences between 

things. The ways to relate one thing to another 

are limitless. For this reason, we distinguish three 

basic orders to relate. To explain the orders a 

simple example of a cup and a pencil lying on a 

table is used.   

  

The first order is about finding connections in 

quantitative characteristics of two or more objects 

that are being related. To explain the difference 

between these orders a simple example of a cup 

and a pencil lying on a table is used. All sorts of 

quantitative relationships between these objects 

can be described.  These relationships can be 

based on the location, distance to each other, 

height, shape, material, colours and so on.   

  

The second order concerns the connection 

between an object and a person. This is done 

by analysing qualitative relationships. Examples 

of these properties are the position, direction, 

the use, the arrangement and the feeling which 

an object evokes a person. While based on 

quantitative characteristics, the opinion about 
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them makes them qualitative, which is the 

difference between the first and second order. An 

example of a second order relationship is whether 

you do or do not like the arrangement of the cup 

and the pencil lying on the table.  

  

The third order is the comparison of the opinions 

between two people regarding a particular 

situation. This can be two people discussing the 

aesthetics or the use values of the cup. The third 

order is not only an opinion but can also be about 

the quantitative characteristics. The cup could 

be in reach for one person and not for the other, 

making this relationship more a quantitative 

third order.    

  

We shall now give you an example of how relating 

is done within the graduation studio of the 

Masterly Apprentice II. Every generation in the 

studio has its own theme. Our theme is “Writing 

Architects”. So, we had to relate the writing of an 

architect to their design.  

  

The research part of the studio starts with three 

main directions: the analysis of the building, 

the photo recreation of chosen picture, and the 

analysis of the written text by the architect. The 

basic analysis of the building clearly starts with 

the first order of relating, giving quantitative 

relationships a use or qualitative value. The photo 

recreation is completely first order until the part 

where you decide if the recreation is good enough. 

On that moment you are making a qualitative 

judgement that you recreated the quantitative 

elements in enough detail. A relationship is 

made between the text written by the architect 

about architecture and how the architect designs 

architecture.  

  

For the first example, the activity of relating given 

by Josje will be described. Francine Houben 

writes ten statements about architecture that 

defines Mecanoo’s ethos and culture. She writes 

that unambiguous symmetry is not exciting. 

However, she does not explain what makes 

something unambiguous or exciting. By relating 

the text to the building, I attempted to grasp her 

meaning. The difficulty in her statement is that 

ambiguity and excitement are based on opinions 

that can differ between people. This leaves an 

open door to free interpretation and raises 

questions that can be further researched and will 

be shown in my booklet.   

  

The second example will be given by Lieke. 

In their book The Operative Elements of 

Architecture, Tham and Videgård architekter 

enumerate nine elements that are the primary 

tools for architects to use in the design of a 

building (Arkitekter, 2014). How to use these 

operative elements is never clearly explained and 

is thus clarified by me. First, I explicitly explained 

what these elements are and how I could use 

them in my analysis. During the design phase the 

operative elements are related to each other. This 

activity of relating resulted in new themes that are 

incorporated in the new design. This relationship 

will be shown in my personal booklets.  

  

Concluded, the activity of relating is to make 

or show the connection between two or more 

things and explore their meaning. Because the 

boundaries of the orders are not clearly defined, 

the orders can be connected and intertwined 

with each other, making it difficult to set clear 

boundaries on how to do the activity of relating. 

More examples of the activity of relating can be 

given. In our personal booklets, you can also find 

the explanation of how Daan related the writings 

of Piranesi to his Imaginary Prisons, Przemek 

related opinions of Herzog & de Meuron to the 

Goetz Collection Gallery and how Erwin related 

the text of Tadao Ando to the Langen Foundation.  
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Writing architects

The assignment

The aim of this studio is learning from a master. 

Precisely, learning from an existing building and 

their master. Generation nine, this generation, 

is provided with the common theme writing 

architects. Searching for a relation between a text 

written by an architect and a building designed 

by the same architect is the assignment. Every 

student of the ‘writing architects’ generation had 

to choose an architect that had written a text 

about architecture and designed a building. 

The relationship between a text written by an 

architect and a building designed by the same 

architect is reviewed and reflect upon in an 

analysis. The lessons that are derived from this 

analysis are reinterpreted in the design for a 

building, booklet II. 

I have chosen the architect Francine Houben, 

founder partner and creative director of the 

architectural office Mecanoo. My choice is based 

on the experience I had with the office in my first 

internship in the bachelor phase of my study to 

become an architect. I assisted the contractor 

on the building site while we were building a 

school designed by Mecanoo. During that time, I 

wondered why Mecanoo designed things the way 

they did but I actually never had the change to 

analyze a project of them until now. 

Francine Houben studied Architecture at the 

Technical University Delft, The Netherlands. 

In 1981 she and two fellow students won a 

competition with their design for a Housing 

complex in Rotterdam. From 1984 until now, she 

led the office Mecanoo with international success. 

Currently, more than hundred people are working 

for Francine Houben, spread over twenty-five 

countries. She won several architectural and 

cultural prices. Francine Houben about her 

leadership: 

Architect Francine Houben (Mecanoo, 2020)

“Architecture is never a solo act. 
I like to compare it to directing a 
symphony orchestra; it's all about 
teamwork, about being visionary, 

sensitive and supportive at the 
same time.”

One design, close to her home in Rotterdam, 

has a special meaning to her because the design 

is situated on the cemetery where her father 

is buried. She describes the place as an oasis of 



20 Saint Mary of the Angels Chapel 21Masterly Apprentice II

Writing architects

The assignment

St. Mary of the Angels Chapel, exterieur (Richters, 2019)

peace within the crowded city center. She was 

asked to design a new chapel there, The St. Mary 

of the Angels Chapel. It is a small chapel on the St. 

Laurentius cemetery and is opened in 2001. The 

chapel can be used for ceremonies for funerals 

and cremations. It is also a place where people 

can come for peace and reflection.

Around the same time in 2001, Francine Houben 

formulated for the first time 10 statements about 

architecture in her book Composition Contrast 

Complexity. In the book People Place Purpose 

dated from 2015, she had written down the same 

ten statements again. In the intervening years, the 

statements were not changed. The statements are 

about architecture and defines Mecanoo’s ethos 

and culture. Houben provides new employees 

with the statements.  

Also, an interview with Francine Houben by 

Herbert Wright can be found within the book. He 

is an author who is specialized in writing about 

architecture, urbanism and art. Nevertheless, 

the book includes also seventeen projects of 

Mecanoo, including the St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel. The chapter about this project is called 

A Venetian dream. When Francine Houben was 

asked to design this chapel she was in Venice, 

she sits and dreamed in every chapel. She asked 

herself: what atmosphere do I want to create?
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St. Laurentius cemetery

History

Relating is to make and show a connection 

between two things, as mentioned in the essay 

The Activity of Relating. In case of this specific 

research, a connection between the building and 

the text will be investigate. Searching for this 

connection will start with taking things apart. 

That means, analyzing the building and the text 

separately. In this chapter the building, St. Mary 

of the Angels Chapel, will be analyzed. The 

analysis will start with the history of the place. 

The history of the St. Laurentius cemetery starts 

in 1830 when people were no longer allowed 

to be buried decreased inside the city walls of 

Rotterdam. A new cemetery was constructed 

outside the city walls and the St. Laurentius 

cemetery in Crooswijk was specially designed 

for the Catholics. Architect Herman Jan van den 

Brick designed this new cemetery as an Italian 

field of the dead, it opened in 1869. The cemetery 

existed out of a covered arcade, a gatehouse and 

the first chapel. All three were designed in Neo-

Gothic style and the chapel was situated in the 

middle of the cemetery, in one straight line with 

gatehouse. Due to weak soil and therefore the risk 

of collapsing, it was decided to demolish the first 

chapel and replace it in 1963 by a new chapel. 

Ir. Harry Nefkens designed the second chapel on 

the vaults of the old one, it was a modern chapel 

in the shape of a large Indian tent. This chapel was 

covered with copper and a clock was placed in the 

top of the tent shape volume. Also, this chapel 

had foundation problems as well and had to be 

demolished too. 

In 1998 Francine Houben was asked to design 

a new chapel for the St. Laurentius cemetery on 

a new foundation. The new chapel opened in 

2001. The plan of the new chapel fits within the 

perimeter of the old ruin of the first chapel whose 

outline is still visible. To make it possible to fill 

the empty space of the old ruin with a new chapel 

some corners of the ruin had to be demolished. 

Besides the ruin, something else date from the 

past. The clock in the top of the second chapel is 

kept and Francine Houben used it in her design, it 

is pointing through the overhanging roof in front 

of the chapel. 

1869 1963 2001

The second chapel, built in 1963, has this  pyramid shape (Mecanoo, 2019)  

 The first chapel completed in 1869 (Mecanoo, 2019) 
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St. Laurentius cemetery

Location

The St. Mary of the Angels Chapel is located 

on the St. Laurentius cemetery in Rotterdam. 

The cemetery is located in the middle of the 

neighborhood Crooswijk. Nowadays it functions 

also as a crematorium. It is a small peaceful place, 

Francine Houben describes it as an oasis of peace 

within the crowded city center.

A gatehouse serves as the entrance to the 

cemetery, this gatehouse is dated from 1936. It 

leads you directly to the entrance of the chapel 

along a straight line, an axial path. Therefore, 

you enter the chapel with a frontal approach. The 

chapel is located in the middle of the cemetery, the 

cemetery is organized by a radial organization. It 

is surrounded by circular path, with large paths 

radiating from it. 

Often with frontal approaches in architecture, the 

front façade is the visual goal of the building. In 

case of the chapel the front and back façade are 

well-nigh equal, due to the blobby curved volume 

the front and back façade (and officially the right 

and left façade) are fusing together. Walking 

down the circular path around the chapel changes 

the view of the chapel with every step. The chapel 

owes this to its curved shape, the view is 

interesting from every radiating path from it. 

Nowadays, the gatehouse is provided with 

an extension. A part of the crematorium is 

located in the extension, it can be reached 

from the courtyard just behind the gatehouse. 

There is a space to say goodbye to your loved 

ones, a condolence room for ceremonies. The 

cremation itself will take place in another 

building on the cemetery. This is a place 

where you could be with the deceased while 

saying goodbye for the last time. The ashes 

can be scattered at the cemetery itself. 

On the other end of the courtyard, the 

entrance to the arcade can be found. The 

arcade forms the boundary of the cemetery 

on this side. A gallery formed by arcs faces 

the cemetery, each arc rest on a column. The 

columns still have the original capital in Neo-

Romanesque style, the whole arcade dated 

from 1830 and is restored in 2007. The arcade 

serves as an above-ground crypt. 

Plan of the St. Laurentius cemetery

Frontal approach towards the chapelFrontal approach towards gatehouse
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St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Introduction

The St. Mary of the Angels Chapel can be 

introduced by using the title of the book, People 

Place Purpose. These words can be found in every 

design of Francine Houben. 

The location of the chapel is analyzed in the 

previous chapter and the people, the users, are the 

inhabitants from the surrounding neighborhood 

Crooswijk, a multicultural neighborhood. The 

purpose of the chapel was not just designing a 

stage-house for the dead, it was about the symbol 

that life continues. 

As already mentioned, the footprint of the new 

chapel fits within the perimeter of the old ruin of 

the first chapel and is cladded with silver shiny 

copper. Nowadays, the copper is not silver and 

shiny anymore. Due to the material characteristics 

in combination with the weather, the coper is 

green. The overhanging roof is floating over the 

chapel as a folded sheet of paper. The beam of 

light between de wall and the roof enhances this 

even more, especially in the evening when the 

golden ceiling is lit from below. 

The building analysis is divided in three themes. 

The theme contrast focus on the form of the 

chapel, the relation between old and new is 

reviewed and reflect upon. Symmetry, the second 

theme, is about the purpose ‘life continues’. 

With this design thought an interesting routing 

appears. The last theme geometry reflects upon 

the space and the atmosphere inside the chapel. 

The recreation of an interior photo is used to 

learn more about the geometry. 

St. Mary of the Angels Chapel, interior (Mecanoo, 2019)
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View towards the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel from circular path, east View towards the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel from a radiating path

View towards the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel from the circulair path, westSt. Mary of the Angels Chapel, exterieur
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St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Contrast

The ruin of the first chapel formed an empty 

design plot for Francine Houben, the design of a 

new third chapel. As already mentioned, Houben 

designed a chapel within the perimeter of this old 

ruin. The ruin consists out of one continuous wall. 

This wall, the outer wall of the first chapel, has 

a form that is typical for chapels (and churches) 

within the Catholic religion. Its geometrical form 

is arranged along two axes. The axis in line with 

the entrance is the central nave of the chapel. 

Perpendicular to this axis is the transept. These 

axes form a cross. 

The geometrical form of the ruin is in contrast 

with the organic form of the new chapel. The new 

chapel is also one continuous wall but curved. The 

form itself can be seen as a transformed ovoid. 

The ovoid is pinched on both sides around the 

same axis, the long sides of the ovoid are pinched. 

Pinching the ovoid on both sides divide the ovoid 

into two. Therefore, the inner space of the chapel 

is also divided into two spaces. 

The two inner space have each their own 

function. The chapel is a place for a moment of 

reflection, saying goodbye to the decreased. There 

is a relationship between the priest (speaker) 

and family and friends (audience). The speaker 

is in front of the audience. Also, the decreased 

is placed in front of the audience next to the 

speaker. In the chapel is this frontal relationship 

between both created by transforming the ovoid. 

The two self-contained forms are very different, a 

smooth organic form versus a sharp geometrical 

form. Bringing those forms together creates a 

contrast, a contrast of forms. Placing the organic 

The empty design plot (Mecanoo, 2019)
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St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Contrast

form within the perimeter of the old ruin 

emphasize this contrast even more. Could the 

choice of the architect for this organic shape had 

something to do with creating a contrast?

From a practical point of view, the small corner 

pieces of the ruin were demolished to realize the 

new chapel. The new chapel is therefore detached 

from the ruin. Another element that dated from 

the past is the clock in front of the chapel. The 

clock is pointing through the roof. It is pointing 

through a hole without touching the ‘new’ roof. 

In all cases, the old is detached from the new. 

Nevertheless, the floating roof ensures that the 

ruin, clock and the contrasting form of the new 
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The contrast of forms between the ruin and the chapel

chapel be one unity. It grabs everything together. 

The roof floats literally over a part of the ruin 

and involves the history of the place in the new 

design. 
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St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Symmetry

The most common route through a chapel is a route 

where you enter and leave through the same door. 

The entrance is at the same time the exit. Every 

user uses this door. The first chapel from 1869 is 

an example of this, there was one entrance. The 

new chapel has a different kind of routing. There 

is not only a special way of entering and leaving 

the chapel, also the doors are extraordinary. 

According to Francine Houben, the chapel 

had to be part of a route. A symbol of life that 

continuous. You carry the deceased into the 

chapel, have a moment of reflection and then 

leave the chapel in a single continuous movement. 

Life goes on. The routing of the decreased is 

situated in one single line from the gatehouse 

until it leaves the chapel. The frontal approach of 

the chapel merge together with the inner routing. 

The routing of the deceased is along the same axis 

as were the transforming ovoid is pinched. The 

entrance of the chapel is located in the pinched 

part of the front façade, it is a curved surface. 

The floated, overhanging roof and the pinched 

surface pull the visitor inside. A big pivoting 

door makes it possible to entrance the chapel. 

The door has the full height of the wall, the 

whole wall rotate towards the inside. The floated 

roof and an open pivoting door make it possible 

for people to attend to the ceremony inside. 

Due to the fact that the entrance and the 

exit are situated on the same axis, is the exit 

located in the opposite pinched surface of the 

chapel. The exit is a reflection of the entrance, 

it only opens to the outside instead of inside. 

The two big pivoting doors are executed in the 

same material as the whole façade. The façade 

is cladded with copper and when the doors are 

closed, the entrance is not visible. Looking in 

more detail to the materialization of the chapel, it 

is almost unfortunately to notice that the architect 

not think of another solution for the door handles. 

The routing, the pinched ovoid and the frontal 

approach from an axis through the building. This 

axis is not a symmetrical axis, both spaces on 

opposite side of the axis are not precisely similar, 

the difference between them is small. Even so, 

the axis is a strong sightline in the design and 

the arrangement along the axis is in balance.

(Unambiguous) Symmetry
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St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Geometry

The geometry in relation to the chapel is also 

reflect upon in the theme contrast. The geometry 

of the form and how this relates to the context and 

how the form is arised but not how the form work 

from the outside and inside. The geometry of the 

place goes hand in hand with the atmosphere of the 

place. In this subchapter the relationship between 

geometry and the architectural space is reviewed. 

The St. Mary of the Angels Chapel seems to 

be a closed building and when the doors are 

close it certainly is. One continuous wall forms 

the outer wall of the chapel, it is a façade with 

hidden doors. The pivoting doors are included 

in the whole such as the two beams of light. The 

beams of light are an all-round gap between 

the earth and the wall and between the wall 

and the golden ceiling. The golden ceiling 

symbolize heaven. The light in between suggests 

a heavenly connection. Also, in the evening is 

this heavenly connection is present. The golden 

ceiling is lit from below, the roof floats above 

the space in the chapel as heaven above earth. 

Another relation to religion is made with the 

use of light. Above the place where the coffin 

is during a ceremony is a hole in the roof. 

Likewise, it suggests a heavenly connection. 

The use of light in this design is based on 

symbolic values. However, the light also 

strengthens the geometry of the chapel. The 

overhanging roof above the curved wall is 

expressed more when the golden, also curved, 

ceiling is lit from below. The shade created by 

the wall is emphasized, the contrast between 

openness and closedness becomes visible. 

The continuous outer wall also encloses the inside 

space of the chapel. The chapel consists of out of 

one column free space. The continuous curved 

wall is cladded with a smooth texture and painted. 

Painted in the color Mecanoo Blue, it is a stage 

paint that appears in many buildings designed 

by Francine Houben and her architectural firm 

Mecanoo. This intense color on the continuous 

wall creates an intimate space. Explicitly when the 

doors are closed, and no sense of the surrounding 

is visible. On the blue wall are words from the 

Requiem ‘In Paradisum’ written in different 

languages, these different languages representing 

the multicultural society of Crooswijk. 

A heavenly connection (Mecanoo, 2019)
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In addition, the structure must also support the 

roof of the model. The roof is curved, curved 

along one axis and made out of foam. The foam is 

not heavy and easily to modify in the right angel. 

It is finished with a smooth fill and painted in the 

right color, gold. The structure of the ‘real’ chapel 

works in the same way. By analyzing this structure 

and using a similar structure for the model the 

geometry of the space is perfectly recreated. 

The recreation of the interior photograph shows 

themes that are discussed before. The importance 

of the geometry of the space became clearer. 

Making uses of the right proportions, dimensions 

and colors emphasize and confirm the intimate 

atmosphere of the space. Therefore, the light 

produces automatically the right amount of 

shades and contrast. It seems that the quality of 

the light was less demanding. The theme contrast, 

the contrast in forms, is less present in the 

photograph. The relationship between the ruin 

and the new chapel is hardly visible from this 

perspective. The light of beam from the earth to 

the wall, shows a small corner of the ruin on the 

right side, behind the glass. The theme contrast 

is a theme that is expressed in the exterior. 

St. Mary of the Angels Chapel

Recreation interior photo

An assignment in this graduation studio is the 

recreation of a photograph. In order to learn 

more about the composition of the St. Mary 

of the Angels Chapel an interior photograph 

is recreated into a 1 to 10 model. The original 

photograph that is chosen is taken from the 

perspective of the decreased and priest, speaker. 

The choice of this interior space is due to the 

spatial composition of the geometrical form 

of the continuous blue wall. This assignment 

knows two challenges, recreating the right 

light and materials that are visible in the 

photograph. And in case of the chapel also the 

recreation of the right geometry is important.  

Recreating the exact perspective and therefore 

the geometry of the space was the first 

challenge. Half of the chapel is realized in the 

model due to the position and the distance 

between the camera and model. Creating the 

right curve in the continuous wall is done with 

a thick cardboard, which is held in place by a 

mold. The mold is connected to the columns 

and serves as the structure of the model. 

Cardboard has already a smooth texture, it is 

finished with the intense Mecanoo blue color.  

Capturing the photograph
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Interior photograph by Christian Richters (Richters, 2019) The recreated interior photograph
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People Place Purpose

Introduction

As the assignment of this generation prescribes, 

the analyzed building will be related to a text 

written by the same architect. In this chapter 

the text will be analyzed by looking closely to 

every sentence and these will be interpreted 

and reflected to. The findings of this session will 

be related to the analyzed building, in this case 

its relation to the chapel. Did the text have any 

influence on the design of the chapel?

 

The book People Place Purpose is chosen 

and more specific, two of the ten statements 

are chosen to analyze in-depth. The specific 

statements that will be analyzed are about style 

and spatial composition. First, the other eight 

statement are concisely explained and defined. 

 

The first statement starts with a comparison 

between two opposite cities, Los Angeles 

and Tokyo. It is called, land as an expensive 

commodity. Los Angeles is a city designed for cars 

where land is almost valueless because there is an 

abundance of land. Tokyo is designed for people 

where land is very expensive. Houben ends the 

statement with her opinion about land use in the 

Netherlands. She supposes that the Netherlands is 

wasting land, what results into a lack of intelligent 

solutions of land use. 

 

The second statement is called love of nature. In 

particular, the nature in the Netherlands. Houben 

describes the Netherlands as a malleable country 

where you can build everywhere. Besides that, 

she gives examples of her use of materials in 

compositions full of contrasts.  

 

Collective responsibility for sustainability is the 

title of the following statement. The collective 

responsibility for water management in the 

Netherlands should be extended, as Houben 

writes, to a collective responsibility for the 

sustainability. 

 

In the fourth statement Houben states: “It is as if 

we have forgotten the wealth of urban planning 

possibilities for housing. […] The acquisition 

of mobility, the car, call for integration in new 

urban planning typologies without dominating 

or disrupting the public space.” (Houben F., 2015, 

p. 31). 

 

Cover People Place Purpose by Francine Houben (Mecanoo, 2019)
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People Place Purpose

Introduction

In the next statement, cooperation as challenge, 

Houben makes clear she prefers to collaborate 

with other disciplines during the design process to 

produce interesting developments in architecture. 

 

The statement director and script writer is about 

the inspiring relation between the client and the 

architect. According to Houben, the role of an 

architect changed over time. Houben writes: ‘The 

architect no longer supplies the design alone. 

The architect performs the role of a director and 

script writer in a more hybrid process.’ (Houben. 

F., 2015, p. 35).

 

Statement seven and eight are the statements 

that will be analyzed in-depth in the following 

chapters. Statement seven is about style and 

statement eight about composition. Both of these 

statements are about architecture itself compared 

to the others and therefore caught my intention 

and interest. 

 

Houben believes that the combination of analysis 

and intuition is of great value in architecture. It 

is not only about analyzing all aspects, it is also 

a question of intuition/attitude. This statement is 

called Analysis and intuition whereby she refers 

to the work of David Hockney. 

 

Arrangement of form and emotion is the last 

statement. It is emanated from a meeting between 

Houben and Charles and Ray Eames. This 

statement distils how they were able to combine 

technical, human and playful aspects in a single 

solution. 

 

The first statements seem to be written by a 

future-orientated person. Statement one until 

six are about the future in combination with 

land use, nature, sustainability, urban planning, 

the collaboration with other disciplines and 

the future role of an architect. The other four 

statements are telling something about her as a 

person, the opinion of Francine Houben about 

style, composition, intuition and arrangement 

of form and emotion. It is more personal, more 

human. In contrast to the future-orientated 

nature of the first six statements, these last four 

seems to be more timeless.

The images of the ten statements (Mecanoo, 2019)
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People Place Purpose

Statement 7

Statement 7 is about style. Style is an interesting 

thing but not essential according to Houben. She 

mentioned that style is an outdated phenomenon. 

In her opinion needs architecture a handwriting 

in different languages, then it can respond to 

each location and assignment. It seems that her 

opinion is in contradiction with the first sentence 

of this statement, circular reasoning. 

Handwriting is a person’s particular style. The 

general definition of style is the particular way in 

which something is done. There is also a definition 

for style in the case of a book, painting or 

building. This definition is as followed, style is the 

features of a book, painting, building that make 

it typical of a particular author, artist, historical 

period, etc. (Oxford Leaner’s Dictionary, 2020). 

Translate this to the field of architecture, style 

is the characteristics of a building that make it 

typical for an architect or historical period. In 

other words, a personal style, a handwriting. 

Therefore, you could state, style is essential in the 

long run. Perhaps the discussion is not if the style 

can write in different languages? 

This handwriting in architecture should be 

able to adapt or respond to different languages 

according to Houben. Language is a system 

of representation of the sense of buildings. It 

defines their identity. A style is represented to its 

language. Architectural language is the definition 

of simple elements of architecture and their use 

in construction. A style can be constructed over 

time with different languages. (A. Monestiroli, 

1999). What is the handwriting, style, of Houben 

and her architectural office Mecanoo? Do they 

things in a particular way and does this respond 

to different languages?

Discussion about style is interesting but, in the long run, 
not essential. The best example of this is the composition of 
two houses that we developed of Álvaro Siza in The Hague: 
one in the style of the Amsterdam School, the other in the 
style of Neue Sachlichkeit – two styles that competed with 
one another in the 20s, each thinking it was the true one. 
 
The beauty of the project lies in the combination 
of introversion and extroversion, heavy and 
light, tactile and abstract. Style is an outdated 
phenomenon. Architecture needs a handwriting that 
can write in different languages in order to be able to 
adequately respond to each location and assignment.

- Francine Houben, 2015 

Mecanoo blue in the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel 

(2001)
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Statement 7

In the first chapter of the book People Place 

Purpose writes Herbert Wright about the style 

of Mecanoo or more about they never wanted 

to have one. There is only one visual stylistic 

element in the buildings of Mecanoo the color 

blue, Mecanoo blue. It is the color on the curved 

wall on the inside of the St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel. Mecanoo blue is a characteristic of a 

building designed by Mecanoo, it is their style, 

handwriting, hallmark. 

Wright pushed her in the interview to describe 

her portfolio. She said three words, none of these 

words are visual words. None of them are written 

or speak in the architectural language.

The design signature of Mecanoo 
cannot be found in shape but in 
attitude. An attitude focused on 
people. Not formal but informal. 

Not to some but to all.

“It is tactile, it is 
multidisciplinary, it is human.”

Nevertheless, these words and here opinion about 

architecture needs a handwriting are present in 

the designs of Mecanoo. It cannot be found in the 

characteristics of a building as a style, it can be 

found in the design approach or in the words of 

Mecanoo, attitude. 

Combining this quote of Houben with her opinion 

in statement 7 results in the humanistic approach 

of Mecanoo while they are making architecture. 

The humanistic approach in three words is People 

Place Purpose, the title of the book. In relation to 

the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel, the words from 

the Requiem ‘In Paradisum’ are written around 

the wall on the inside of the chapel in several 

languages to reflect the people that live in de area 

of the cemetery, where the chapel is placed. The 

intention of Francine Houben was not to design 

only a ‘stage-house for the dead’, the purpose was 

to design a religious building as a symbol of life 

that continues.

When you know about the design approach of a 

building designed by Mecanoo then you could 

recognize its humanistic approach, attitude, 

style. Still, it is not something visible and that 

is precisely what they want, their buildings are 

Mecano blue in the Library TU Delft (Mecanoo, 2019) 

Bottom: Mecanoo blue in Montevideo residential tower, (Mecanoo, 2019)
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People Place Purpose

Statement 7

not recognizable except from the Mecanoo blue. 

Could you say they are modest about their own 

work? Or maybe you could say they avoiding the 

architectural language because they are afraid to 

place themselves within a style because of the 

discussion it will evoke?

Looking further into the text of the statement, it 

is noticeable that there is one overarching theme. 

The example of the composition of two houses in 

The Hague is a contrast between two styles. Later 

on, she explains these contrasts literally by naming 

them. Could you say that contrast is a visual 

stylistic element in the buildings of Mecanoo? 

It is difficult to substantiate the answer to this 

question, a lot of architect’s design  buildings with 

contrasting elements. It is not a characteristic that 

only suits the buildings of Mecanoo. 

This overarching theme contrast can be found 

in relation to the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel. 

There is contrast in form, shape, light and 

closedness. Themes that already discussed in the 

previous chapter. Is contrast a nice accidental side 

effect besides their humanistic approach or is it 

used to strengthen this approach and therefore 

design decisions? 

In conclusion, Francine Houben does not have 

a personal style. Therefore, her architectural 

office Mecanoo does not have a style. They have 

an attitude, a specific design approach. This 

design approach could fit within every style, you 

could say that they do not have the limitations 

of a particular style. The statement of Houben 

could end with the sentence: A personal style 

brings limitation with it, no personal style means 

freedom.

Van der Vennepark project in The Hauge, 1980
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Statement 8

In 1985 Francine Houben traveled for three 

months through Japan. She met architects like 

Toy Ito, Itsuko Hasegawa and Tadao Ando 

and was impressed by traditional Japanese 

architecture and landscaping. Perhaps that is why 

the reference in the following statement comes 

from Japanese culture. 

Statement 8 is about the arrangement of space, 

making a composition. According to Houben, 

there are no rules for making a composition. To 

substantiate her opinion, she refers to a Japanese 

book about the rules for arranging and serving a 

meal. This seems in contradiction to her opinion 

in the first sentence of the statement. There are 

no rules for making a composition but there is a 

reference to a book describing rules for arranging 

and serving a meal in Japanese culture. 

The rules for arranging and serving a meal in 

Japanese culture called moritsuke. I assume 

Houben meant this, the evidence for this has 

always remained unknown. 

However, in Western culture, plates are piled 

high and to the edges filled with food. Empty 

space on a plate suggest mostly to a high-class, 

expensive dinner. In Japanese culture a plate is 

never be completely covered with food, thirty 

per cent is considered as the minimum amount 

of empty space. The moritsuke is based on the 

concept of space, called ma. Ma means the void 

between things. In this case, ma is the empty 

space between plates and dishes on a plate (The 

Essence of Japanese Cuisine, 2000).

In Japanese culture, not only the arranging and 

serving a meal is based on this minimalistic 

concept or approach. Also, the Japanese interior 

designs, art and architecture are famous because 

of its minimalist designs. Due to the title of the 

statement, composition of empty space, I assume 

the moritsuke and ma is what Houben meant 

with her reference to Japanese culture.  The 

statement is provided with an image that refers to 

the arrangement of Japanese food. It makes clear 

what to do and what not to do when making a 

composition.

After making a statement about how to make 

a composition, Houben gives do’s or don’ts. In 

contradiction to her opinion, also these sounds as 

There are no rules for making a composition. The 
most I can do is to refer to a Japanese book describing 
the rules for arranging and serving a meal. Working 
with unambiguous geometry and symmetry 
is strictly prohibited because it is not exciting. 
 
Space, or rather empty space, is an essential part of 
composition, rhythm and elegance. The space between 
contrasting forms, round and square, long and short, big and 
small, brings out each form. This is true in architecture, too. 

- Francine Houben, 2015
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People Place Purpose

Statement 8

a kind of rules. In the first place she mentioned 

what not to do, do not work with unambiguous 

geometry and symmetry. It is not exciting 

according to Houben. What is unambiguous 

geometry and symmetry?

Geometry is the area of mathematics relating to 

the study of space and the relationships between 

points, lines, curves and surfaces (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2020). Multiple surfaces form 

together a three-dimensional geometric figure, 

solid. Unambiguous is something that only can 

be understood in one way, clear in meaning. 

Examples of unambiguous geometry are the 

square, triangle and circle. Which in three-

dimensional solids are the cube, cone, pyramid, 

sphere and cylinder. The form of the St. Mary 

of the Angels Chapel is related back to an ovoid 

pinched on both sides. Therefore, Houben does 

not worked with unambiguous symmetry in case 

of the design of the chapel. 

According to Francis D.K. Ching, a writer about 

architecture and a professor at the University of 

Washington, symmetry starts with an axis. An 

axis is a line that is established by two points in 

space, a line of sight. Forms and spaces can be 

arranged along an axis in a balanced manner. 

When this balanced arrangement of equivalent 

forms and spaces is similar on opposite sides of 

an axis, it called symmetry (Architecture Form 

Space and Order, 2007). I assume, unambiguous 

symmetry is when the equivalent forms and 

spaces on opposite sides of an axis differ but are 

arranged in a balanced manner. This assumption 

is based on the findings of the building analysis. 

The routing, an axis through the space, creates 

balance in the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel. 

In order what to do when making a composition, 

the do’s, Houben refers back to ma. This was 

the void between things in Japanese culture. 

According to Houben is the empty space an 

essential part of a composition and this space 

would be emphasized, strengthened, by the 

use of contrasting forms. The theme contrast 

was already found as an overarching theme in 

statement 7. 

In conclusion, Houben does have some rules, 

requirements or tools to make a composition. 

Working with unambiguous geometry and 

symmetry is strictly prohibited but working with 

contrasting forms is something she does want to 

see, it emphasizes the empty space. 
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Learned from

Conclusion

In this first booklet is reflect upon the relationship 

between the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel 

designed by Francine Houben and the text of 

statement 7 and 8, written by the same architect. 

 

First the lessons learned from its relation to the 

text of statement 7. Learned from this relationship 

is the impact of having no style. Houben does 

not have a personal visible style, only the color 

Mecanoo Blue is present in some buildings. 

Her personal humanistic design approach is her 

personal way of doing things, a style. Houben 

does things in a personal way but avoid having 

a personal style in visual elements, architectural 

elements, and therefore an architectural style. 

It is her way of dealing with architecture. 

Another thing that is learned from the 

relationship between the St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel and the text of statement 7 is that 

architecture should adequately respond to each 

location and assignment, according to Houben. 

Disregarding whether architecture needs a 

handwriting or not. The St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel responds to the direct surrounding, 

the ruin, with a contrasting form. On the other 

hand, the design of the chapel blends well 

in the radial organization of the cemetery 

and its nature, as described in chapter 4. 

Statement 8 was about the possibilities of an 

empty space and the composition of this empty 

space. Houben refers to the rules of arranging 

and serving a meal in Japanese Culture, not 

working with unambiguous geometry and 

symmetry is strictly prohibited. In addition, 

Houben states that working with contrasting 

forms brings out each form in architecture. 

The contrast of forms can be found in 

the forms of the ruin and the chapel, as 

mentioned. The use of unambiguous geometry 

and symmetry are not present in the St. Mary 

of the Angels Chapel, exactly as she writes. 

The form of the chapel is a pinched ovoid 

that is not a clear geometrical shape. It is 

not a primary form, it is an unambiguous 

geometry. The St. Mary of the Angels chapel 

is arranged along an axis. An axis based 

on the design thoughts of the routing, the 

thought that life continuous. The elements 

along the axis are not similar on opposite 
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Conclusion

sides but arranged in a balanced way. It is 

unambiguous symmetry. The lesson learned 

from the relationship between the St. Mary of 

the Angels Chapel and the text of statement 8 is 

do make use of contrasting forms while working 

with unambiguous geometry and symmetry. 

In conclusion, three overarching themes have 

arisen from this research, this activity of relating 

as the essay describes. The first theme is contrast, 

especially the contrast in forms. Contrast is the 

difference between two things that you can see 

clearly when they are compared or put close 

together. The second and third theme are about 

how to arrange architectural elements, forms. 

These are seen as tools, ordering principles. 

The second theme is geometry and the third 

theme is symmetry. Another important lesson 

learned from Francine Houben is the impact 

of having or having not a style. At least, 

architecture need to respond well to its context. 



References



84 Saint Mary of the Angels Chapel 85Masterly Apprentice II

References

Images

References

Literature

Ashkenazi, M. Jacob, J. (2000) The essence of 

Japanese Cuisine: an essay on food and culture. 

Richmond, Surrey, UK: Curzon Press. 

Cambridge Dictionary (2020 5 2) Geometry 

[website]. Retrieved from https://dictionary.

cambridge.org/dictionary/english/geometry

Ching, F. (2007) Architecture; form, space and 

order. Hoboken/New Jersey, USA: John Wiley & 

Sons. 

Houben, F. (2001) Composition Contrast 

Complexity. Basel, Switzerland: Brikhäuser.

Houben, F. Wright, H. (2015) People Place 

Purpose, The world according to Mecanoo. UK: 

Artifice.

Monestiroli, A. (1999) L’architettura della realtà 

(2nd ed.) Virginia, USA: U. Allemandi. 

Oxford Dictionary (2020, 5 ) Style 

[website]. Retrieved from https://www.

oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/

english/style_1?q=style

Rutgers, R. (2013) Stedenbouwkundig ontwerpen. 

Eindhoven, Netherlands: Eindhoven University 

of Technology.

Mecanoo architects (2019 1 8) Projects 

[photograph]. Retrieved from https://www.

mecanoo.nl/Projects

Mecanoo architects. (2019 1 8) History of the 

St. Mary of the Angels Chapel [illustration]. 

Retrieved from: https://www.mecanoo.nl/

Projects/project/32/St-Mary-of-the-Angels-

Chapel?t=0

Mecanoo architects. (2020 5 22) Francine 

Houben [photograph]. Retrieved from: https://

www.mecanoo.nl/Office/People

Richters, C. (2019 1 8) St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel [photograph]. Retrieved from: https://

www.mecanoo.nl/Projects/project/32/St-Mary-

of-the-Angels-Chapel?t=0







Eindhoven University of Technology

Built Environment
Architecture, Building and Planning
Architectural Urban Design and Engineering

Supervisors  
Dr. J.C.T. (Jacob) Voorthuis 
ir. J.P.A. (Jan) Schevers
ir. R.R.W.I. (Renato) Kindt

Author
J.A.M. (Josje) Smits

Eindhoven, June 2020

Design of a building
Graduation Studio ‘‘Masterly Apprentice II”



Content

Introduction

Location
 Location analysis
 Location visit

St. Laurentius Educational Center
 Contrast
 Symmetry
 Geometry

Learned from
 Conclusion
 Reflection
 
Acknowledgements
 
References

7

9
11
17

19
27
39
49

63
65
67

69

73



7Masterly Apprentice II6 Saint Laurentius Educational Center

Introduction

Part 2

This booklet includes the elaboration of a 

twofold product, the second part of the ‘Masterly 

Apprentice II’ graduation studio. In the first 

product, the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel 

designed by Francine Houben is analyzed. A 

number of important lessons were revealed and 

reflect upon. This booklet focuses on the design 

of a building based on themes learned from 

Francine Houben. Reflecting upon these revealed 

themes as well as critically reviewing them will be 

done before applying them to the design. 

The three themes, derived from the building 

analysis are about making a composition, making 

a composition of an empty space. The themes 

can be seen as tools while making this. The first 

theme reflects upon the use of contrasting forms 

within an empty space. The empty space is the 

void between these contrasting forms, masses. 

This is expressed in the geometry of the building, 

the second statement. A tool for using contrasting 

form is the use of the geometry of primary forms, 

this is visible in the floorplans and facades. 

The third theme is serving a rule for arranging 

the composition of the contrasting forms, the 

primary forms. This should be done in a balanced 

manner, unambiguous symmetry. 

Before the themes are related to the new design, 

another lesson learned from Houben is reviewed 

and elaborate on. Making a composition of an 

empty space starts with defining this empty space, 

this is done by a location analysis. 



The location
Site analysis
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Location analysis

The starting point of the design process is 

defining the design plot. This will result in a 

specific plot with boundaries which respond 

well to its context. The analysis is seen as a tool 

to define the empty space in the first place. The 

location analysis involves an analysis of the urban 

tissue and the park, the context. In addition, the 

people that visit the park is  reflect upon in the 

location visit, due to their behavior. 

 

Location analysis

The park next to the St. Laurentius cemetery is the 

location for the new design The design is within 

visible range of the analyzed building of Francine 

Houben, the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel. This 

will ensure a sensible connection between the 

Chapel and the design.

 

The park is located in the middle of the 

neighborhood Crooswijk, which is adjacent to 

the city center. It is an area with a military and 

industrial past. Nowadays, a lot of social housing 

is located there. It is a typical working-class area 

for the city of Rotterdam. It is known as a poor 

neighborhood but with the construction of new, 

more expensive houses, this is slowly changing. 

This neighborhood of Crooswijk is divided in 

tree small neighborhoods. The neighborhoods 

Old-Croowijk, New-Crooswijk and Rubroek. The 

St. Laurentius cemetery is located on the edge 

of New-Crooswijk where the park just belongs 

to Old-Croowijk. In this analysis, Rubroek is 

not taken into further account because it is not 

directly adjacent to the park. 

 

In Old and New-Crooswijk the streets find their 

way in many directional changes within a short 

distance. Often streets will lead to a dead end for 

cars, but slow traffic does have the possibility of 

passage in the same street. When someone is not 

familiar with the area, there is a change of getting 

lost easily. All these characteristics are familiar 

with the labyrinth pattern as urban planner 

R. Rutgers describe in his book Urban design 

(2013). The labyrinth pattern is geometrically 

constructed in contrast to the design of the park. 

The paths in de park are organically formed. 

The design plot, the park, is already provided 

with a community center and a playground for 

children. The park is rectangular shaped and is 

the center of the neighborhood. It is surrounded 

Typical street with houses The apartment building

Old and New-Crooswijk
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Location

Location analysis

by the cemetery, a sports hall with outside sports 

fields and on two sides it is enclosed by a road 

and houses. It is a point where people meet in the 

community center, doing sports and it is a place 

where children play. The area is attractive for 

young as well as older visitors. 

 

The main road of the neighborhood is located 

at the long side of the park. This road is the 

connection with the rest of Rotterdam, it creates 

a connection with the adjacent neighborhoods. 

On the road trams, buses, cars and cyclist are 

allowed. The tram stops at the edge of the park 

and therefore is the park easily accessible for 

people outside the neighborhood. The other 

road that bounded the park does not connect 

perpendicularly to the main road. Its direction is 

diagonally to the north of the City of Rotterdam. 

This is exceptional for the neighborhood since all 

other roads are perpendicularly connected.

 

The buildings in the neighborhood are mainly 

closed building blocks, consisting of houses and 

apartment buildings. The houses are not provided 

with a front yard, the front façade of the houses is 

directly to the sidewalk, directly to the street. It 

follows the street pattern what results in a closed 

street view. 

 

One apartment building is located across the 

main road. This building is an exception, it 

is not precisely following the street pattern, 

exclude one small corner. To extend the line of 

the apartment building, the new design should be 

an extension of this. Besides, it should also react 

to the not perpendicular road on the other end. 

Therefore, the design reacts to the urban tissue of 

the neighborhood, the buildings, and the street 

pattern which involves this exception. 

 

To emphasize the new design, the design plot 

should not be adjacent to the street. Therefore, the 

visitor could look to the building with a distance 

to see it all in once. When the new design will be 

in line with the apartment building this happens 

automatically. 

 

Besides the community center and playground, 

the park also exists out of paths and greenery. 

There is grass, bushes and trees in different types. 

Some are perfectly placed, others are clustered 

more randomly. Important to notice are the trees 

The extention of the urban tissue

The reaction to the street pattern
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Location

Location visit

on the left side of the of the marked design plot. 

Some of these trees have a special historical value 

and due to this, the decision is made to keep 

them. As already mentioned, the paths in the 

park are organically formed, which will be further 

elaborated during the location visit.

Location visit

The purpose of the location visit is to investigate 

the function of the park and what the behavior 

of the people that uses the park is. Preparatory 

for this visit, the location was carefully mapped. 

With this map an observation of the behavior of 

the people in the park is made. The end results 

of this investigation will includes a new plan for 

the park and therefore the location of the of the 

new design. 

 

It is not a place where people stay. The park is an 

area where people are allowed to walk with their 

dog without a leash, what often happens during 

the day. This can be one reason why people are 

not doing free-time activities in the park. It may 

also have to do with a recreation area closeby, 

where the inhabitants of Croowijk are relaxing. It 

is a 10 to 15 minutes’ walk form the park to The 

Kralingse Forest and Lake.

 

Besides this, which other behaviors were seen? 

The parks function as a big crossing, a crossing 

for cyclists and pedestrians. What was interesting 

to see during the visit was the amount of cyclist 

and how they behave. Their intention is to cross 

the park as quickly as possible in the shortest way. 

They do not only use the paths in the park but 

also the grass in-between. Due to this, elephant 

paths arise. Elephant paths are paths formed by 

humans, which results in shortcuts. 

 

The users do not prefer the existing paths. New 

paths in the park are included in the design, the 

street pattern of the neighborhood is extended 

throughout the park. A sightline, a street, is 

extended through the park until this view is taken 

away by the sports hall. Because of this, the design 

plot is shortened in length. 

One of the elephant paths in the park

The design plot,  new situation
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Introduction

Also, in this booklet are the three terms, 

introduced by Franince Houben, a good way to 

start the introduction of this design. The design 

plot is placed in a park next to the cemetery where 

the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel is located. The 

neighborhood of this location is Crooswijk which 

is a multicultural neighborhood where 59,6% 

of the people are Not-Western migrants. The 

municipality of Rotterdam mentioned that there 

is a problem in this specific neighborhood. In this 

area is a language barrier in case of the Dutch 

language. The municipality came with a social 

development implementation plan to stimulate 

the people of Crooswijk to learn the Dutch 

language. Therefore, the purpose of this building 

is stimulating the Dutch language. The new 

design of a building will call the St. Laurentius 

Educational Center. 

Where the buildings of Francine Houben are 

designed with a humanistic approach, the design 

of The St. Laurentius Educational Center is based 

on an architectural approach influenced by the 

lessons learned from the building analysis. The 

new design of the St. Laurentius Educational 

Center is reviewed and reflected to by using the 

lessons, themes. The three themes are seen as 

tools to make a composition, a composition of an 

empty space. Preliminary to this, another lesson 

learned from Houben is elaborated. 

In statement 7, Houben states that architecture 

has to respond adequately to its location. This 

opinion is not further explained. In the case of 

the St. Laurentius Educational Center, it means 

that the design should react to the results of the 

location analysis. Therefore, the empty space is 

defined by taking into account these results. 

Defining the empty space

After setting boundaries for the design plot in the 

location analysis, a volume arises. As a result of 

the location analysis the volume has a footprint of 

which the proportions are 1:1,5 and this volume 

is two stories high. These proportions form a 

compact volume to fit in the program and are the 

result of the surface available at the design plot. 

How this volume reacts to its context? The 

volume has to take the urban tissue into account 

meaning the building line set by the apartment 

building and the exception in the street pattern. 

The volume

The skewed volume

The shifted volume
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Introduction

The ground floor level, the bottom volume, 

is skewed towards the exception. It forms an 

isosceles triangle with the road. The first-floor 

level, the top volume, does not shift. It is still in 

line with the apartment building. 

 

On two sides of the volume, covered spaces are 

derived from this transformation. The top volume 

forms an overhead plane on two corners, a scalene 

triangle. These two spaces indicate to the visitor 

where the entrances of the building are located. 

One entrance is nearby the main road, close to 

the tram station. The other entrance is accessible 

from the park. The façade with the entrance close 

to the main road is the front façade. 

 

The approach towards the building is oblique. 

This enhances the effect of perspective on the 

front facade and other sides of the building. It 

contributes to a good overview of the composition 

of the final design. Also, the fact that the front 

façade of the design is placed at a considerable 

distance from the street ensures the visibility of 

the composition all at once. 

The transformation of the volume elaborates the 

buildings relation to the context further. The two 

floor levels, each responding to a characteristic 

of the place, are displaced from each other. The 

top volume is shifted towards the park along the 

longitudinal axis of the volume. The overhead 

plane, the covered space, is increased on that side 

of the volume. Automatically, the overhead plane 

is reduced on the other side. 

Now, the form of the volume relates to the 

context of the place. The top volume relates to 

The oblique approach

A new empty space
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Contrast

The purpose of The St. Laurentius Center is to 

offer a space for learning the dutch language to 

the inhabitants of the neighborhood Crooswijk. 

The program will be a combination of a school 

and a library. A school for courses for small 

groups of people and individual guidance. The 

library is a place where people can rent books. 

Both functions share studying and reading places, 

common spaces. These places are combined in an 

entrance hall which functions as the empty space 

between the contrasting forms. It is a place where 

people can meet, enter the school or library and 

have a moment of reading. 

 

Another lesson learned from Francine Houben is 

about making a composition of an empty space. 

The first theme, seen as a tool, is contrast. The use 

of contrasting forms when filling in the empty 

space, the void that serves as an entrance hall. In 

the analyzed text a reference to Japanese culture 

was made. This reference is underpinned by an 

illustration. The illustration is a two-dimensional 

visualization of her text and therefore of the first 

theme contrast, the use of contrasting forms. 

 

The illustration is used as a starting point for 

making a composition in the empty space, the 

next step of the design process. The empty space 

should be filled with two functions and therefore 

two forms. One serves as the library, the other 

as the school. The most contrast in forms can be 

found in a comparison between primary forms, 

as the illustration with the statement visualizes. 

Working with geometrical forms involves 

immediately the third theme about geometry. 

 

Where Houben states not to work with 

unambiguous geometry, the illustration with 

this statement shows the opposite. I take 

the illustration as a form of truth. I want to 

experience for myself if the use of unambiguous 

geometrical forms brings out each form as well. 

The illustrations show they do. Primary forms 

are easily to define and reflect to within the 

architectural language. This is something what 

Houben tries to evoke with not working with 

unambiguous geometry, it is hard to review and 

reflect to a blobbly organic form due to the lack 

of architectural elements. I do not want to avoid 

this. 

 
Study place, empty space

Reading place, empty space
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Contrast

There are three primary forms, the square, the 

triangle and the circle. Because two forms, two 

functions, are needed to meet the requirements 

of the program, one primary form is not present 

in the empty space. The design is provided with 

a square and triangular footprint. This is due 

to the transformation of the two-dimensional 

composition to a three-dimensional composition. 

A building is a three-dimensional composition, 

architecture. The empty space becomes a void 

and the two-dimensional forms are the masses of 

the building. 

 

The void in the building is also present in the 

exterior of the building. This was the form of the 

final volume described in the previous chapter. 

The form of this final volume has a lot of sharp 

edges that are responding to its context. This 

reaction is even more enhanced by using the 

masses with a square and triangular footprint, 

which also have these sharp and clear edges. A 

circle, a cylinder in three-dimensions, would 

become an independent volume in the empty 

space and therefore the context of the design. 

 

The square mass functions as the library, this 

mass is four stories high. The height of this 

mass is equal to the surrounding buildings and 

is higher than the empty space. Due to this, the 

mass is pointing through the roof and therefore 

visible in the exterior of the building. Its height is 

in contrast to the height of the triangular shaped 

mass. Also, this mass is visible in the exterior but 

three stories high. 

St. Laurentius Educational Center, exterior
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St. Laurentius Educational center in building context
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Symmetry

The library and school are designed in the masses 

of the building. The void serves as an entrance hall 

that is accessible on two sides. These entrances 

are located in an opposite direction from each 

other and form a sightline the empty space is 

divided in two. Along this axis is the empty 

space arranged. This second theme, symmetry, 

involves the arrangement of the empty space. The 

arrangement of contrasting forms. 

An axis can be arranged in a balanced manner. 

When this arrangement of equivalent forms 

is similar on opposite sides of an axis, it is 

symmetrical. In the lessons learned from Houben, 

symmetry is not exciting. A composition should 

be arranged in a balance matter, while working 

with unambiguous symmetry is strictly prohibit. 

Due to the use of contrasting this automatically 

happened. 

In the analysis of the St. Mary of the Angels 

Chapel is reflect upon the axis though the 

building. The form of the space on both side of 

this axis were not exactly the same however, the 

whole space was in balance along the axis. A 

continuous curved wall created on opposite sides 

of the axis a more or less equal space. This whole 

space creates an intimate atmosphere. 

This kind of balance, ambiguous symmetry, is 

also created in the design of the St. Laurentius 

Educational Center. The arrangement of the two 

forms in the empty space is done along the axis 

created by the position of the entrances. On one 

side of this axis is the library placed. The library is 

placed in line with the building context, therefore 

in line with the side facades of the building. 

Due to dividing the empty space and the 

displacement of the ground and first floor, one 

space along the axis has to incorporate a façade 

that is moved inwards. This is the boundary of 

the empty space. The mass of the library is not 

only pointing through the roof but also though 

this boundary on two sides. Placing the mass 

outside the boundary is done to emphasize the 

geometrical form. This form became a self-

contained sculpture, that not only form the empty 

space inside the building. It also participates to 

the composition of the exterior. 

On the opposite side of the axis is the triangle mass 

The arrangement of the empty space
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Symmetry

placed, the school. The triangle is placed in the 

same angle as the skewed volume of the ground 

floor. The building still responds adequately to 

the context. One corner of the triangle mass is 

located outside the boundary, one sharp corner is 

present in the exterior. 

The sightline in between the entrances, and 

now also in between the masses, is part of the 

routing in the building. The empty space does 

not lead you to one of the functions in the 

masses. The behavior of the people is not within 

certain limitations. The location visit showed 

that this approach without borders, paths, will 

be appreciated. The space leaves the visitor free 

in his choices. To still have social control in the 

building, the reception is placed along the axis 

with view towards both entrances. 

The empty spaces serve as a common space, the 

masses are more private areas. They are only 

connected by the empty space. The void that 

serves as the entrance hall connects the two 

masses and two balconies on the first floor. These 

balconies form a routing through the masses. The 

routing follows the boundary of the empty space, 

it is interrupted twice by entering the masses. 

Also, the balconies serve as study and reading 

places as well as the empty space on the ground 

floor. 

 

Routing  first floor
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Geometry

In this chapter about the theme geometry, 

the two masses are reviewed and reflected 

to. The arrangement, materialization and the 

lighting of these masses are taken into account. 

 

There is no hierarchical difference between the 

both masses, they are self-contained primary 

forms within the empty space. They are arranged in 

a balanced way. The contrast between the masses is 

expressed in the geometry of the forms, not in the 

materialization. In order to design a composition 

as one unity, the contrast between the materials is 

minimized and a coherence in materialization is 

realized. Thereby, the use of coherence materials 

implies more similarities between the masses. The 

balanced arrangement is emphasized even more. 

 

The self-contained masses are working as 

stand-alone forms within the empty space, 

geometrical objects executed in primary forms. 

The geometrical masses are strengthened by 

the prefabricated concrete elevation panels. 

These are suspended on reinforced concrete 

walls and held in position using distancing 

jacks. Concrete is a robust material and the 

primary forms are pure forms, not transformed. 

Both of them left in their first appearance. 

In the mass with the triangular footprint, a self-

contained axis is derived from the boundary of 

the empty space. The balcony around the empty 

space is extended through the mass. These 

extension forms, serve as a corridor in the mass. 

The classrooms are adjacent to one side of this 

corridor. The other side is used as a void were the 

vertical circulation within the mass is positioned. 

It also provides the mass of the penetration of light. 

 

Not only the concrete panels are enhancing the 

form of the masses. As well, the masses are not 

provided with openings that serve as windows. 

The façade has no translucent surfaces. To 

allow the penetration of daylight within the 

spaces, the masses are provided with roof lights. 

 

The mass with the square footprint is also provided 

with a roof light, but arranged in a different way. 

A new form is introduced within this mass, a 

primary form. The circle, in three dimensions a 

cylinder, is used as a void within this mass. Again, 

this void allows the penetration of daylight and 

serves as the vertical circulation space within 

Interior space of the school
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St. Laurentius Educational Center

Geometry

the mass. The cylinder is placed in the middle 

of the mass to create a symmetrical space but as 

mentioned before, unambiguous symmetry is 

prohibited. The vertical circulation, a spiral stair, 

is placed outside this symmetrical arrangement.  

 

The materialization of the exterior is reviewed 

and reflected to, the materials in the interior 

correspond to this in order to create a coherence 

in the composition. The prefabricated concrete 

elevation panels are related to the concrete walls 

and floor, executed in the same tone and texture. 

The window frames, railings and the fixed interior 

are executed in a light oak wood veneer, this 

corresponds to the light masonry work. The light 

oak wood veneer defines the empty spaces inside 

the building like the masonry does in the exterior. 

For example, the wood is applied on the railings of 

the open spaces within the masses and the railing 

around the empty space of the entrance hall. 

 

The materialization emphasizes the spatial 

composition of the inside of the masses. The 

four walls in the library, the mass with the 

square footprint, are provided with bookcases. 

These bookcases define the space of the library, 

therefore they are executed in the same light 

oak wood veneer. The theme geometry is also 

incorporated in the design of the bookcases, 

the bookcases are designed as little squares.

Interior space of the library
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Learned from 

Conclusion

The design of the St. Laurentius Educational 

Center relates to the themes that are present 

in the St. Mary of the Angels Chapel. They are 

derived from the analysis of the building and 

text designed and written by Francine Houben. 

The discovered themes are reinterpreted in the 

design, after reflecting to them. A coherence 

relation between the three themes is found and 

integrated in the design. 

 

The three themes are about making a composition, 

a composition of empty space. Before the three 

themes are reinterpreted in the design, another 

lesson is learned from Houben and reflected to. 

Making a composition starts with defining this 

empty space, the boundaries of the building. 

According to Houben, architecture needs to 

respond adequately to its context. In my opinion, 

the design of the educational center responds 

adequately to its context when the results of the 

location analysis are taken into account. The 

boundary of the empty space does respond to 

these results and therefore to its context. 

 

The empty space is the void between masses. 

Two masses are designed in the void to meet the 

requirements of the program, both masses have a 

different function. The void between these masses 

is a common area for both functions. 

 

The three themes are tools for making a 

composition of the void. The first theme contrast 

reflects to the use of contrasting forms in a 

composition of an empty space, the masses in the 

void. Making a composition of contrasting forms 

is accomplished by the use of primary forms, 

the use of unambiguous geometry. The second 

theme geometry is expressed in the plans and 

facades of the educational center. The educational 

center is a composition of contrasting forms in 

an empty space. The arrangement of these forms 

is reviewed in the third theme, symmetry. The 

contrasting forms are arranged along an axis, 

a sightline between two points in space, the 

entrances. The composition is arranged along this 

axis in a balance way. This balanced way is based 

on ambiguous symmetry. On opposite sides of the 

axis a mass is placed. Due to the contrast in forms 

of the masses the arrangement of the composition 

is not symmetrical. 
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Reflection

I am looking back on the most intense year of 

my educational career. Probably, a typical aspect 

during graduation for all students. But despite 

I already did a graduation project during my 

Bachelor of Applied Sciences four years ago, 

this year required a lot of personality. During 

graduation I was asked for creating confidence 

in what I could achieve. The desire to develop 

my opinion about architecture, in particular 

underpin my designs, became the reason for 

choosing the Masterly Apprentice studio. What 

interest me most in this studio was the continuity 

of the community of tutors and fellow and former 

students. A strong emphasis is made to learn 

from previous generations. Every generation 

is provided with a new theme, therefore an 

extensive database of knowledge and products 

is created. This is passed through to the next 

generation and the next.

 

This uninterrupted learning process from student 

to student merge together with the concept of 

learning from a specific architect and building. 

Focusing on the relationship between a building 

and a text designed and written by the same 

architect unravel the architect’s design approach. 

A challenge I encountered, was to understand 

the design approach of Francine Houben. After 

a bit of struggle to find the right way to approach 

this, eventually I was able to distinguish different 

themes to incorporated them in my design. This 

struggle has been an important lesson in the 

improvement of my own design approach.

 

So, I am looking back to an intense year of my 

educational career but it was also one of the most 

interesting and difficult ones. Due to an injury my 

design process took an interesting turn. After all I 

am grateful for having the opportunity to recover 

and practice the requested level of the studio 

again. I am looking forward to the next positive 

thing crossing my path. The lessons I learned are 

going to be very useful in my future career. 
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St. Laurentius Educational Center, exterior
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Reading place, empty space

Studying place, empty space



Entrance hall,  empty space
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Penetration light library

Penetration light school Interior library
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Concrete
Vapour barrier
Insulation
Water resistant barrier
Concrete pannel

Halfen panel support anchor FPA-5AZ

Schöck isokorf XT

Concrete
Vapour barrier
Insulation
Water resistant barrier
Cavity
Brick

Bitumen
Insulation
Vapour barrier
Concrete floor



St. Laurentius Educational center, exterior
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