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Abstract

Even though supreme courts are supposed 

to be public institutional buildings, the 

public feels not very welcome. Due to 

security issues, the parts that are supposed 

to be public are closed off by metal 

detection and x-ray scanners, and can only 

be visited by prior registration. 

The design of a Forum of Justice 

makes the supreme court of Belgium 

an accessible public building in which 

the public can move continuously in a 

non-linear trajectory. An architectural 

translation of the concept of the dérive 

connects public functions that are added 

to the program of the supreme court. 

These new functions complement the 

supreme court and make it a place 

for public debate, in which a regular 

programming of documentaries, lectures 

and debates make the new supreme court 

a socially sustainable building.

A complex composition of programs has 

led to a design of an interesting interior 

experience and a façade that expresses the 

unity of the building. 
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Preface

The graduation studio Architecture, 

Justice & Sustainability (AJS) started in 

September 2016 to design a sustainable 

Supreme Court in Brussels. The studio 

was set up by dr. Jacob Voorthuis and dr. 

Dipl.-Ing. Torsten Schröder, after which I 

have asked dr. Sergio Figueiredo to assist 

me as a third tutor.

The project was divided in two parts. 

The first part was the M3-project, in 

which the studio conducted research 

on the concepts in the overlapping 

areas between architecture, justice and 

sustainability. The M3 was finished by 

the end of November 2016, after which 

the design project M4 commenced with 

the presentation of the initial individual 

research question. 

A draft design was presented in March 

2017 at the Midterm presentation and the 

nearly finalized design was presented for 

approval to graduate at the Green Light 

presentation in May 2017. 
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Introduction

This thesis is a part of the graduation 

studio Architecture, Justice & 

Sustainability, which started in September 

2016. The task of the studio was to look at 

how justice and sustainability intersect in 

an architectural design of a supreme court. 

Brussels is a city in Belgium which has 

politically important roles to fulfill both 

nationally and internationally. It houses 

the national parliament, it is the seat 

of the European Union and the NATO 

(North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) 

has its headquarters in a Brussel suburb. 

Centrally in Brussels is the Palace of 

Justice, an eclectic Beaux-Arts building 

by architect Joseph Poelaert which is one 

of the largest court buildings in the world. 

Located along the Place Poelaert (Poelaert 

Square) on the former Galgenberg 

(Gallows mountain), it has served as one 

of the main contextual edifices of the 

project.

The Palace of Justice currently houses 

the Belgian supreme court, the Court of 

Cassation, which is the main court of last 

resort. The task of this project has been 

to design a new accommodation for the 

Court of Cassation on the opposite site 

of the Poelaert Square. Since the current 

building does not communicate well 

enough what the highest judicial body of 

the country is supposed to be, it deserved 

a research on how a supreme court should 

be interpreted nowadays.

One of the issues that has risen to public 

attention is the concept of sustainability. 

During the past few decades there has 

been given an increased commitment of 

governments to promote the  commission 

of sustainable buildings. During our 

M3 research we have been investigating 

what it actually means for a building 

to be sustainable and in which ways 

architecture can become more sustainable 

and how. Buildings have been analyzed 

in terms of “challenges” and responses to 

these challenges. The research focused on 

projects that were considered sustainable 

and attempted to unravel how the decision 

for sustainable aspects were taken and 

what coinciding design goals – challenges 

‹‹ Image 1  The Palais 

de Justice in Brussels 

in 1890
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– lay behind these decisions.

Parallel to the research on sustainability, 

a study on the concept of justice has 

been done to discover what is has meant 

for something to be just and what it 

means nowadays. Supplementary to this 

conceptual research an architectural 

analysis of three Supreme Courts in the 

Benelux was performed to provide us with 

an architectural context.

In addition to the literary knowledge that 

was gathered, excursions to Brussels, 

The Hague, Karlsruhe, Stuttgart and 

Luxembourg and guided tours in the 

Supreme Court of the Netherlands, the 

Federal Constitutional Court of Germany 

and the European Court of Justice helped 

develop ideas for a new supreme court 

in Brussels. As a result of this practical 

acquaintance with the judicial buildings, 

it became clear that these public buildings 

were not so public after as they pretended 

to be. Visitors needed a complete 

security check before they were allowed 

entrance to the institutions. I have found 

it interesting how an institute which such 

an authority in the public could be so 

closed and difficult to access. It made me 

develop the following research question:

“How can a Supreme Court 

be a public building that is as 

accessible and as much used as 

possible?” 

The research question summarizes the 

findings from the M3 research, the 

excursions and the guided tours that have 

given me the insight to take position in 

the development of the Belgian Supreme 

Court  to be.

The thesis will start with preliminary 

background information that has been 

the starting point of my individual 

research and design. It will continue with 

theoretical research that should be seen as 

the literature background of the project, 

which provides the scientific context in 

which the project can be placed. From 

the theory, an architectural concept and 

design has been devised, which has been 

worked out extensively.
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To get a good understanding of what this project is about, it is first 

important to explain what a Belgian supreme court is, how it works 

and how concepts of justice have been translated to architecture.

The Supreme Court

A supreme court is the highest court of a 

country, which means that after a verdict 

no further appeal is possible and that 

the decisions are not reviewed by other 

courts. It can differ per country what the 

jurisdiction of a supreme court is and how 

many supreme courts there are – separate 

areas of law can each have their own 

supreme court. A hearing in a supreme 

court does not have interrogations of 

witnesses or suspects, since all the facts 

concerning the case are already known. 

The judges test whether the previous 

courts have applied the correct procedures 

to come to their verdict.

The Belgian supreme court is named 

the Court of Cassation and is currently 

housed in the Palace of Justice on the 

Poelaert Square in Brussels. The Court of 

Cassation consists of three chambers. The 

first chamber for civil, trade and fiscal 

law, the second chamber for criminal 

law and the third chamber for social law. 

Each chamber has appointed judges and a 

chairman, the president of a chamber. The 

three chambers of the court are headed by 

the First President.

The public prosecution is led by the 

Attorney General and functions as 

the principal legal advisor for the 

government. The prosecution decides 

which cases are brought to court and gives 

judicial advice to the judges. 

The Court of Cassation does not make 

new judgments, they only test the legality 

of judgments done by former courts. The 

Court can thus either confirm  or nullify 

the judgment or parts of it. Even though 

the judgment by the Court of Cassation 

is highly influential, the judgment is not 

necessarily turned into new jurisdiction, 

‹‹ Image 2 The 

monumental stairs of 

the entrance of the 

Palais de Justice in 

Brussels
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as is the case in some other countries.

It should be clear that a supreme court 

can be perceived as the pinnacle of the 

application of jurisdiction in a country. 

Being the highest court, it can even undo 

decisions done by a government.

The prodecure of a court case in the 

Court of Cassation

A procedure in the supreme court involves 

several actors: the legal parties, lawyers, 

law clerks, judges and attorneys general. 

A court case for the supreme court start 

with an application for cassation by one 

of the parties or lawyers. Then a clerk 

of the court will request the procedural 

documents from the original court. 

Subsequently, the case will be assigned 

to a judge, who will make a first draft of 

the arrest for the First President of the 

court or his assigned substitute. When 

a case is assigned to a judge, it gets 

assigned to an Attorney General as well. 

A clerk will then work out the draft of 

the arrest and a date of the public hearing 

will be announced to the parties or their 

lawyers. At the public hearing three or 

five judges, one attorney general, one 

clerk and both parties with their lawyers 

are present. Afterwards, the deliberation 

in the council room takes place and an 

arrest follows. A clerk then prepares the 

arrest for the judges, who sign the arrest. 

Finally, the clerk announces the arrest to 

all the parties and sends the procedural 

documents back to the original court.
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Conclusions and important lessons from the preliminary research, 

with a focus on those findings that are visible in the final project.

Preliminary research

During the M3, much research has been 

done on the concepts of justice and 

sustainability, and their architectural 

manifestations. I will only discuss the 

findings that have been taken into further 

account in my design. The full extent of 

the research can be found in the group 

books.

Concepts of justice and sustainability

The development of concepts of 

sustainability have taken a jump after 

reports by the Club of Rome (1972) 

and the United Nations (1987), the 

latter better known as the Brundtland 

report. The Brundtland report has 

provided us with a definition for 

sustainable development that was used 

throughout the project: “[Sustainable 

development is] development which 

meets the needs of current generations, 

without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own 

needs”. This definition focuses very 

strongly on the idea that there should 

be an equal opportunity for current 

and future generations. It is not only 

a definition for an environmental 

approach to sustainability, it also echoes 

the importance of social justice for 

sustainable development. 

A further elaboration of sustainability 

by the UN is done by the Spheres of 

Sustainability, which is a model that 

is developed by the French economist 

René Passet. He distinguishes three – 

overlapping – topics of sustainability: 

environmental sustainability (natural 

resource use, environmental management 

and pollution prevention), social 

sustainability (living standards, education, 

equal opportunities) and economic 

sustainability (promoting sustainable 

economic growth, research and 

development, sustainable innovation and 

‹‹ Image 3 Atrium in the 

Hoge Raad, the Dutch 

Supreme Court
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cost reduction) (Passet, 1979)

A global and comprehensive definition 

of justice has turned out to be impossible 

to come up with. Even though many 

societies have equality and balanced 

reciprocity as foundations of their system 

of justice, they themes cannot shared 

globally. However, theoretically we can 

say that justice and sustainability are 

symmetrical concepts - sustainability is 

the greatest act of justice and justice is the 

best to speak of sustainability. 

For the design of the supreme court, I 

have focused on social sustainability as 

an integrated topic. The application and 

consequences of this will be discussed in 

the coming chapters of this thesis.

Supreme courts

An architectural analysis of three 

supreme court buildings – Palais de 

Justice in Brussels, European Court of 

Justice in Luxembourg and Hoge Raad 

der Nederlanden in The Hague – has 

been performed. We have looked closely 

at how they perform their judicial and 

authoritarian function. A few aspects have 

been striking and useful for me in the 

development of the design. 

The separation of users – visitors 

and staff – is a recurring theme in the 

supreme court buildings. Specifically 

in the examples from The Hague and 

Luxembourg, the visitors are carefully 

guided to the court rooms without 

encountering any visible connection to the 

judges or other judicial staff. The whole 

process happens behind closed doors. My 

goal is to unveil this hidden part of justice 

to the public.

Another aspect that struck and relates 

to the previous one, is the struggle that 

architecture has with being a transparent 

– and thus democratic – institution 

yet retaining the status of a judicial 

authority. It is an aspect that have gained 

relevance in the past century. The Palais 

de Justice in Brussels fully exploits the 

authority of the law, while The Hague’s 

plinth communicates the democratic 

transparency. This is a theme that will be 

further explored in the design.

The third element to consider is how 

the spaces for the public are designed. 

Brussels’ immense Salle des pas perdus 

(“hall of lost steps”) feels like a forum and 

public transport terminal at once: a place 

where the public wanders. It is accessible 

after a security check and without prior 

subscription. The European Court in 

Luxembourg has a central covered street 
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that echoes the publicity of a mall. It is 

however only accessible after a prior 

subscription and ID-check. The supreme 

court building in The Hague, being much 

smaller than the other reference buildings, 

is also only accessible after an ID check 

and limits the public space to a foyer 

and corridors to the court rooms. These 

different approaches of designing spaces 

for the public have been a key interest in 

my design.

The final facet is that a large part of 

the supreme court is office space. This 

goes mainly up for the newest supreme 

courts in Luxembourg and The Hague. 

Architecturally speaking, it is interesting 

to consider how it still can be perceived 

as the highest courts, and not as ordinary 

office buildings. Chiefly, it is done in 

Luxembourg by the mere massiveness of 

the entire complex and in The Hague by 

the alignment of statues of six important 

Dutch lawyers.

Sustainable buildings

The key result of the analysis of state 

of the art sustainable buildings is the 

approach of sustainability in terms of 

challenges and responses to challenges. 

Challenges are sustainable design 

goals. Examples of possible challenges 

are – minimize energy consumption, 

maximize flexibility, reduce CO2 

emission, establish social connections, 

provide attractive public space etcetera. 

It helps to determine the sustainability 

challenges in a very early design stage, 

in order to optimize the integration 

of architecture and sustainability. 

The challenges can be met by design 

responses to these challenges. Possible 

responses to the challenges of minimizing 

energy consumption are – good building 

insulation, utilization of natural lighting, 

use of LED, geothermal storage etcetera.

The approach of challenges and responses 

brings more clarity in the immense 

complexity of possibilities in building and 

designing sustainable. 

Excursions to supreme courts

We have had guided tours in the 

supreme court of The Netherlands, 

the Bundesverfassungericht (Federal 

Constitutional Court) of Germany and 

the European Court of Justice. By that, 

we were able to understand a great deal 

of the judicial practice and the translation 

of that to architecture. Several striking 

architectural elements have already 

been discussed in a previous paragraph. 

During the visits to the supreme courts 

I observed recurring phenomena that 

have laid a basis for my further design 
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development. One of the first questions 

that rose to mind was: “where were all 

the people”? Presupposing the publicness 

of the institutions, we encountered very 

few members of “the public”. The second 

striking thing was the impression that 

the court-specific spaces like the court 

room and the library were rarely used. 

This assumption was confirmed by the 

information from the tour guide: some 

court rooms were only used for one hour 

a week. Finally, it became clear how 

well secured supreme court buildings 

nowadays are. Every visitor had to 

go through a metal detector and our 

belongings were scanned by an X-ray 

machine. It is obvious that a high level 

of security is necessary, yet the creeping 

feeling that we are unwanted visitors 

is not one that such public institutions 

should strive for. 

Towards a commencement of the 

individual research

The aforementioned personal fascinations 

and observed phenomena have all in 

all helped me shape the foundations 

of my research. Recurring themes like 

publicness of an institutional building, 

social sustainability, accessibility and 

penetrability, the position of institutions 

in society, and the tension between the 

public and the private. 

My research question – how can a 

supreme court be a public building that 

is as accessible and as much used as 

possible – is accompanied by design 

maxims, that provide handles and a 

direction for the research and design. 

Design maxim i: increase the accessibility, 

yet remain a secure and functioning 

Supreme Court. Accessible where 

possible, private where necessary.

Design maxim ii: create public functions 

for Brussels’ citizens, related to justice, 

that can supplement the Supreme Court. 

Design maxim iii: make efficient use 

of spaces and design them to be used 

flexibly.

Design maxim iv: make the social 

sustainability one of the key drivers.
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The typical supreme court has a specific program. This project 

combines the programs of the supreme court of the Netherlands and 

Belgium.

Program

There are a couple of facilities that can be 

found in every supreme court. Together 

they make sure that the building can 

function as a supreme court and that it 

can be recognized as one. The recurring 

functions will be described in short, 

just as the programs of the supreme 

courts of The Netherlands and Belgium. 

The quantity of the program of The 

Netherlands is a good reference, since 

it is quite similar to Belgium’s supreme 

court, yet build very recently – 2016. The 

Belgian supreme court program gives a 

good insight in the several departments of 

the supreme court.

Supreme court facilities

Court room

Every supreme court has at least one, 

sometimes more, court room. Here 

public hearings are held and verdicts 

are announced in cases. Schematically, 

the court room can be divided into three 

parts: an elevated area for the magistrates 

(judges and attorney general), an area for 

the attorneys and clerks, and an area for 

the public tribune.

Library

Since a supreme court is a country’s 

highest court, it needs to hold an preserve 

an enormous amount of knowledge about 

judicial matters. Therefore, the libraries 

of supreme courts are acclaimed for 

the extent of their collection. In these 

libraries one can find books on law, court 

reports, jurisprudence and other relevant 

information. They usually also house 

areas for reading, studying and digital 

research on a computer. 

Council room

The council room is a meeting room 

where the supreme court judges discuss 

the court case. In this room they can 

openly differ in opinion and exchange 
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arguments to come together to a just 

decision. What is precisely discussed in 

a council room needs to remain secret, 

only the verdict will be announced. That 

is to give the judges the freedom to offer 

their insights and to provide that the court 

speaks with one voice.

Offices

The offices are the main working spaces 

for the staff of the supreme court. It 

depends on the function whether an office 

is private or shared with coworkers. Given 

the complexity of the judicial matter, 

supreme courts rarely use open offices. 

Judges and Attorneys General have 

spacious private offices with a working 

desk and a small meeting table. The first 

presidents have separate, larger offices 

that are also suitable to receive guests 

from outside. 

ˆ ˆ Image 4 Courtroom 

in the European Court 

of Justice

ˆ  Image 5 Courtroom in 

the Supreme Court of 

The Netherlands

 ›› Image 6 Program of 

the Supreme Court of 

the Netherlands
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Of�ces
4899 m2

Public

Shared

Private facilities

Private

Meetingrooms
317 m2

Council rooms
234 m2

Services
992 m2

Cafetaria
431 m2

Library 
580 m2

Court room I
488 m2

Court room II 130 m2

Adjacent rooms 65 m2

Foyer 317 m2

Entrance 86 m2

Security 21 m2

Quantitative program

The Netherlands

The relative distribution of spaces of 

the Dutch supreme court are displayed 

in figure 6. Since this supreme court 

building was completed in 2016, it is a 

good reference for the surface areas of the 

building program. Specifically the library, 

staff canteen an the court rooms can be 

considered as good examples in terms 

of surface area, capacity and features. 

Furthermore, the furnishing layout and 

dimensions of the offices of the diverse 

functions – judges, clerks, administrative 

employees – provide good insights in 

what a supreme court building needs.

Belgium

The Belgian Court of Cassation has 

different departments than the Dutch 

supreme court and must thus also be 

designed differently. The annual report 

of the Court of Cassation describes 

extensively how many employees work 

at every department. These numbers, 

together with the information from 

the Dutch supreme court, provide the 

elementary program for the supreme 

court. 
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Judges (30)

Secretary of the presdient (4)

Attorneys General (15)

Secr. of the Attorneys General (15)

Department of Hearings (18) 

Building management (7)

Referendaries (15)

Magistrates with command (5)

Dpt. for Conformity of Texts (14)

Dpt. of Management & Supervision (13)

Documentation (4) 

File management (4)

Board (3)

Reception (3)

Expedition (3)

Library (2)

Accountancy (2)

Information systems (1)

Drivers (1)

› Image 7 The 

departments and 

employees of the Court 

of Cassation
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In order to design a public building, it is first important to find out 

what the concept of “publicness” means. 

The public sphere

The German philosopher Jürgen 

Habermas studied in his 1962 publication 

“The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere” the development of the 

public sphere. It has been one of the 

most influential works on the matter 

and still contributes to contemporary 

understanding and definition of the 

subject. Habermas describes the 

development of the bourgeois public 

sphere in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century and its decline.

Habermas coined the term public sphere 

and described it as “society engaged in 

critical public debate”(Habermas, 1999, 

p. 52). The public sphere originates from 

bourgeois societies, in which private 

people came together to engage in a 

debate about the governing institutions 

and the rules on social labor and 

commodity exchange. These private 

people related to each other as a public. 

“A division of rule by parceling out 

lordly rights (including the “liberties” 

of the estates) was no longer possible 

on the basis of a commercial economy, 

for the power of control over one’s own 

capitalistically functioning property, being 

grounded in private law was apolitical. 

The bourgeois were private persons; as 

such they did not “rule”.

The bourgeois undercut the principles 

on which existing rule was based. They 

attempted to claim power for the public 

by the means of rational-critical debate 

(Habermas, 1999, p. 28). The public use 

of reasons grew from the private sphere of 

the conjugal family. The rational-critical 

debate found its meaning in the private 

sphere, where the reason was used in a 

reduced scale in which private people 

could have an open discussion. In this 

sense, the conjugal family can be seen 

as its own public, without the tension-

‹‹ Image 8 Salon du 

Louvre, 1787
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charged field of state-society relations 

(Habermas, 1999, p. 29). It provided the 

training ground for what would become 

the contesting of public authority by 

private persons in public using critical 

reasoning. The public sphere operated as 

reflective and critical while the conjugal 

family was a public sphere in a private 

environment. 

Products of culture, such as reading 

rooms, theaters, museums and concerts 

became more publicly accessible and 

were subjects of critical discussion by 

the audience. The bourgeois avant-garde 

learned the critical-rational debate from 

the “elegant world”, the courtly society 

(Habermas, 1999).

The “town” established an early public 

sphere, which developed in coffee 

houses, salons and table societies 

(Tischgesellschaften) (Habermas, 1999). 

According to Habermas, the society 

developed from a collapsing form of 

publicity (the courtly one) to a new one, 

the bourgeois public sphere. “The public 

sphere in the political realm evolved from 

the public sphere in the world of letters; 

through the vehicle of public opinion it 

put the state in touch with the needs of 

society.” (Habermas, 1999, p. 31)

French salon

Initially in France, when the term le 

public was addressed, it referred primarily 

to the court or the upper class of urban 

nobility. At the court, small gatherings 

were organized by the reign to which also 

non-economical and non-political guests 

such as writers, artists and scientists were 

invited. Initially, these gatherings – which 

› Image 9 The French 

Salon
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where afterwards can be characterized as 

the predecessors of the salon – were polite 

conversations. When Philip of Orléans 

decided to move the royal residence 

from Versailles to Paris, the court lost 

its central position in the public sphere. 

The town took over its public functions 

and the polite gatherings developed into 

meetings in which the authorities were 

discussed within a critical-rational debate.  

The entertainments of the court “form 

the transition from the old-style court to 

the salons of the eighteenth century – the 

cultural heirs of the court” (Habermas 

1999).

British coffee house

In Great Britain a similar development 

can be noticed, albeit that the town here 

has never been under influence of the 

reign as much as in France. The golden 

age of the coffee houses in Great Britain 

was between 1680 and 1730. Each coffee 

house had its own group of regular 

visitors. It were centers for literary and 

political criticism where  aristocracy and 

the bourgeois intellectuals met. Initially 

the critical debates dealt with matters of 

art and literature, yet the scope broadened 

to economic and political issues. Not 

only the wealthy merchants from the 

upper class came to visit a coffee house, 

“it embraced the wider strata of the 

ˇ Image 10 A British 

Coffee House.
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middle class, including craftsmen and 

shopkeepers” (Habermas, 1999 p. 33)

“The salons were at first places more for 

gallant pleasures than for smart discourse, 

such discussion indeed soon took equal 

place with the diner” (Habermas, 1999). 

The salon functioned as a forum in which 

writers or composers introduced their 

ideas for new works for the first time. 

German table societies

The German equivalent of the salon 

and coffee houses developed from what 

were called Tischgesellschaften (table 

societies). The founding of the first 

German society intended that “in such 

manner an equality and association 

among persons of unequal social status 

might be brought about” (Habermas, 

1999). The bourgeois met with the nobles 

in secret, since the coming together of 

private people happened behind closed 

doors (Habermas, 1999) and reason was 

something that was considered to be 

protected from becoming public. These 

secret societies caused the development 

of other societies, which were more 

easily accessible, resulting in the original 

societies to become exclusive and setting 

themselves apart from the developing 

public sphere. 

› Image 11 An entrance 

to a gated community in 

London
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Characteristics

Even though there obviously were 

differences between coffee houses, 

salons and table societies, they share 

characteristics of private people coming 

together in public. Habermas devised 

three institutional criteria that are 

shared by the public spheres. First, 

they disregarded social status, which 

was necessary to give the real power 

to arguments in the critical discussion, 

not to ranks or other forms of hierarchy. 

They all share “common humanity”, in 

which one firmly believed. Furthermore, 

the discussion in the public sphere were 

about the “common concern”. That was 

something that previously was the domain 

of church or state authorities, not of the 

public. Philosophy, art and literature 

developed and drifted apart from the 

monopoly of the mentioned authorities 

and became accessible to the public, 

who was encouraged to assign their own 

meaning to things. Finally, the public was 

aware that it was somehow representing 

a larger group of private people. It 

considered itself as a mouth piece for 

everyone, and the issues that were 

discussed should therefore be general and 

representing the larger group.

Contemporary perceptions

The British researcher Jamie Keddie 

has put the romantic depiction of the 

bourgeois public sphere by Habermas in 

perspective. In his 2012 publication “The 

Square and the Gardens: Experiences of 

Public Space in Gentrifying London” he 

characterizes the recent developments and 

perceptions of public spaces the city.

Keddie quotes influential sociologist 

Richard Sennett, who has been an 

authority in publishing on (post-)

modern public realm. Sennett’s ideal 

of public space is based on the equality 

of access, it being an arena of diversity 

in which valuable encounters can 

occur that ideally lead to tolerance and 

mutual understanding. Sennett (2000): 

“Democratic government depends on such 

exchanges between strangers. The public 

realms offers people a chance to lighten 

the pressures for conformity, of fitting into 

a fixed role in the social order; anonymity 

an impersonality provide a milieu for 

more individual development.”

The past decades, with the growing 

force of capitalism, public space became 

more and more privatized. Elites have 

withdrawn themselves from public space 

to their own private realm, to avoid 

interactions with people from different 

backgrounds. Recent urban design has 

accommodated this trend with the design 
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of urban enclaves for the wealthy, with 

an atmosphere of secured, fortified 

communities. Keddie: “privacy has 

become a spatial principle, reflected in the 

creeping privatization of urban space”. 

Sennett argues that public space in a 

private development is a  “empty civic 

gesture by developers” that generates 

“dead public space”. Large, multinational 

development companies loose sense of 

locality and responsibility they have for 

the surroundings too. 

However, these descriptions of the “end of 

public space” are leaning on an nostalgic 

view of the public sphere, influenced by 

Habermas and Sennett. The question is 

whether public space can ever be, and 

has it ever been, universally inclusive 

or unmediated? (Keddie, 2012) Public 

space was perceived as the place where 

democracy happens, yet this space was 

always accessible to a select group of 

people. A single public space is difficult 

to sustain – where one inhabitant feels 

included, another could be excluded. 

In reality it is a “multiplicity of publics 

with inherent ambiguity and complexity” 

(Keddie, 2012).

A diversity of people does not necessarily 

imply that they have an interaction with 

each other. In reality, public space is not 

merely the realm of unity and mutual 

understanding. Young (1990) states that 

“in entering the  public one always risks 

encounters with those who are different, 

those who identify with different groups 

and have different opinions or different 

forms of life”. She focuses on “side 

ˇ Image 12 Kensington 

market in Queens, New 

York City, a celebration 

of public diversity
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by side particularity”, in which public 

space is pluralized. When spaces become 

dominated by one group that separates 

itself from others, the result can be that 

the space becomes monopolized instead 

of being pluralized. 

What public space is supposed to do and 

be like, is always under development. 

New forms contest the accepted ideals of 

public space. The private market is not 

necessary decreasing the quality of the 

public space; public life can flourish in 

private spaces, such as pubs, bookshops 

etcetera.  Places of exchange are no longer 

public or physical. 

Conclusion

In relation to the design of a new supreme 

court, both the Habermasian description 

of the bourgeois public sphere and the 

contemporary critique on this romantic 

ideal should be incorporated. As a public 

building of high regard, the supreme 

court can and should enable and provoke 

intellectual debate about matters of 

society, justice and democracy. Yet, in 

reality not every citizen is interested in 

engaging in such highbrow gatherings. It 

should not be forcefully attempted to put 

different groups from society together so 

they will automatically start a discussion. 

I believe in the power of the intermediate 

space, where people from different groups 

will casually encounter different people. 

this intermediate space should connect 

functions and people at the same time.
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Mark Pimlott describes in his 2007 

publication “Without and Within: 

essays on territories and the interior” 

public interiors and, more specifically, 

the continuous interior. The historical 

overview that is presented in the book 

is mainly focused on the development 

of the American public interior, yet the 

prototypes that emerged in the USA are 

also relevant for an application in Europe, 

since the ongoing globalization of the 

last century has led to an genericity of 

indoor spaces. The latter phenomenon is 

famously described by Rem Koolhaas in 

his essay “Junk space”.

Generally, there is a difference in the 

perceptions about public space between 

Europe and the USA. The European idea 

is based on a possibility of an encounter 

with otherness that resides in designs 

that establish meetings with the world. 

However, in the United States this idea 

consists of system-based strategies that 

are superimposed on the world. The 

utilization of the grid and the dispersion 

of constituent elements of the city to the 

regions characterize the American strategy 

(Pimlott, 2007). 

Pimlott describes “continuous interiors” 

as trajectories that “link the making of 

American space to the paradigmatic, 

ubiquitous and internationally current 

infrastructure/retail/entertainment 

environment”. Nowadays, the continuous 

interiors are primarily designed to gather 

and funnel people towards exchanges of 

consumption. The spaces for movement 

have become generic, iterative and 

interiorizing systems, that ever less relate 

to locality. 

American architect I.M. Pei has been 

one of the key figures in designing 

continuous interiors. His designs build 

on the characteristics of the mall, a type 

that emerged after World War II in the 

The intermediate space that connects the public and the functions 

will be a public interior for circulation and encounters. A continuous 

interior that holds and entertains the public.

Public interiors

‹‹ Image 13 A mall 

in Montréal before 

Christmas.
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United States as a more secured version of 

the arcade (Kloos, 1993). The Southdale 

Center is one of the first malls, designed 

in 1956 by Victor Gruen. The mall was 

perceived as a believable urban, public 

interior space. In one way it was a urban 

environment that functioned as a surrogate 

for the arcade. These downtown interiors 

were designed to become the new city 

centers. 

Real estate developer Williams 

Zeckendorf made the mallification a 

strategy for urban renewal. I.M. Pei was 

the architect who connected existing 

structures after thorough research and 

analysis of the existing. Pei’s kind of 

interior was believable as urban space for 

the public and believable as the arcades of 

the nineteenth century.

Pimlott distinguishes two key prototypes 

for the continuous interior, both designed 

by Pei. The first prototype is the Place 

Ville-Marie in Montréal, Canada. This 

is a complex of office buildings that 

were connected across designed plazas. 

Nearly one half of the Place Ville-Marie 

was beneath street level. The complex is 

exemplary for the continuous interiors, 

because “the organization for the entire 

Place Ville-Marie complex, the direct 

relation between office and service 

ˆ Figure 14 An 

underground 

passageway in Place 

Ville Marie
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programmes and its declared public space, 

the urban elements connected to that 

space, and the architectural manner of the 

space itself must all be considered in toto 

a prototype for the ubiquitous condition 

now so typical of the urban, interiorized 

environment” (Pimlott, 2007, p. 245). It is 

a network of connections between shops, 

offices and the existing infrastructure. 

The spaces were all optimized for the 

horizontal movement within and the 

display of commodities to the public. 

This new type made Montréal almost 

instantaneously a modern city.

The second prototype is the Grand 

Louvre in Paris, also designed by I.M. 

Pei. The Louvre in Paris had become 

an incomprehensible and confusing 

labyrinth for its visitors and French prime 

minister at the time François Mitterrand 

commissioned Pei to design a solution for 

this problem. Initially, it rendered some 

resistance that an American architect was 

appointed to deal with the heart of French 

culture (Pimlott, 2007). 

Pei’s design considered the Louvre as a 

whole, and made the separate pavilions 

accessible from a central “Cour” which 

faced the axis of the Camps d’Elysées 

towards the Arc d’Triomphe. This 

new organization gave the Louvre an 

orientation. To prevent that the new 

concourse would interfere with the 

existing historical museum pavilions, the 

solution was found in an underground 

entrance courtyard. A monumental glass 

pyramid marked the “centre of gravity”: 

the prime entrance of Musée de Louvre. 

The concourse of the Louvre is designed 

as a large underground – yet daylit – 

atrium which the visitor enters from an 

escalator via revolving doors in the glass 

pyramid. The spatial organization can be 

observed whilst descending the escalator. 

‹ Figure 15 Place 

Napoleon, the 

underground entrance 

hall of the Louvre.
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It is both a space to wander around and 

to be directed to one of the three Louvre 

pavilions. 

The underground space reminds of 

existing types. The gigantic architectonic 

framework reminisces of the structure of 

the Pompeian villa, whilst the opening 

with the lightweight, translucent pyramid 

suggests a corporate office building 

atrium, and the rapid movement of groups 

of people in all directions reminds of 

international airports or train terminals. 

It has led to a vivid underground public 

interior for Paris, where people not only 

come for the museum, but for lectures, 

lunch meetings and shopping too. 

“Its apparently contradictory program 

elements are rendered significant by 

their accumulation, transforming the 

closed museum to an open urban public 

environment.” (Pimlott, 2007, p. )

Junkspace

As aforementioned, Koolhaas (2001) 

published his observations on the 

evolution and destiny of public interior 

space. His essay is a piece of architectural 

critique that is relevant in both form and 

content, with the key message being 

› Figure 16 A vending 

machine in junkspace.
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“junkspace is”. It is an lamenting series 

of descriptions for the genericity of 

spaces that is becoming commonplace 

in the world, an undeniable and 

unstoppable virus that has taken hold on 

museums, airports, hotels worldwide. 

They have become a prey for the grip 

of consumerism and mallification. 

Frederick Jameson (2003) comments 

that the virus of junkspace is in fact 

the virus of shopping itself. Koolhaas 

never gives a clear definition of what 

junkspace actually is. As the nature of 

the phenomenon itself, the essay is a 

continuous description of metaphors 

and analogies. A rhythmic repetition of 

literary ellipses (Wiles, 2013). Koolhaas 

connects modern infrastructural amenities 

to the architectural: “[Junkspace] 

exploits any invention that enables 

expansion, deploys the infrastructure of 

seamlessness: escalator, air-conditioning, 

sprinkler, fire shutter, hot-air curtain . . 

. It is always interior, so extensive that 

you rarely perceive limits; it promotes 

disorientation by any means (mirror, 

polish, echo)” (Koolhaas, 2001, p. 175). 

His statements are witty, ironic and often 

only architectural-between-the-lines. In 

the end, junkspace is a result of modern 

architecture that presumably can not be 

controlled by architects anymore. 

Conclusion

Whilst Koolhaas diagnoses the sad 

uniformity and genericity of public 

interiors, Pimlott approaches the 

continuous interior, that resembles 

junkspace, as a more promising type. The 

key lesson that is relevant for the design 

of the supreme court is the focus on the 

circulation of the public. The movement 

or mere presence of people makes a 

space more vibrant and attractive. The 

continuous interiors of junkspace are 

generally focused on consumption and 

an infrastructure of connecting elements 

of commodity exchange. The circulation 

can and should be key in the design of 

a public building. The superficiality of 

economic consumption could be changed 

to a consumption of wisdom and culture.
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The Dérive is a strategy for the 

exploration of an urban landscape. It is 

defined and described by Guy Debord, 

a French writer and theorist, and one of 

the founding members of the Situationist 

International (SI) in 1957. “Dérive 

[literally: “drifting”], is a technique of 

rapid passage through varied ambiances” 

(Debord, 1956). “[it] involves playful-

constructive behavior and awareness of 

psychogeographical effects, and are thus 

quite different from the classic notions of 

journey or stroll”, he continues. 

The dérive can thus perceived as an 

unplanned movement that is led by 

impressions from the urban environment. 

The concept of the dérive was necessary 

for Debord and the later Situationists to 

be able to describe the psychogeography 

of a modern city. With a dérive and the 

drawing of psychogeographical maps, 

they were able to discover “unities of 

ambiance. According to the Situationists, 

cities have psychogeographical contours, 

which guide the persons that are 

undertaking the dérive through the city. A 

man decides the continuation of his route 

on how the city appears to him, depending 

on how certain cross points and streets 

“feel”, he chooses how to follow this urge. 

Therefore, it is more than a random stroll 

through a city.

Debord illustrates how important the 

social space of a city is, that transcends 

administrative boundaries. He cites 

a study by Chombart de Lauwe, who 

states that “an urban neighborhood is 

determined not only by geographical 

and economic factors, but also by the 

image that its inhabitants and those of 

other neighborhoods have of it”. In the 

study, a Parisian student’s movements 

were followed for one year. The area 

she regularly visited was limited to a 

When the movement of the public is considered as essential in a 

public supreme court, the theory of the dérive is can be useful in 

carefully constructing the circulation.

The theory of the dérive

‹‹ Image 17 

Psychogeographical 

map of Paris by Guy 

Debord and Asger Jorn
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triangle between her university, her piano 

teacher and her home. Debord implicitly 

suggests that a dérive could help her 

break her fixed patterns and explore her 

neighborhood and city.

A dérive can be performed alone, yet 

Debord states that the most fruitful 

conclusions were taken from dérives with 

several groups of two or three people 

that have reached “the same level of 

awareness”. The results from the dérive 

can then be reviewed and lead to more 

objective conclusions (Debord). 

The goal of a dérive can be to study the 

terrain or to emotionally disorient oneself. 

However, they are not mutually exclusive. 

The spatial field in which the dérive 

takes place can be pre-set or left vague. 

It depends mostly on the starting point of 

the dérive and the aforementioned goal, 

and can range from a block of houses to a 

theoretical unlimited extent. 

Debord describes several techniques and 

exercises for a dérive. In the “possible 

rendezvous”, a person is asked to come 

to a specific location on a certain time. 

He does not know for sure if he will be 

meeting someone, however, he has no 

other obligations planned because of the 

possibility of the rendezvous. He will start 

to observe the surroundings, might start 

conversations with strangers passing by 

and will have – in other words – have a 

time in which he will have an unexpected 

pastime.

Other activities that might be perceived 

dubious by society can have a same sense 

as a dérive. “Slipping by night into houses 

undergoing demolition, hitchhiking 

nonstop and without destination through 

Paris […], wandering in subterranean 

catacombs forbidden to the public” 

(Debord).

Conclusion

The theory of the dérive gives a promising  

narrative for the movement of people, 

and in the case of the new supreme 

court: the public. A circulation along 

varied ambiances can build a spatially 

and architecturally exciting continuous 

interior, that holds the public and gives it 

the freedom to explore the building from 

different angles. 
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To label a building as being “complex” 

is often a negative qualification. It 

suggests that it is incomprehensible 

and unnecessary difficult. Robert 

Venturi’s 1966 book “Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture” is a 

plea and argumentation for what his 

book title states. The book has been 

highly influential for the movement of 

postmodern architecture in the twentieth 

century.

To Venturi, complexity and contradiction 

does is not based in incoherence or 

arbitrariness. On the contrary, it is 

based in an experience that is rich and 

ambiguous, like many good works of 

art. There is some sensitivity in giving 

meaning to the ambiguity in architecture. 

Venturi chooses “richness of meaning 

rather than clarity of meaning. For the 

implicit function as well as the explicit 

function. [he prefers] “both-and” 

to “either-or”, black and white, and 

sometimes grey to black or white”. There 

is a juxtaposition between what an image 

is and what it seems. This ambiguity 

comes back everywhere in architecture, 

since it is “form and substance – abstract 

and concrete”, while architectural 

elements are perceived as “form and 

structure, texture and material”. These 

contradictory relationships allow for an 

architecture of ambiguity that promotes 

richness of meaning over clarity of 

meaning.

The allowance of contradiction in 

architecture ensures the description in 

terms of the conjunctive “yet”. A building 

can be closed yet open, simple outside 

yet complex inside. Venturi calls this the 

“Both-And” in architecture, referring 

to literary critic Cleanth Brooks, who 

discusses our inability to criticize works 

of art that have various contradictions. 

A continuous circulation along varied ambiances might behold an 

architecture of complexity and contradiction. That is not necessarily 

a bad thing, it can enrich the experience.

Complexity

‹‹ Image 18 Piranesi’s 

Drawbridge from 

“Imaginary Prisons” 

(1750)
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They are often regarded as “either-or”, 

while it could be a more subtle and 

mature to hold these contradictions in 

regard with an “both-and” approach. 

His plea for complexity and contradiction 

in architecture was wittily captured in a 

quote that opposites Mies van der Rohe’s 

“less is more”. Less is a bore (Venturi, 

1966).

The Italian graphic artist Giovanni 

Battista Piranesi (1720-1778) is known 

for his imaginative perceptions of 

architecture, in which complexity and 

contradictions are recurring themes. 

His etchings of Rome and imaginary 

dungeons have had a great influence 

in art and architecture. Even though 

Piranesi used his fantasy to draw 

impossible perspectives and unrealizable 

structures, the labyrinths that the Carceri 

d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons) are, 

show the qualities that Venturi would 

describe centuries later: “contradicting 

relationships of elements allow for an 

architecture of ambiguity that promotes 

richness of meaning over clarity of 

meaning”. It forever unsettled the stability 

of the classical language of architecture 

(Frascari et al., 2007).

Complexity and mystery

Apart from the richness that 

complexity and contradiction may 

have in architectural terms, it also 

has psychological benefits. Kaplan & 

Kaplan have researched what factors 



55

influence people’s likes and dislikes for 

different types of environment. This 

research has been a major contribution 

to the area of environmental evaluation 

(Nagar, 2006). It has distinguished four 

factors of our environment in relation to 

our emotional experience: coherence, 

legibility, complexity and mystery. 

(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). The first two 

elements help the observer to orient 

himself in an environment, the last two 

enhance the observer’s involvement with 

the environment. It is of importance that 

the factors are in balance, the research 

shows that an overrepresentation of one 

factor causes a dissatisfaction for an 

environment. An environment that is too 

complex, can cause a cognitive overload 

of information. However, a certain degree 

of complexity is necessary to prevent 

cognitive deprivation. Studies show 

that people need enough complexity 

and mystery to provide challenging 

opportunities so that meaningful problem 

solving can happen (Evans & McCoy).

Conclusion

A complex continuous interior can thus 

enrich the architectural experience and 

has therefore psychological and spatial 

benefits. 

ˆ Image 19 Piranesi, 

Carceri Plate XI – The 

Arch with a shell 

ornament (1761).
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Even tough sustainability is currently one 

of the most significant issues to deal with 

for the present and future, its significance 

has emerged since the environmental 

movement in the 1960’s and influential 

publications in the 1970’s and 1980’s, 

such as Limits to Growth (Meadows, 

1972) and the Brundtland report for 

the United Nations (1987) (Leach et 

al., 2010). The latter provided us with 

a definition of sustainable development 

that is widely accepted: “Sustainable 

development is development that 

meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” 

(Brundtland, 1987, p. 43).

Following this fruitful commencement 

of the debate on sustainability, many 

different interpretations arose. The 

perceptions of what sustainability was, 

differed strongly in the 1990’s. Different 

technical meanings and visions of how 

sustainable development should be 

conceived were competing with each 

other in debate, without initially resulting 

in workable conventions (Leach et al., 

2010). After the Earth Summit in Rio 

in 1992, the process of constituting 

commissions and developing tools for 

measuring sustainable development 

started. Planning approaches, analysis 

frameworks, measurement indicators and 

other means of quantifying sustainability 

were conceived to make sustainability 

usable in practice. However, these 

bureaucratic tools hollowed out the 

concept of sustainability in the sense that 

it did not lead to sustainable development 

per se – it foremost tried to meet the 

requirements of the used tools, losing 

sight of its practical implications.

Already in the preliminary research of this graduation studio, it 

became clear that sustainability is an extremely complex concept. 

In this chapter I will briefly discuss the different interpretations of 

sustainability and the difficulties it encounters.

Social sustainability

‹‹ Image 20 Diversity 

as a representation of 

social sustainability
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This bureaucratic impasse started to come 

into motion again in recent years. Apart 

from the governmental, bureaucratic 

attention, the public and politics started 

to engage in debates on global issues that 

are associated with sustainability, such 

as the ozone hole, acid rain, and climate 

change in general (Leach et al., 2010). 

These issues helped to make the debates 

on sustainability and climate change more 

tangible and concrete, and introduced 

them to the political agenda. Such issues 

concern the environmental dynamics that 

affect the well-being of humans, have 

ecological, economic and socio-political 

dimensions, and concern the local and 

global scale.

Leach et al. (2010) argue that the 

definition by Brundtland (1987), 

concerning mainly people’s needs and 

limitations, is too static and narrow for 

the dynamic context in which sustainable 

development must happen. The ends of 

sustainability are often clearly stated 

in terms of social, environmental and 

economic values, yet the means are 

often unclear. Even though, these ends 

can also be seen as means to achieve a 

sustainable development. Sustainability 

should be seen as a “boundary object”, 

that facilitates discussions about different 

pathways to the future (Leach et al., 

2010). This approach enables different 

framings of sustainability, in which a 

part of the complex reality is seized in 

a system’s perspective. By choosing 

this approach, the complexity of both 

sustainability and the world in which it 

has to work is acknowledged. 

A way in which sustainable development 

can happen, for example in architecture, 

is to frame sustainability in such a way 

that it affects primarily certain aspects 

of the process. By defining sustainability 

challenges, the process and the perception 

of sustainability can me more focused 

and thus more integral. Such challenges 

set the destination of a pathway towards a 

sustainable building, and acknowledges at 

the same time that the building cannot be 

entirely sustainable. This recognition of 

a complex and dynamic reality, in which 

challenges can be defined according to the 

most suitable framing of sustainability, 

may make the considerations of 

sustainability more bearable.

Social sustainability

In conceptual terms, sustainable 

development has been distinguished in 

three types of goals: social development, 

economic development and environmental 

protection (United Nations General 

Assembly, 2005). They are schematically 
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portrayed in different ways, that show 

the interdependency of these pillars. 

More recently, another schematization 

of sustainability assessment is used 

by the United Nations. These “Circles 

of Sustainability” (James et al., 2015) 

rate different domains of sustainability: 

economics, ecology, politics and culture. 

In this case, social sustainability is a 

recurring theme in every domain, and can 

be seen as integrated in the assessment 

method. Social sustainability can be 

seen as something that affects all human 

life, and thus is also a part of ecological, 

economic a political sustainability (James 

et al., 2015).

Even though the previous passage about 

the difficulties in framing sustainability 

has shown that categorization is often 

incomplete, the ubiquity and relevance 

of social sustainability will have an 

explanation. 

Social sustainability is defined by Social 

Life, a British organization for place-

based design as “a process for creating 

sustainable, successful places that 

promote wellbeing, by understanding 

what people need from the places they 

live and work. Social sustainability 

combines design of the physical 

realm with design of the social world 

‹ Image 21 Three 

pillars of sustainability, 

in which social 

sustainability is 

constrained by 

environmental limits

‹ Image 22 Three 

pillars of sustainability, 

represented with 

overlapping areas

economy

economy

society

environment

environmentsociety
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– infrastructure to support social and 

cultural life, social amenities, systems for 

citizen engagement and space for people 

and places to evolve.” (Woodcraft et al., 

2011, p. 16). In the development of an 

architectural project, the design of the 

physical realm is relevant in particular. 

Yet, social sustainability is largely 

neglected in mainstream sustainability 

debates (Woodcraft et al., 2011). Social 

sustainability promotes equity in the 

community, which means that every 

member of the society, especially the 

poorest and most vulnerable, should 

have a fair opportunity to meet their 

needs. Secondly, social sustainability 

encourages a diversity in the community, 

since this helps to sustain a society 

over a long period. Another part of 

social sustainability is the provision of 

social cohesion, which means that an 

infrastructure of systems connects people 

in a community an between communities. 

A community has to make sure that the 

quality of life of each individual of a 

community is good enough, and that the 

rights of each individual are respected and 

represented well in the government.

Overall, social sustainability touches 

citizens directly on an local and global 

level. More than anything else, it holds 

every member of a community in a high 

regard and aims to improve the ties within 

and between communities. In the end, 

human well-being is the most important 

of humans’ well-being.
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Following on the preliminary observations 

and the gained knowledge from the 

theoretical research, I have come up with 

a concept for the new Supreme Court 

building. This concepts lets itself describe 

the best by the title of this thesis: “Forum 

of Justice”. On the following pages I will 

describe how this concept was devised 

and what it means. 

The concept of a Forum of Justice is a 

conscious opposition to the Palais de 

Justice, the monumental judicial building 

that is already dominating the Poelaert 

Square. Instead of this authoritarian and 

alienating building, the Forum of Justice 

intends to become truly a building for 

the public. This is achieved by making 

the building more publicly accessible 

and by adding extra public functions to 

the building, which relate to justice and 

will complement the Supreme Court. 

Spatially, these public functions and the 

private offices will be arranged in such 

a way that the borders in between will 

become spaces for public circulation. This 

circulation will connect the public areas 

of the building and will be designed as a 

non-linear, architectural interpretation of 

the theory of the dérive.

Accessibility and security

An empirical research in Brussels 

has shown that the permeability of 

institutional buildings is very low. 

Basically, there can be distinguished 

three different areas of accessibility. 

The first area is a public lobby that is 

accessible for everyone. To enter this 

area, no active security threshold needs 

to be encountered, the accessibility is 

comparable to an airport terminal or a 

train station. It is spatially experienced 

as the front porch of the public building: 

even though I was in an indoor space 

and passed through the sliding doors, the 

A supreme court building that is a place for public debate.

Forum of Justice
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real entrance lay in front of me and was 

secured by a metal detection gate and 

security personnel. 

To enter the second area, it was required 

to have a staff card or a prove of prior 

registration. Theoretically, this area for 

visitors and staff is publicly accessible. 

However, the necessity of registering a 

visit beforehand opposes to fundamental 

aspects of publicly accessible space: to 

have the freedom to go where you want 

to go, and not to be judged negatively 

in advance. Better be safe than sorry is 

opposed to the presumption of innocence. 

However, a supreme court building can 

be a target of malicious people and needs 

to be secured seriously. Therefore, the 

new supreme court building will have a 

secured threshold between the first two 

areas. A bag check and a metal detector 

gate are nowadays inevitable to keep 

the building and its occupants safe. The 

attitude with which visitors are allowed 

entrance should be more welcoming, 

though. In my opinion, visitors should 

be treated according to how they behave. 

That is why everybody can enter the area 

for the visitors, provided that they pass 

the security check.

The third area is only accessible for the 

staff of the institution. This area usually 

includes offices and meeting rooms, and 

can be considered as the private part of 

the building, in which the visitors have 

no business. Access to this area is often 

granted through a security revolving 

door that can be opened with a staff 

card or a fingerprint. To ensure that the 

supreme court staff can persist in doing 

their work, it is unnecessary to make 

this area physically accessible for the 

public. However, relation between the 

visitors (“the public”) and the staff (“the 

court”) consists of a symmetrical tension. 

On one hand, the court is performing 

the task of judging what is right and 

wrong in society. This task is granted to 

them by the public, in which their trust 

lies. This relation could be explored 

architecturally by evoking visual tension 

in an architectural sense.

Make functions public

As mentioned previously, a supreme court 

building already requires several functions 

other than the offices, such as a library, 

two courtrooms and a canteen. The library 

and both courtrooms will become publicly 

accessible for visitors. The library of the 

supreme court is known to have one of the 

best collections of legal documentations 

in the country. By making this library 

better accessible, this knowledge will 

become open to the interested public. 
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The intention is that the library can be 

visited without hesitation by law school 

students, journalists, lawyers, publicists 

and anyone else who is reasonably 

interested in the collection. Even though 

the courtrooms are the probably the most 

essential spaces of the supreme court 

building, they are only used for an hour a 

week. When there are no hearings by the 

court, the court rooms will be available 

for other uses, such as lectures, seminars, 

conferences, talk shows etcetera. One of 

the courtrooms will even be designed as a 

“Court Theatre”: a small court room that 

is primarily designed for its secondary 

use as a public theater. On a daily basis, 

a programming department will plan 

activities in the court theatre that can 

range from a talk show on legal matters 

for national television to an art exposition 

to a controversial artist who deals with 

matters of free speech. 

Add public functions

To make the supreme court building 

more public, the public needs to have 

a purpose in the building. The addition 

of extra public functions can attract 

people and encourage them to explore 

the building, including the areas they did 

not initially intend to visit. In this case, 

three extra functions are added to the 

initial building program, all relating to 

justice. The first one is a forum, which 

will be a place for debate and discourse. 

The two multifunctional auditoria will be 

used for lectures and screenings of films 

and documentaries. The programming 

department has the task to schedule the 

activities on a regular basis that deals with 

justice in the broadest possible scope. 

Themes that could be discussed are the 

integration of Muslims in western Europe, 

minimal wages in Belgium, human 

rights in China and the relation with 

trading agreements or the right of privacy 

versus the possibility of intelligence 

agencies to spy on their own citizens. The 

programming needs to be cutting edge 

and state of the art, in order to make the 

Forum of Justice a Habermasian public 

space – in which the public sphere fulfills 

its important societal and philosophical 

role. In addition to these “live” activities, 

the forum will also be used as a movie 

theater that screens a selection of relevant 

movies and documentaries. Think 

of movies as 12 Angry Men (1957), 

American History X (1998) or The Help 

(2011) and documentaries like Before the 

Flood (2016) or An Inconvenient Truth 

(2006).

The public does not only consist of 

highbrow intellectuals who would like 

to discuss aforementioned social themes. 
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The Forum of Justice needs to be a place 

for every Belgian citizen. Therefore, 

a legal advice counter is added to the 

program. This is a place where people 

can get legal advice for free. It is intended 

for those who do not have the financial 

equipment to hire a lawyer and prevents 

that they will get subordinated. For 

instance, the counter can help people 

who want to appeal against a fine, or help 

inform a single mom whose ex-husband 

refuses to pay the alimony with her rights. 

The counter needs to be comprehensible 

and inviting,  people should not hesitate in 

approaching it. 

The third function that will be added 

to court’s program is a discourse café. 

In the tradition of the French salon, the 

British coffee house and the German 

Tischgesellschaften, this café will be a 

place where the public can informally 

gather to have a discourse about any 

subject. In the tradition of the country, the 

discourse café will serve Belgian special 

beer. 

All these public functions belong to 

the second area of accessibility – they 

can only be visited after the security 

check. I have discussed before why it is 

necessary to have serious security in a 

supreme court building. The new supreme 

court will offer so many activities and 

programs, that the security check will 

be perceived as only a small hiccup in 

the process of experiencing the building. 

Besides the public functions for the 

visitors, the supreme court will also get a 

large and spacious entry hall with a public 

grand café. The threshold for entering 

this hall is the same as for the first area 

of accessibility of institutional buildings. 

The hall is will be square for the public 

and is the spatial hinge between the urban 

context and the rest of the supreme court 

building.

For the building to become an interesting 

experience, it needs to be more than an 

assembly of offices and public functions. 

To discover the public functions and 

get a glimpse of the private areas of the 

supreme court, a public circulation will 

lead along the border of what is public 

and what is private. By applying the 

theory of the dérive, a non-linear route 

can be determined by the visitor himself 

that leads along a variation of different 

spaces and ambiances, as a continuation 

of the whimsicality of the city.
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Base

The base consist of a plane of 2800 m2, 

directly positioned against the building 

block.

Structure

To support the public functions, the 

offices and the public circulation, the 

envelope is divided in a 7200x7200mm 

grid and regular floor height of 4800 mm.

Public functions

The public functions are double height 

volumes that are placed at the best 

positions in the building. The red public 

square is also the entrance to the building.

Composition
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Public circulation

A public circulation connects the public 

functions.

Offices

The supreme court offices are placed 

between amongst the public functions 

and the public circulation, resulting in a 

completed building envelope.

Public circulation

The circulation is a continuous, non-

linear movement on the border of public 

and private, enabling visitors to enter the 

former and glimpse at the latter.
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Organization

three cores

atrium

public circulation

grand café

legal advice counter

forum

library

court theatre

grande court
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As can be seen in the adjacent figure, 

the building seamlessly adapts to the 

existing morphology. It has about the 

same building height as the surrounding 

buildings and has a firm yet modest 

envelope. The only striking element is the 

Grande Court, which is projecting and has 

a facade of corrugated glass that is much 

more open than the rest of the building. 

Overview
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+0 Ground floor

01 Grand café 

02 Reception 

03 Security check 

04 Checkroom 

05 Stairs to Forum 

06 Legal advice counter 

07 Stairs to library 

08 Security revolving door for staff 

09 Staff lobby 

10 Staff canteen 

11 Kitchen 

12 Management

1 5 10 20

1:30001
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Ground floor
Legal advice counter

The legal advice counter is situated on the 

ground floor, so it can be quickly reached 

from the entrance. Several counters and 

private meeting points are arranged in the 

open space. The circulation to the library 

enclose the space.
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+4800 First floor

01 Forum foyer 

02 Circulation to forum hall I and library 

03 Circulation to forum hall II and court corridor 

04 Stairs to library 

05 Translation department 

06 Magistrates with a mission 

07 Large meeting room 

08 Referendaries 

09 Programming department 

1 5 10 20

1:300

05

03
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First floor
Forum

The forum consists of two halls for 

screenings and theatre purposes. The 

circulation goes underneath and splits up 

in a trajectory to the library and one to the 

grande court.

The vide under the halls provides a view 

on the staff canteen on the ground floor.
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+9600 Second floor

01 Forum hall I (105 seats) 

02 Forum hall II (56 seats) 

03 Circulation to court corridor 

04 Stairs to court corridor 

05 Library 

06 Slight staircase on a ramp 

07 Judge’s offices 

08 Stairs to presidents’ offices 

1 5 10 20

1:300

03

07

02
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Second floor
Library

The library is oriented to the North, so it 

has good daylight coming into the room. 

Two split levels are added in the middel 

of the library, to house the collection and 

to use the spatial qualities of the double 

height.
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06

+14400 Third floor

01 Library platform 

02 Discourse café 

03 Court corridor 

04 Grande court (180 seats) 

05 Theatre court (100 seats) 

06 Department of the Attorney General 

07 Presidential office 

1 5 10 20

1:300

03

04
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Third floor
Atrium, Court Theatre, Grande Court

The public circulation culminates in the 

court corridor on the third floor. This axis 

runs through the entire building and both 

court rooms can be reached from this 

corridor.

In the middle, visitors can have an 

astonishing look in the atrium, that 

connects the building vertically and is 

entirely materialized in brass.. The public 

can see judges and other staff when they 

take the stairs to the presidents’ offices or 

the court rooms.
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Grande court

The Grande Court provides a great view 

on the neighboring Palais de Justice and 

has an open, transparent appearance from 

the interior and from the outside. The 

brass materialization of the atrium comes 

back to this courtroom, since this is also a 

room that connects public and private.
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+19200 Fourth floor

01 Foyer’s lecture corner 

02 Court balcony (80 seats) 

03 Court theatre balcony (108 seats in total) 

04 Supporting services 

05 Department of the attorney general 

06 Translation booth 

07 Secretary of the Attorney General 

08 Secretary of the President 

1 5 10 20

1:300

02

05

06
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Section A
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Section B
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The three different facade types refer to 

the three user groups. Even though they 

can be separately identified, they have a 

unified appearance. Pigmented columns of 

sandblasted concrete in different sizes and 

spacing define the facade of the Forum of 

Justice. The Grand Café, which is also the 

entry hall and accessible for everybody, 

has columns that are firm, thick and have 

a wide spacing of 2400mm. The robust 

columns communicate the stability of 

justice and the wide spacing emphasizes 

the accessibility.

The public functions and circulation have 

slender columns that are 900mm apart, 

to make the public part of the building 

look accessible and transparent. The glass 

panel is positioned on the outer edge of 

the column, creating a certain smoothness.

The office facade has a regular spacing of 

1200mm, and is designed as a double skin 

facade on the East and South side of the 

building. 

The facade of the supreme court can be distinguished in three 

different styles, and a striking court room facade.

Facades
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1 5 10 20

1:300East facade
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1 5 10 20

1:300South facade
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1:300West facade
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1 5 10 20

1:300West facade
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The facades that face the South will 

receiving a lot of sunlight during the day, 

which will cause an excess of thermal 

energy and exposure, if not dealt with 

properly. Therefore will the office facades 

facing the East and South be designed as 

a double skin façade. Several solutions 

regarding shading and ventilation are 

integrated in the façade design.

As previously described, the office 

façade generally of tapered columns 

with a spacing of 1200mm, with glass 

panels in between. Even though there 

are solutions for reducing the thermal 

overload by innovative glazing, the issue 

of overheating and overexposure can 

also be faced in manner that the energy 

is used elsewhere. A double skin façade 

can reduce the thermal loads on the 

façade and can also use this energy for the 

heating under certain circumstances. 

The design of the double skin façade 

intended to alter the appearance of the 

building as little as possible, preserving 

the vertical rhythm in both the interior 

and exterior. An extra layer of glass is 

therefore not added on the exterior of the 

building as a double envelope, but on the 

inside of the building. The space between 

both layers is kept at the minimum of 

400mm (Torres et al., 2007) and includes 

operable rolling shading blinds and 

louvers that control the airflow in the 

cavity. 

By means of a typical section of the 

façade, several scenarios will illustrate 

how the façade deals with sunlight, solar 

heat in relation to ventilation and shading.

A part of the facade has been designed as a double skin facade, with 

integrated solutions for ventilation and shading.

Double skin facade
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‹ Figure XX The 

highlighted facade 

fragments are designed 

as a double skin facade
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Summer sun

Solar radiation

Winter sun

Sunlight entry
In winter days, the sun will have a low 

position in the sky, have less power 

and will be present from approximately 

8:00 to 18:00. In terms of exposure and 

overheating, the sun will have a modest 

contribution.  The gross of the solar 

heat will be eliminated by the insulating 

cavity in the double skin facade. Yet, the 

lower position of the sun causes a deeper 

penetration of sun rays into the building, 

still potentially causing unpleasant 

situations.

In a summer situation, the sun will shine 

longer throughout the day and will reach 

a higher position in the atmosphere. The 

power of the sun is much higher than 

in the winter, and should be seriously 

reckoned with.
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Shading
Separately operable rolling shading 

blinds will be integrated in the cavity of 

the double skin facade. A system will 

determine if a blind should be let down, 

yet each office will have the possibility to 

adjust the shading to their own likings.

Summer sun

Solar radiation

Operable adjustable 

rolling blinds
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Glass pane reflects 

~50% solar energy, 

retaining transparency

Operable rolling blinds

Radiant energy is 

minimized by double 

wall cavity

Insulated glass unit

Operable rolling blinds
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CO
2
  absorption

Absorbing solar heat

Keep the building cool

CO
2
 CO

2
 

CO
2
 

Rainwater absorption

Green roof
The roof of the Supreme Court building 

will be an extensive green roof, meaning 

that the vegetation on the roof will 

primarily exist of small plants, such as 

sedum, grass, mosses and herbs. The roof 

will have several advantages in terms of 

insulation, water management and carbon 

footprint, as can be seen in the adjacent 

illustration.

The greatest benefit of such a roof is the 

insulation it provides. It will keep the 

building cool, and prevents overheating 

from solar energy.
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Natural heating
The double skin facade facilitates in an 

integral way of using solar heat for the 

building’s heating demand. This scenario 

is applicable in situations around the 

equinox, and is not intended for situations 

of extreme heat (in the summer) or cold 

(in the winter). Obviously, this should 

only be used when there is a heating 

demand in the building.

As described before, the heat of the sun 

will penetrate the first - outer - layer of 

the double skin facade and retained in the 

cavity between both skins of the facade. 

The air in between the layers will be 

heated by the energy coming from the 

sun, and as heated air rises it will be able 

to enter the room through the louvers in 

the floors. 

Redundant air will leave the room through 

the ventilation shaft, and led to the central 

atrium.

Outdoor air

Closed ventilation louvres

Solar radiation heats the air 

of the double facade cavity

The heated air rises and 

extracts new air from the 

outdoor

The heated air enters the 

room
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Natural ventilation
While the previous scenario was about a 

demand for heat, this scenario assumes 

there is a demand for cold air. Instead of 

letting the air be heated by the thermal 

energy from the sun, it can now directly 

enter the room and breeze cold air. The 

only adjustment that needs to be made is 

a change of the positions of the louvers - 

they now close off the cavity of the double 

skin facade. The air can go directly in the 

room and only needs to be filtered before 

filling the space through the ventilation 

grilles. 

The heat that radiates from the occupants 

and technical equipment will slowly warm 

up the air, so it can be led to the atrium 

again through the ventilation shaft. 

Louvres open ventilation 

shaft and close off cavity

Cold air enters the room

Cold air enters the room
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Cavity ventilation
When the previous scenarios for natural 

heating or cooling are not applicable, the 

louvers will close shafts to the ventilation 

grilles in the floor, enabling an airflow 

in the cavity of the facade. In cases 

of extreme heat on summer days, this 

strategy can displace the heated air in the 

cavity.

Air ventilates cavity, 

removes heat

Closed louvre to prevent 

air entering the room
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Horizontal detail 1:10
The detail of the connection between the 

currogated court room facade and the 

double skin office facade. The ventilation 

grilles in view enable the diverse heating 

and cooling strategies. The exterior glass 

panel is single glass and seamlessly 

mounted in the column and wall. The 

single glass will enable the solar heat to 

enter the cavity in an optimal way, before 

it will be stopped by the double glass 

panel, which is the true thermal insulation 

layer of the building.
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Outdoor air to central diffuser

Air slowly fills the room, displacing the 

air 

Air in the room warms up by occupant’s 

radiant heat and other heat sources

The displaced air leaves the room via a 

outlet in the ceiling

The air  in the atrium is displaced to the 

outside

The displaced air is led to the central 

atrium

Fresh air is transported through the 

building
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Outdoor air to central diffuser

Air slowly fills the room, displacing the 

air 

Air in the room warms up by occupant’s 

radiant heat and other heat sources

The displaced air leaves the room via a 

outlet in the ceiling

The air  in the atrium is displaced to the 

outside

The displaced air is led to the central 

atrium

Fresh air is transported through the 

building

Displacement ventilation
In the situations in which natural 

ventilation is not an option, the spaces are 

ventilated using displacement ventilation. 

This system will slowly deliver 100% 

fresh air in the room, which will rise 

in a plume by the radiation from the 

occupants. Fresh air is thus selectively 

delivered where needed, and stale air rises 

past the occupied level, where it moves 

along the ceiling to an outlet. The air is 

then led to the atrium, which functions as 

an collector of exhaust air.
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In an early stage of the project, the 

following research question was 

formulated: how can a supreme court be a 

public building that is as accessible and as 

much used as possible? 

The research has shown that for a place 

to be public, a diversity of people should 

be able to enter it and use it. When a 

building opens up to the public, the 

interior becomes part of the public realm 

and should be treated as such. In order 

to facilitate the public’s movement, a 

non-linear public circulation was designed 

to let the building be experienced as a 

continuous variety of ambiances. Along 

the public circulation, public functions 

that relate to the Supreme Court were 

designed to make it a Forum of Justice. 

This means that the building will become 

an icon of public debate, by means of 

the regular programming of talk shows, 

documentaries, conferences and debates.

Between these public function, the offices 

for the supreme court are consciously 

situated next to the public circulation. 

Along these spaces, the border between 

what is private and what is public evokes 

a tension that works in two ways: the 

supreme court staff will be encountered 

by who they work for eventually, and the 

people are able to catch a glimpse of the 

process of “doing justice”.

Architecturally, this has led to a complex 

composition of spaces bursting into each 

other and a continuous border between 

public and private that sometimes 

becomes diffuse and blurry. This complex 

interior is made understandable and united 

by strong rhythm of the façade, which 

communicates elegantly and clearly how 

public and private are interwoven.

The Forum of Justice will be a socially 

significant building, attracting visitors 

from different layers of society. Together 

with the core of the supreme court – to 

do just and test actions against the law 

– the building hopes to be a catalyst in 

Brussels’ public domain and therefore be 

socially sustainable. 

Conclusion
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This graduation project has been an 

intensive conclusion of my career as an 

architecture student. Even though there 

have been periods of relative ease, I have 

dedicated myself entirely to this final 

design project. 

I started this graduation studio with high 

expectations of how it would be to be 

a graduate student. Yet, the design of a 

supreme court seemed far too complex 

and abstract for me. The excursions and 

guided tours we  had in the beginning 

provided me of essential practical 

knowledge of the work of a supreme 

court and its position in society. Slowly 

I started to get an understanding of the 

current state of the supreme court and 

what I thought was wise to alter in order 

to improve it. 

When the project became an individual 

project, I have spent some time 

meandering and getting stuck in 

abstractions of schemes and programs. In 

his period, from January to the Midterm 

presentation it has been very difficult for 

me to really get a good kick start with 

the design. Looking back, the design I 

presented then reflected how I personally 

felt at that time. The design was 

incomprehensibly complex, no way near 

executable and missing a structure that 

allowed it to be improved. Even though 

it was difficult at the time and I have had 

a lot of catching up to do ever since, I 

am very happy that I decided to redesign 

the new supreme court from scratch. 

In my opinion, the Forum of Justice I 

have designed is now a complex yet 

comprehensible supreme court that has 

translated my ideas on public buildings 

and circulation to architecture.

Generally, I can look back on a year 

in which I have gotten to know myself 

better, even though that was not always 

a nice acquaintance. Under sometimes 

difficult personal circumstances, I have 

asked a lot of myself. Even though I 

am really satisfied with the design, I am 

looking forward to a month of rest and 

then starting my further career.

Personal reflection
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