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A B S T R A C T

A supreme court is the highest judicial power of a country. In a lawsuit, the supreme 

court is the last step where members of society can find their justice. This accentuates 

the importance of the societal identity of a supreme court. The main focus of 

this thesis is to investigate to societal role of a supreme court building and how 

architecture can contribute to support and improve this societal image of the judicial 

system. A supreme court building is owned by the government, which means that it 

incorporates a societal responsibility on a wide-spread scale. The primary duty of 

a supreme court building is to render justice. Besides its social function, a supreme 

court building should also incorporate its sustainable responsibility. In this thesis, 

the term sustainability is challenged from three perspectives: a social challenge, an 

architectural challenge and an ecological challenge. 

Challenge 1 

The first challenge refers to sustainability as the social responsibility of a supreme 

court building to stimulate equity in justice for all members of society. To achieve this 

goal, the judicial system needs to earn and preserve its societal identity as the highest 

power of a country. But, this societal identity is affected by societies demand for 

more transparency in the judicial system. The current judicial performance excludes 

the members of society by the use of difficult language, poor communication and 

the disability for members of society to express their criticism. Due to the research 

described in the book ‘the common place of law’ members of society are able to 

experience the judicial system from three perspectives: before the law, with the law 

and against the law. Each experience includes a limitation that dissociates members 

of society from the judicial system. 

People who have a before the law experience perceive the judicial system as majestic 

and remote. As a result of that perception people rather not get involved with the 

judicial system. In order to stimulate societal understanding of law, the design of the 

new supreme court building includes a museum that (re)-introduces people to the 

judicial system. The main goal for this museum is to educate people on the judicial 

system through exposition spaces that highlight a broad diversity of judicial topics. 

Besides that, the museum routing also guides people through the building which gives 

them the opportunity to obtain the performance of the judicial system. 

‘With the law’ are people who experience the judicial system as a game. These people 

have the habit to provoke the judicial system in which they try to bend the law in 



their favours. The limitation of this experience is the lack of knowledge which will 

get those people into trouble in court. Therefore, the design of the supreme court 

building includes a department for judicial counselling / mediation. Before the ‘with 

the law’ people have the intention to start a dispute, they have the ability to obtain 

guidance by professionals which will help them understand the law and act upon it.

The last experience people can have is ‘against the law’. These people perceive the 

judicial system as the ‘evil’ power. This feeling merely derives from a bad experience 

with the judicial system. Due to the minimal amount of communication of the judicial 

system, people don’t understand the reasoning behind a judgement and reflect 

upon that knowledge which leads to distrust in the judicial system. Introducing a 

debate space within the design of the supreme court building initiates the discussion 

between the judicial system and the members of society. It will improve the level of 

understanding of those people and restore the trust in the judicial system.

Challenge 2

The second challenge addresses the vital architectural character of a supreme court 

building. Research on all the supreme court buildings in Europe has shown that these 

buildings are preserved and used for centuries. The societal importance of a supreme 

courts performance adds a lot of cultural value to the building which will lead to 

a long term use. Another aspect that results in the amount of cultural value is the 

addition of a museum. 

In terms of architectural interventions, a flexible building organization incorporates 

the possibility for change. The building exists out of two permanent load bearing 

layers which is combined with a modular system that is able to change dependent on 

the demand of the user. The last additive is the implementation of great spaces. The 

design of the supreme court building possess three great spaces at the ground floor 

which are all part of one large great space which is a large atrium that stimulates the 

interaction between the public functions in the building and the employees of the 

supreme court.

Challenge 3

Besides the social performative, a supreme court building also incorporates an 

ecological responsibility to contribute to the mitigation of global warming. 

Approximately seventy percent of the impact of global warming in Brussels is caused 



by the building industry. For the design of a new supreme court building it’s inevitable 

to include strategies that contribute to the mitigation of global warming. Research 

groups such as the IPCC expect, as a result of global warming, a drastic demand for 

cooling in buildings in the future. One of the strategies implemented into the design 

of the supreme court is the atrium. It performs as a heat storage. The residual heat 

stored in the atrium will be reused to heat ingested fresh air. Combined with the use 

of earth duct and geothermal borehole heat exchange, less energy will be needed to 

bring fresh ingested air on the right temperature before the air is directed into the 

user spaces. 

Conclusion

Each challenge addressed sustainability from a different perspective which has 

resulted into design strategies that stimulate a broad societal support for the design 

of a new supreme court building. This shows that sustainability also can be defined 

as justice. Justice to society, justice to architecture and justice to the environment. 
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The beginning of our trajectory as a graduation studio started with a broad introduction 

on the three main topics: Architecture, Justice and Sustainability. A supreme court 

building is not a very common typology to design as a future architect. In order to 

understand how a supreme court building operates in reality, we have started with 

a collective theoretical analysis on the three main topics of this graduation studio 

and combined it with several study trips to experience how supreme court buildings 

operate in reality. 

What has been a real inspiration for my research were the guided tours to several 

supreme courts in Europe. The first supreme court we visited was the Palace of Justice 

in Brussels, which appeared as an enormous impressive building in relation to its 

context. The building is located at the Poelaertplein in Brussels, displayed at the 

map in chapter 2 - Location, which is also our project location. After one enters the 

Poelaertplein, it is impossible to ignore the presence of the Palace of Justice Image 

0.01). In relation to the buildings use, there is some critique to be expressed. Despite 

its beauty, the buildings impressiveness forms at the same time a large threshold for 

people to enter. Several questions immediately entered my thoughts. Should this be 

the expression I want for my supreme court building design? Does this appearance 

stimulate people to participate in justice or does it scare people? A supreme court is a 

public building, a building where people can find their justice. Is it plausible to think 

that the judicial system should show more of its process?

With all these questions in mind we went to other supreme court buildings. The most 

striking experience arose during the guided tour to the supreme court building in The 

Hague. It has been a real eye opener which has led to the topic of my individual thesis. 

Before we even entered the supreme court building, it occurred that the exterior 

appearance of the building was much more transparent compared to the Palace of 

Justice in Brussels. The whole façade of the supreme court building in The Hague is 

cladded with glass. It expresses a certain openness that allows people to look inside. 

Then we entered the building. We stepped into a small lobby that was connected to 

a larger lobby (image 0.02) which could only be reached once we passed the security 

gates (illustration 0.01). Ibo Buruma, a Counsellor at the Supreme Court of The 

Hague, waited there for us to start the guided tour through the whole building. The 

larger lobby combined the public areas of the supreme court which are the court 

rooms. The supreme court of The Hague has two court rooms. Our tour started in 

the smaller court room. Although its modest dimensions, it appeared to be a great 

I N S P I R A T I O N
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space. The lower part of the space was cladded in wooden elements. A wall behind 

the seats of the judges was cladded in translucent marble tiles that gave this space 

an appearance of class. After we grabbed a chair and set down, the judge started his 

speech. Somewhere in the middle of his talk he mentioned that he had never done 

a case in this room. He told us that this space was used for only five times a year in 

which the length of a lawsuit doesn’t endures for more than a minute. Then, after a 

while the doors behind the judges kept going open. A clerk who had joined our tour 

went for a look. It appeared that we had to continue our tour because employees of 

the supreme court wanted to use the space for their yoga session. I haven’t been in 

a court room for my entire life, but this moment blew my mind. How is it possible 

that such an important public building is used so marginal and doesn’t give its space 

back to society when it’s not occupied? The same can be said about the empty lobby. 

It’s such a large space which gives people on the street the illusion to be part of the 

process. But it appears to remain as an illusion. Both courtrooms are fully closed 

which excludes people from the judicial process. 

So, in the end the Palace of Justice doesn’t differ that much from the supreme court 

in The Hague as initially would have been expected. Then one starts to wonder: What 

if these unoccupied space are actively used by the public? What meaning could these 

spaces have and how could society be more involved with justice? Should society be 

more involved with justice? How do people experience justice? These questions shaped 

the beginning of my thesis which will be elaborated in the theoretical framework.

Private zone 
Supreme Court

Main Court Room

Public lobbySecurity checkPublic entrance

Small Court Room

Illustration 0.01
Abstract scheme - 
Ground floor Supreme 
Court The Hague

Right page - Image 0.02 
Lobby Supremwe Court The 
Hague
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This booklet is the product of a one year graduation project at the University of 

Technology Eindhoven. It has been produced under the guidance of dr. J.C.T. 

Voorthuis, dr. Dipl.-ing T.W.A. Schröder and ir. W. Hilhorst. This graduation studio 

centralises three topics: architecture, justice and sustainability. The aim for this 

thesis is to design a supreme court building, located at the Poelaertplein in Brussels 

(illustration 0.02), that addresses all three topics. Over the past two decades the 

concept of sustainability has gained a lot of attention by many governments. This will 

also have its consequences for the design of a new supreme court building, which is 

owned by the government. This adds an extra layer to the architectural performance 

of a building with such an important public function. This thesis will therefore 

challenge sustainability from three perspectives: a social, an architectural and an 

ecological perspective. The central research question of this thesis is:

How can a supreme court building stimulate a global understanding of and participation in 

the judicial system and perform as a sustainable building?

To answer this question, the main question is divided into three sub-questions. 

Each sub-question addresses a challenge which will be discussed in the first chapter 

‘Theoretical Framework’.

Chapter  1  –  Theoretical  Framework
This chapter is divided in three parts, which represent the three central challenges of 

this thesis. Part one discusses the social challenge on the societal role of the judicial 

system. It starts with an analysis of the current social relation between the judicial 

system and the members of society. It concludes with a theory based on the book 

‘The common place of law’ in which three experiences of justice lead to additional 

public functions for the design of a new supreme court building that will improve the 

societal relation between the judicial system and the members of society. The sub-

question for this challenge is:

How can the implementation of a museum, judicial counselling / mediation and a debate 

space in the design of a supreme court building lead to more transparency, intelligibility 

and criticism?

Part two addresses sustainability from an architectural point of view. The central 

challenge in this part regards the durable character of architecture. It starts with 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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an analysis of all European Supreme Court buildings which illustrates the durable 

character of this architectural typology. This is followed by an overview of design 

strategies, extracted from the book ‘Vital architecture’, that contribute to a long term 

use of buildings which also can be applied to the design of a new supreme court 

building. The sub-question for this challenge is:

How can the integration of a flexible building system, the refinement of the detailing and 

great spaces contribute to the long term use of a supreme court building?

Part three refers to sustainability from an ecological perspective. It starts with a 

short historical analysis of how the term sustainability has developed during time 

and what it means today. Due to climate change, sustainability has become more 

important which also affects the building industry. The outcome of the analysis in 

this part states that as a result of global warming, the cooling demand for buildings 

will increase drastically in the future. This has set the base for the third challenge 

which is to reduce the energy demand of the new supreme court building. The sub-

question for this challenge is:

How can the implementation of an atrium, hybrid ventilation, a geothermal heating system 

and the use of a water evaporating cooling system be integrated in the design of a supreme 

court building to reduce the use of energy for heating and cooling?

Chapter  2  –  Location
Chapter two discusses the location where the new supreme court building will be 

situated. This location is the Poelaerplein in Brussels. The first part of this chapter 

starts with an analysis of the current situation. The chapter concludes with an 

explanation of how the location was reinterpreted to accommodate the new supreme 

court building and its direct relation to the context it’s placed in. 

Chapter  3  –  Design
The outcomes of the challenges discussed in chapter one ‘Theoretical framework’ 

have set the base for the design strategies applied to the design of the new supreme 

court building. Chapter three is divided in four parts. The first part explains the 

realisation of the design(process) for the new supreme court building. It starts with 

the design concept which is followed by an analysis of the building program. The 

first part ends with the basic drawings of the supreme court building: situation, floor 
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plans, sections, elevations, morphological drawings, building program and routing.

The second part displays the design strategies derived from part 1 – ‘Social challenge’ 

in the first chapter. The aim for this part is to render the implementation of the 

public functions into the supreme court building. It starts with a contextual transition 

between the Poelaertplein and the building and it finalizes with the internal 

implementation of a museum, judicial counselling / mediation and a debate space.

The third part displays the design strategies derived from part 2 – ‘Architectural 

Challenge’ in the first chapter. The aim for this part is to show how the use of flexible 

building strategies, the refinement of the detailing and the implementation of great 

spaces contribute to the long term use of a supreme court building.

Part four shows the design strategies derived from part 3 – ‘Ecological Challenge’ in 

the first chapter. The goal for this part is to show how the integration of an atrium, 

the use of hybrid ventilation in combination with a geothermal heat recovery system 

and the implementation of a waterfall can establish an energy reduction for the 

cooling demand of the supreme court building. 

 



1.1



T H E O R E T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K

part 1 - Social Challenge

1.1
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The aim for the first challenge of chapter 1 is to explore how the design for a new 

supreme court building can contribute to the way members of society can be involved 

with the judicial system to improve its level transparency. Before the design process 

of the building can start, it is important to understand how people nowadays perceive 

the judicial system and the way it is manifested in society. Part 1 of the theoretical 

framework starts to render the current societal role of justice. Followed by the second 

section of this chapter ‘Three perspectives of transparency’, which displays how the 

current societal role of the judicial system can be adapted to new perspectives in 

order to gain a more transparent relation between the judicial system and members 

of society through the use of a supreme court building. Part 1 concludes with the 

sub-paragraph ‘Three experiences of justice’, which exemplifies three experiences 

people can have with the judicial system based on the report ‘Speelruimte voor 

transparantere rechtspraak’. These three experiences set the base to improve the level 

of transparency by the members of society in the judicial system. In the end, each 

experience is related to an additional public function which will be included into the 

design of the supreme court building.

Basic  constitutional  principles
On a daily base society is confronted on many levels with justice. It’s a common 

activity to watch the news, check social media or develop an addiction for television 

series about justice, but that doesn’t mean that people also understand justice in 

reality. The information about justice people gathered from those types of media is 

mostly incomplete, incoherent or even fictional. People don’t get to know the whole 

story. The problem is that people perceive this restricted information as the full truth 

on which they base their opinion on the image of justice. Therefore, society cannot be 

blamed for its ignorance when it comes to understanding justice. This is (partially) 

caused by justice itself. Justice has manifested itself as a superior system, remote from 

society. People don’t receive much information on judicial matters. When justice feels 

the urge to share information, it concerns only the outcome of a case. Mostly, this 

information is hard to understand for a layman. The lack of communication and 

transparency can lead to an affected image of justice. It decreases the societal feeling 

of trust and safety. This contrasts with two important basic constitutional principles 

of the law.

The first basic principle states that ‘a hearing is public’.1 This principle should 

give society and media the possibility to control whether the judicial system acts 

1.01
Verheugt, J.W.P. (2009) 
p. 100-104

S O C I A L  C H A L L E N G E
Remoteness  of  the  judic ial  system



24

upon the law. This principle means to create a judicial system that at all times is 

obligated to substantiate a judgement. In reality, justice doesn’t seem to adhere to this 

principle. People do have the possibility to attend a hearing, but there are a couple 

of issues that contradict this possibility. One of those issues is the language that is 

used in a hearing. This discourages people to attend a hearing because they simply 

don’t understand the content of a case. Another discouraging factor is the physical 

appearance of the building that scares people off. What was noticeable during our 

study trips is that only the more contemporary court buildings intended to express 

a certain level of transparency from the outside. Glass façades created an illusion of 

transparency, but in reality these buildings too remained distant regarding its societal 

role between justice and society. The act of justice itself wasn’t visible from the street 

and was performed behind closed walls. If justice has the desire to become more 

transparent towards society, it needs to show its process. This will also effects the 

physical appearance of a supreme court building.   

The second constitutional principle states that ‘a judgement is publicly available’.2 

This means that all judgements should be publicly accessible by every individual of 

a nation. But, here people arrive again with the problem of understanding. If people 

don’t understand the applied terminologies, how much value can we add to this 

principle? 

Both principles are strongly related to perceptions of ‘transparency’ between justice 

and the members of society. The image that justice wants to achieve by its constitutional 

principles doesn’t add up to reality. People are held at a safe distance on several levels. 

In the next two paragraphs I will discuss the main two issues concerning the basic 

principles of law: the use of language (which will be discussed in the next paragraph 

‘The flaws of communication’) and a physical appearance of a supreme court building 

(which will be discussed in the paragraph ‘Physical threshold’).

The f laws of  communication
According to research on the societal relation with the judicial system, only sixty 

percent of the people indicated to have faith in justice.3 This number just transcends 

half of society which shouldn’t be a satisfying number for justice to aim for. Although 

it is not completely realistic, justice should try to convince every single individual 

of a country to have faith in the judicial system. Once society loses its faith in the 

judicial system, justice will lose its meaning. The relatively low number of people 

1.02 
Ibid (2009) p. 100-104

1.03
Broeders (2013) p.473
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who indicated to have faith in justice is strongly related to the fact that society 

feels excluded from the judicial performative which is partly due to the lack of 

communication. 

It’s not completely fair to only blame judges for the lack of communication, because 

they are not always in the position to argue these attempts of negative publicity 

on the image of justice. But, although justice is not always in the position to argue 

these statements, during the past centuries they have developed a bad habit of public 

avoidance. The distance between society and justice is a result of this attitude. Justice 

only communicates the outcome of a case in a language that is difficult to understand 

for a layman.

Maarten Feteris, President of the Supreme Court in the Netherlands, underlines the 

problem  of communication in his article ‘Juristen moeten zaken eenvoudig maken’. 

Most of the time magistrates don’t succeed in communicating a proper substantiated 

judgement towards society. It’s very common that they just express the highlights of 

a case, which make it very difficult to understand the real arguments for a specific 

judgement. Besides that, it is not only the dimensions of the explanation which is a 

problem. Also the way the content is fabricated creates a threshold between society 

and justice. Magistrates frequently use portly words or even Latin terminologies, 

which create an even bigger gab between society and justice.4 That doesn’t match with 

the principles described in the first paragraph ‘Basic constitutional principles’. Feteris 

therefore pleads for a more transparent and understandable justice. This starts with 

a proper explanation of a judgement in simple and comprehensible phrases which 

will strengthen the relation between the judicial system and the members of society. 

Here lies an opportunity for the design of a new supreme court building. A supreme 

court building can act as an instrument through which justice is able to communicate 

better with society. This includes a change for a supreme court buildings program. 

Zooming in on the performative of contemporary supreme court buildings it occurs 

that these buildings don’t allow public involvement in the judicial process. People are 

only allowed to stand at the sideline and see how justice is performed. Therefore the 

way the judicial system performs needs to be reconsidered. 

Currently, a supreme court building only fulfils its primary duty, which is the part 

where justice adjudicates whether people obey the law. A supreme court building can 

1.04
Feteris, M. (2017)
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become more than this. It can also provide an educational role that teaches and/or 

informs members of society. This will improve the level of societal understanding of 

the judicial system that results in faith in the judicial system.  

Physical  threshold
Besides the verbal disconnection discussed in the previous paragraph, based on our 

own experience during our study trips to several supreme court buildings, people 

experience a supreme court building as a physical threshold. Take for example the 

Palace of Justice in Brussels, discussed in the part ‘Inspiration’ in the beginning of this 

booklet. Such an impressive building doesn’t immediately express a welcoming feeling. 

Members of society are scared off rather then feel invited. And this is only the outside 

expression. Once people have conquered the threshold of the exterior appearance and 

made it to the inside of the building the only activity they can attend is a hearing, 

in which they aren’t allowed to talk or ask questions when something isn’t clear. Of 

course this is fairly understandable because it would affect the performative of the 

judicial process. But, as Feteris pleads, if justice needs to become more transparent 

towards the members of society, its exterior appearance needs to become more 

friendly and the buildings performative should include new functions that address 

people’s judicial needs as seen in the paragraph ‘Basic constitutional principles of 

law’, people are informed badly and incomplete about the judicial system. Such an 

important building as a supreme court should provide a platform for people were they 

have the possibility for a discussion with magistrates or judges. Or the possibility for 

education as is discussed in the previous paragraph. 

The involvement of a supreme court building in this sense, has the ability to take 

the amount of understanding to an even higher level as what Feteris pleads for. A 

supreme court building has the ability to bring society and justice together in a 

physical way. After all, a supreme court is a public building. So, why don’t involve 

the members of society? People would be able to start a dialogue with a judge or a 

magistrate when they have questions about a certain case or even when they want to 

share their criticism towards justice. With the introduction of a physical interaction 

between justice and society, justice is also able to provide a better justification of 

their judgements. It gives justice the opportunity to inform people which in the end 

will result in societal trust and faith in the judicial system. 
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Undermining authority
Peoples belief in the judicial system is also dependent on the amount of authority 

compelled by justice. This paragraph displays the current authoritarian identity 

of justice. Justice needs to maintain its authoritarian role to preserve its societal 

identity as the highest judicial power of a nation. An article with the heading ‘A judge 

is not fake’ addresses two examples that illustrate how this highest power is expressed 

in reality. The article also shows how the image of judicial system is constantly 

challenged by external parties, who try to undermine the authority of judicial system. 

 

The first example mentioned in the article, regards the case against Volkert van der 

G, the assassin of Pim Fortuin. While the public prosecutor demanded to keep Van 

der G. behind bars, their judgement was overruled by the Amsterdam Court who 

decided to set Van der G. free of jail.5 Overruling the public prosecutors judgement 

was illustrative for the amount of power justice obtains. 

The second example was the case against the President of America, Donald Trump, 

who introduced a new law that included an entry ban for people from seven other 

countries. The American Supreme Court overruled his attempt for an entry ban a 

day after the law became operational. The last example shows that, no matter how 

much power someone obtains, the interest of the people always comes first. This is all 

thanks to the Separation of Powers. The judicial power is, next to the legislative and 

the executive power, the highest authority of a country. All three authorities control 

each other to prevent that one can ‘abuse’ its power.6 

A negative aspect of having power is that other people try to undermine it. So did 

the President of America after his decision was overruled by the American Supreme 

Court. He publicly undermined the power of justice by referring to the judges of the 

American Supreme Court, who handled his case, as the ‘so called judges’. It happens 

more often that the justice’s authority is undermined by political leaders. Geert 

Wilders, leader of the political party PVV, once named the Dutch judges who handled 

his case ‘fake judges’. And Berlusconi, former Prime Minister of Italy, displayed the 

judges who handled a case against him as ‘the cancer of democracy’.7 These public 

attempts of undermining justice’s authority have a wide national impact that can 

cause public distrust in the judicial system. 

1.05 
NRC Next (2017) 

1.07
NRC Next (2017) 

1.06
Verheugt, J.W.P. (2009) 
p. 28-32
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In the past decades, before internet made its debut, these statements wouldn’t have 

had such an impact as they have now. Previously, news was spread through newspapers 

or the eight o’clock news on the television. Times have changed. Nowadays (social)-

media is able to reach a large audience within seconds. This is the reason why these 

public statements have a much larger societal impact as they would have had a 

couple decades ago. Although most of these public statements are not well grounded 

and arose out of self-interest, it still affects peoples believe in the judicial system. 

Therefore, the societal role of justice needs to change. It’s not possible anymore for 

justice to remain silent. Authority needs to be earned. In the second part of this 

chapter will be explained how justice can earn its authority and what effect this has 

for the design of a new supreme court building in Brussels.

Conclusion
The current image of the judicial system doesn’t match with the basic principles of 

the constitutional law. Due to the use of difficult judicial language and the barrier of 

the physical appearance of the supreme court building members of society are unable 

to understand the content and be involved within the judicial system. The design 

of a new supreme court building can establish a change. It can fulfil an educational 

role and provide a platform which will stimulate the discussion between the judicial 

system and the members of society. Besides that, the use of a supreme court building 

as an instrument to accomplish more transparency within the judicial system will 

contribute to the authoritarian image  the judicial system needs to preserve. The 

next sub-part explains three perspectives of transparency which contribute to a more 

accessible character of the judicial system.
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T H R E E  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O F  T R A N S P A R E N C Y 

The latter section of this part rendered the current remote relation between the 

judicial system and the members of society. It showed that this remote relation 

derived from the lack of transparency. But, transparency can’t be defined as one 

understanding. The report ‘Speelruimte voor transparantere rechtspraak’ explicates 

transparency into three perspectives. Each perspective represents a different way 

of perceiving transparency which are: observation, intelligibility and criticism. 

A combination of these three perspectives can contribute to giving society more 

insight in the judicial process, a better understanding of the content and the 

opportunity to share their criticism.8

Obser vation
The first perception of transparency is based on the amount of openness of the 

judicial process. In the current situation this so-called ‘openness’ can only be 

perceived in a hearing. The fact that members of society are only able to attend a 

hearing is not enough to perceive the whole process behind a case. If justice wants 

to earn societal trust, it needs to show how it operates.9 The theme observation 

is not fixated on the content, but merely on matters that display a more global 

understanding of the process such as: what were the criteria for assigning judge A 

instead of judge B? Or: which people were involved in a certain case and what was 

their contribution to it? The answers on such questions provide members of society 

with better insight in the performative of the judicial process. Especially people of 

the lower social classes can’t identify themselves with judges. Judges are perceived 

as people from the upper class, therefore this specific group of people feel detached 

from justice.10 Bringing people closer to the judicial process can lead to more 

empathy and sympathy for the way justice operates. 

Intel l ig ibi l ity
The second perception of transparency is based on the amount of understanding 

judicial content.11 The judicial system generally only shares the outcome of a 

case, which appear to be very difficult to understand because of irregular applied 

terminologies. The solution is evident. It is merely a matter of simplifying the 

judicial language of the magistrates into more comprehensible words. That still 

leaves members of society in the dark when it comes to the deeper meaning of 

a verdict. The logic behind it, every consideration a judge made and the way a 

suspect reacts on an emotional level, all influence the outcome of a case. This 

kind of background information is left behind in (social)-media, but it’s crucial to 

1.08
Broeders (2013) p.43

1.09
Ibid (2013) p.53-64

1.11
Broeders (2013) p.53-64

1.10
Buruma, I. (2011)
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understand the reasoning and justification of a verdict. People have to understand 

that every case is unique, because it’s assembled out of different factors which 

influence the final outcome. In order to establish such a deeper understanding, 

magistrates need to substantiate their position regarding to a case and clarify their 

thoughts and reasoning behind the final judgement. If justice has the intention to 

become more transparent and allow members of society to check the performative 

of the judicial system, it is inescapable for justice to share more than only the 

outcome of a case. 

Crit icism
The third perspective of transparency aims for the ultimate intersection between 

justice and society. It lifts transparency to the next level. As the word ‘criticism’ 

already implies, it means that society is allowed to criticize justice. Looking at the 

traditional judicial system, this is unimaginable. Ignoring the members of society 

seems the judicial strategy. By avoiding unnecessary public interaction they try to 

achieve impartiality and to prevent that magistrates will not be tempted to say the 

wrong things in order to remain the reliable institute of justice.12

However, allowing people to have critique on judicial matters, through for 

example a debate between society and justice, will clarify their dissatisfactions and 

strengthen the relation between the members of society and justice. In addition, a 

debate gives justice the possibility to refute peoples dissatisfaction and convert it 

to a feeling of understanding. In the end, this is what justice is all about. People, 

no matter where they come from or what their social status is, have the right to be 

treated as equals. The role of the judicial system is to maintain that right and make 

sure that is not affected. This means that the judicial system should be flexible 

regarding to their societal attitude in order to be able to adapt to changes within 

the way we live. 

Conclusion
In order to improve the relation between the justice and the members of society, 

judicial system needs to be more transparent in three ways:

 -By letting people observe the judicial process and its performative.

 

 -By sharing more information about the reasoning behind a judgement

1.12
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 -By allowing people to criticize the judicial system

How these three themes contribute to the design of a supreme court building will be 

discussed in the next paragraph ‘Three experiences in justice’.
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This section is the sequel to the previous paragraph, which concluded with a three 

perspectives of transparency that will improve the relation between the judicial 

system and society: observation, intelligibility and criticism. These themes shape the 

guidelines to fulfil the eventual goal of this thesis, which is improving the relation 

between the members of society and the act of justice by the use of a new supreme 

court building. A new design for a supreme court in Brussels and situated opposed 

to perhaps the most impressive Palace of Justice in the world, contains all the right 

circumstances  that can contribute to an improved relation between the members of 

society and the judicial system. An improvement that will result in a supreme court 

building that is open for public involvement on differentiating levels: creating more 

insight within the process, attention for a better understanding regarding judicial 

content and an open attitude that allows critique and encourages discussions. This 

section sets the base for additional functions to a new supreme court building design 

to match the desire for more transparency within justice. Before we can think in 

terms of design solutions, it is important to have a deeper understanding of how 

people experience justice and the judicial system.

Judicial  awareness
On a daily basis, members of society are confronted with justice without really being 

aware of its presence. For example by contracts, respecting someone else’s property 

or driving at the right side of the road. In a metaphorical sense, the last example is 

illustrative for how we have to behave as a human being, which is between the pre-set 

rules of the law. These rules intend to guide us in the right direction just like the lines 

at the side of the road will tell us where to drive. There will occur situations that one 

crosses the line and then the pre-set rules are disputed. At that moment changes the 

subconscious awareness of justice changes into a conscious awareness, were people 

are suddenly confronted with the real acts of law. This shows that the law can be 

experienced in multiple ways. 

In their book, ‘The common place of law’, Patricia Ewick and Susan Silbey expound 

three ways people can experience justice: before the law, with the law and against 

the law.13 Each experience arises from a different limitation, for example a lack 

of understanding the judicial process or the content of a judgement. This will be 

explained in the subsequent paragraphs. The end of each paragraph concludes by 

connecting an additional (public) function to each experience that can be integrated 

into a new supreme court building design. Each additional function strives to resolve 

1.13
Ewick (1998) 

T H R E E  E X P E R I E N C E S  O F  J U S T I C E
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the limitations experienced by the members of society which eventually should induce 

a stronger relation between justice and society through the use of a supreme court 

building.

Before the law
The first experience describes the people who ‘stand before the law’. They perceive 

justice as an objective realm, remote from the ‘common’ people. Justice is beheld as a 

majestic power that stands above society. The majestic image of justice is mainly the 

result of ignorance of the members of society.14 A difficult applied language or the 

theatrical performance during a hearing both contribute to this ignorance. The law is 

also seen by these people as a set of rules that delimit any allowance for playfulness. 

Ignorance and the sense of impossibility to play with the rules of law causes that 

members of society rather stay away from a conflict with the judicial system than be 

confronted with a possible negative outcome of a case. 

What is noticeable from the latter paragraph is that the ‘before the law’ experience 

mainly derives from two limitations. A lack of understanding related to the way the 

judicial system operates and related to the judicial content. Reflecting back to the 

previous part of this chapter, these types of understanding can be linked to two types 

of transparency: observation and intelligibility. A supreme court building could be 

a powerful instrument to resolve these limitations experienced by people who stand 

before the law. The implementation of a museum in a supreme court building would 

be a suitable additional function that could solve both limitations.

First of all, people can be educated on justice by expositions which improves their 

common knowledge on justice. This removes the limitation concerning the lack of 

understanding related to the judicial content. People will get more familiar with the 

performance of justice which will improve the amount of participation in justice. 

Secondly, adding a museum in a supreme court building facilitates the possibility to 

show the judicial process to the people. A guided routing allows them to see all the 

facets and spaces involved within the performance of the judicial system. 

With the law
A ‘with the law’ experience is the complete opposite compared to the latter. Rather, 

than experiencing justice remotely from everyday live, these people experience justice 

as a part of life. Instead of a majestic power, justice is interpreted by these people as a 

1.14
Ibid (1998) p.57-107
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game in which a set of rules can be manipulated in order to reach their own individual 

goals. The limitation of this experience is that people regularly have limited judicial 

knowledge which could bring them in trouble in court, because they’re not always 

aware of their rights in court.15 Therefore it is important that people who experience 

the law as a game obtain judicial guidance. Providing judicial guidance will help 

people to get their justice in court. It also works the other way around. People can 

also be advised to withdraw from a case or consider mediation when there is less 

chance of getting justice in court.  

The addition of a judicial counsel or mediator would fit perfectly in a supreme court 

building. In this way, people can be advised by professionals of the law. Combined 

with the possibility of mediation, people will learn that it’s not always necessary to 

settle a dispute in court. The integration of judicial counselling and mediation will 

supplement the lack of peoples judicial knowledge. In the end everybody has the right 

to obtain a fair process and find their justice.

Against  the law
The last experience, ‘against the law’, derives from a negative experience with the 

law, that results in an image of justice as an ‘evil’ power. Justice isn’t understood 

as an objective institute, but is depicted as arbitrary and capricious.16 This feeling 

merely derives from incomprehension which can also be linked to the introvert 

character of justice, displayed in the first paragraph of part 1. Without knowing the 

whole process behind a judgement, these members of society feel unfairly treated. 

As a result, people get frustrated and lose their faith in the judicial system. These 

frustrations derive mainly from a lack of understanding and the impossibility to share 

their opinion with the judicial system. These two limitations can be associated to two 

of the three perceptions of transparency, explained in the previous paragraph namely: 

intelligibility and critique.  

An ‘against the law’ experience can appear on differential scales. It can appear on an 

individual scale. For example when a person has lost a case and doesn’t agree with the 

outcome of that judgement. At that moment people do not have the opportunity to 

start a discussion which results in a person that remains clueless. It can also appear 

when a large part of society is against a certain decision of the court.17 Then it is not 

one person but a whole group of people who feel clueless and frustrated.  

1.15
Ibid (1998) p.108-164
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Ibid (1998) p.165-222

1.17
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A new design for a supreme court building can contribute to restore the individual 

and societal frustration by the addition of a debate space. A space that initiates a 

physical confrontation between society and the judicial system. This provides the 

opportunity for an individual or a group of people to ask questions or share critique 

when there is need for. At the same time it also allows the judicial system to explain 

and support their judgements which will lead to a better understanding of justice. So, 

a debate space, implemented into a supreme court building can contribute to a better 

understanding of- and the possibility to criticize the judicial system.

Conclusion
In the previous paragraph ‘Three perspectives of transparency’ is stated that the 

judicial system needs to be more transparent on three perspectives. The judicial system 

needs to reveal its process (observation), it should explain its content (intelligibility) 

and allow the possibility for critique(criticism). These three elements strongly relate 

to the way people can experience justice. Each experience (before the law, with the 

law and against the law) possesses a specific limitation which can be combined with 

one of these perceptions of transparency to establish a societal support for a better 

understanding of justice. The addition of new functions, illustrates in the images at 

the right, such as a museum, judicial counsel/mediation and a debate space into a 

supreme court building will establish a societal support on all three perceptions of 

transparency in the judicial system. 
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B E F O R E  T H E  L A W

W I T H  T H E  L A W

A G A I N S T  T H E  L A W

Institutional debate

Interactive debate 

Public debate 

Museum educational 

routing through 

process

Unknown with the system of law, 

people perceive the judicial system 

as a 'majestic' phenomenon. People 

feel distanced from it and prefer to 

avoid it.

People are familiar with the law and 

consider it as a game. The purpose is to find 

justice for their own benefit. By gathering 

information through literature and judicial 

assistance, they bring a case to court and 

try to win.

From a negative experience in the past, these people 

perceive the judicial system as an 'evil' power. 

Sometimes people feel unfairly treated. In some cases 

they are right, in others they just don't understand the 

motives of the court. 

Judicial Counselling

& Mediation

S U P R E M E  C O U R T

S U P R E M E  C O U R T

J U D I C I A L  C O U N C I L  &  M E D I A T I O N

S U P R E M E  C O U R T

D E B A T E  S P A C E

Illustration 1.01
Three experiences with 
justice
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The integration of a museum into a supreme court building is very unusual. On the 

basis of the outcome of the analysis on how people experience justice, a museum could 

add a high value to accomplish the aim for this thesis, which is that the members of 

society get familiar with law and that the judicial system becomes more transparent 

regarding its performance. The outcome of the analysis on two museums, the Kolumba 

Museum in Cologne and the MAS museum in Antwerp provide tools that can be 

implemented for the configuration of a museum in the final design of a new supreme 

court building.

Besides the difficulties members of society experience with legal transparency, 

people also experience a supreme court building as a threshold. This means that the 

expression of the supreme court building is also an important facet related to the 

amount of accessibility of justice. On top of that, with the integration of a museum 

it becomes extra important for the buildings appearance to express a large amount of 

transparency. Here, transparency means that bystanders on the street should be able 

to perceive what activities take place inside of the building, with emphasis on the 

public functions. Therefore, one of the main subjects for this analysis is to investigate 

how the two specific case studies deal with the expression of the façade in relation to 

the museum routing and exposition spaces.

The second topic focusses on the configuration of the exposition spaces. Regarding 

to a museum for a supreme court building it’s important to think of what kind of 

expositions could be exhibited and how the diversity of those exposition affects a 

space. The purpose for the museum in the design of a new supreme court building is 

primary to fulfil an educational role. But, it should also be fun for people to visit. This 

means that the nature of the exposition spaces for this museum can be very divergent 

which will also have its effect on the configuration of these spaces. So, the central 

topic here is to find out how the following case studies deal with divergent exposition 

spaces and how that affects the type of exposition. 

The third topic addresses routing. Since the dimensions of a supreme court building 

are enormous it will be a challenge to guide people through the whole building and at 

the same time provide them with a global overview of the judicial process. Therefore, 

it is important to investigate how the two case studies deal with routing. The museum 

should be accessible for every individual, including disabled people. 

I N T E R M E Z Z O
Museum analysis



Image 1.01 
Kolumba Museum, Cologne
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The Kolumba is an art museum located in Cologne (Germany). The building is one 

of the oldest museums in cologne (1853). Unfortunately the building was partially 

destroyed in World War II. In 2003, the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor designed a new 

building around the left overs of what has been one of the oldest buildings in Cologne 

as is showed in image 1.01. The museum harbours a diverse collection of art: paintings, 

sculptures, drawings, prints, decorative art and religious icons. A small amount of 

the collection is permanent and the rest of the museum’s collection changes through 

time.18

Expression facade
Apart from the entrance and two large windows the expression of the façade appears 

to be very solid and even monolithic. But, because these elements are the only 

exceptions, they stand out immediately. The entrance is accentuated by a small set 

back of the façade and is recognizable by the visibility of the door. As a result, people 

immediately see where they can access the building. A couple of meters above the 

entrance, two windows stick out a couple of centimetres from the façade. These are 

the only two elements what could refer to an exposition space. The diversity in height 

of the overall shape of the building, shown in image 1.02, also reveals slightly what 

kind of exposition space is hidden behind it. From that, one can conclude that the 

building houses different exposition spaces. 

1.18
Cilento, K. (2010)

Image 1.02 
Kolumba Museum, Cologne

K O L U M B A  M U S E U M  C O L O G N E



Ground floor

First floor

Second floor

Illustration 1.02
Floor plan layout 
Kolumba museum
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Routing
As is shown in illustration 1.02, the museum exists of three floor levels. The basic 

principle of the layout of each floor is very simple. There is one staircase and one 

elevator that connects all three floor levels. Besides the clear organisation of the 

vertical circulation, there is no clear organization for the horizontal circulation. Once 

people leave the staircase or the elevator, they are able to walk freely and choose which 

exposition they want to visit. This kind of organization isn’t ideal for the purpose of 

a museum in a supreme court building. The large dimensions of a supreme court 

building make it impossible to implement large spaces that at the same time guide 

people through the judicial process. But, what can be taken out of the organization 

of these floor plans is that there is only one central staircase and elevator that leads 

people to several exposition spaces. These elements add structure to the floor plan. 

People always know how to continue further to the next floor or back to the entrance.



Exposit ion space
As already has been mentioned, the museum houses several kinds of art. This is also 

shown in the configuration of the spaces. Some spaces are low, small and dark (image 

1.04), some spaces contain an open floor plan (image 1.03) and others are bright and 

contain a lot of height (image 1.05). These characteristics provide the possibility for 

the museum to create different atmospheres in which art can be perceived in different 

ways. It also provides the possibility to show different kinds of art. Some art such 

as paintings don’t allow direct day light. Sculptures on the other hand allow sun 

light, to accomplish a more dramatic perception by the shadow on the sculpture. 

Concluding, for a museum that has the intention to house a broad diversity of art, 

it means that the building should incorporate spaces with different configurations 

regarding daylight and the dimensions of a space.

Dimming exposition space

1.

3.

2.

High bright exposition space 

Temporary exposition space

Illustration 1.03
Exposition spaces 
Kolumba museum
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Image 1.03
Art exposition, Kolumba 
Museum Cologne

Left - Image 1.04
Art exposition, Kolumba 
Museum Cologne

Right - Image 1.05
Art exposition, Kolumba 
Museum Cologne



Image 1.06 
MAS Museum, Antwerp
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In 2011 the MAS museum is designed by Neutelings Riedijk Architecten. The 

building is located in Antwerp in the old harbour on what is called ‘het Eilandje’. 

This museum exhibits the art collections of the Volkskundemuseum, the National 

Scheepsvaartmuseum and Het Vleeshuis.19 The reason why this case study was 

interesting for this thesis had two reasons. The first reason was the iconic expression 

of the façade and the second reason regards the routing through the museum which 

partially derives from that expression.  

Expression façade
As image 1.06 shows is that the language of the façade reflects what happens at the 

inside of the museum. The large up going glass surface shows how people are guided 

through the building. This is also clearly visible from the direct surroundings, which 

works very seductive. The building exterior appearance seems to reveal a great amount 

of its internal organization and its performance which generates a  transparent 

character. A positive effect of this openness is that people immediately can see what 

happens inside, in this case it means that people are directly aware of the fact that this 

building represents a museum. 

Regarding to the design of a new supreme court building it’s highly important that 

people are also able to perceive that the building incorporates a museum. Already 

standing on the Poelaertplein, people should be able to perceive this supreme court 

building not only as a judicial institute, but that it also incorporates public functions 

that are accessible for everybody. The facade of a supreme court building will differ 

compared to the facade of the MAS museum. The MAS museum incorporates two 

languages. One that expresses an openness translated into the glass façade and a 

second language that contrasts with that openness by a closed building surface. The 

contrast between those two languages emphasize the routing. Regarding to the design 

of a supreme court building, this is slightly more difficult because a supreme court 

building also includes offices. Which means that the language of a supreme court 

building exists out of three layers from which the open façade elements of the offices 

are going to compete with the open parts of the museum. So, the lesson that can be 

taken from this analysis is that for the design of a new supreme court building it’s 

important to think of design strategies that establish a clear distinction between the 

expression of the exposition spaces and the offices in the façade.

1.19
Argyriades, M. (2011)
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Routing
As already has been mentioned is that the expression of the façade is closely related to 

the routing inside of the building. Looking at the floor plans of the MAS museum this 

building has a clear layout (illustration 1.04). The layout of the floor plan separates 

two squares. One square that acts as the central core of the building which also 

includes elevators for disabled people and a larger square situated around this central 

core, which guides people through the museum routing. 

This layout partially is complementary to the layout of the floor plans of the 

Kolumba museum in which one core led people to the remaining floors. But, this only 

applicable for how the elevators are solved into the design. What differs from the way 

the routing is organized is that the routing through the MAS museum is one long path 

to the upper floor. People are not able to wonder around or get lost in the building 

because there is just one routing that guides them through the exposition spaces. The 

latter could be a good solution for the design of a supreme court building. One long 

path that guides people through exposition spaces without the possibility to get lost 

into the complexity of the building. Therefore it is important to design a recognizable 

structure that simplifies the layout of the floor plan. In this way, people can focus on 

the expositions instead of constantly searching for the right way to go. After all, this 

routing has the purpose to educate people instead of confusing them.  

Learning points
 - Use one central core that incorporates elevators for disabled people and 

connects to all the exposition spaces.

 - The implementation of one pre-set routing that guides people through the 

whole process of justice without the possibility to get lost.

 - The expression of the façade should make a clear distinction between the 

different languages of the internal functions. One clear expression that is related to 

the museum and another that is related to the office spaces. 

 - The expression of the museum in the façade should be visible and attract 

people from the street. It should be clearly visible that the function of this supreme 

court building performs not only as a supreme court but also as a public building 

which is accessible for each member of society.

48
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Illustration 1.04
Floor plan layout MAS 
museum Antwerp



1.2



T H E O R E T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K

part 2 - Architectural Challenge

1.2
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The challenge discussed in this part starts with an analysis of all contemporary 

supreme court buildings in Europe that illuminates the vital character of this 

particular typology. Vitality in this sense simply means the time a supreme court 

building will be used. In their book ‘Vital Architecture’, R.Roorda and B.Kegge 

display two themes that contribute to the challenge of architectural vitality, namely: 

change and solidification. The outcome of each theme sets the base for chapter 3 

- Design, in which it supports design strategies such as location, flexibility of the 

building program, detailing, and the influence of adding cultural value.

Vita l ity  of  contemporar y supreme court  buildings in  Europe
This challenge starts with an analysis of current supreme court buildings in Europe. 

The result of this analysis provides the basis for design strategies which can 

be applied to a new supreme court building. For this research it is important to 

understand what characteristics contribute to the durable image of a supreme court 

building. The collective M3 research already showed three divergent supreme court 

buildings (Supreme Court The Hague, European Supreme Court in Luxembourg and 

the Palace of Justice in Brussels) in which is displayed how supreme court buildings 

are organized in terms of building program and appearance. What is missing in our 

collective research is an analysis on the amount of time supreme court buildings are 

used. 

 

The image on the following page shows an overview of all the supreme court buildings 

in Europe. Regarding to the building dates of all the supreme court buildings in 

Europe (image 1.07-1.34) it occurs that this architectural typology averagely lasts for a 

long time. Approximately half of the supreme court buildings originates from before 

20th century. In a way it’s not really surprising. Justice is part of humanity since 

the Romans introduced the first codification of justice in 450 B.C.20 The durable 

character of the judicial system can be translated to the long term use of supreme 

court buildings.

So, for the design of a new supreme court building it is important to incorporate 

characteristics that contribute to a long term use. The book ‘Vital Architecture’ 

provides several strategies that address the challenge of durability within architecture, 

which in chapter 3  - Design, results in design decisions for the a new supreme court 

building. 

A R C H I T E C T U R A L  C H A L L E N G E
The durable  character  of  a  supreme court  bui lding

1.20. 
Lokin, J. (1998) p.60
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1.09 Ireland, Dublin - 18021.07 Sweden, Stockholm - 1662 1.08 Spain, Madrid - 1750

1.10 Estonia, Tartu - 1808

1.13 Finland, Helsinki - 1843

1.16 Belgium, Brussels - 1883

1.19 Italy, Rome - 1910

1.11 France, Paris - 1816

1.14 Croatia, Zagreb - 1877

1.17 Slovenia, Ljubjana - 1895

1.20 United Kingdom, London - 1913

1.12 Portugal, Lisbon - 1833

1.15 Austria, Vienna - 1881

1.18 Germany, Karlsruhe - 1897

1.21 Hungary, Budapest - 1918



55

1.24 Latvia, Riga - 1938 Ireland, Dublin - 1802

1.22 Denmark, Copenhagen - 1928 1.23 Czech Republic, Brno - 1932

1.25 Bulgaria, Sofia - 1940

1.27 Lithuania, Vilnius - 1964

1.30 Romania, Bucharest - 1989

1.34 Netherlands, The Hague - 2016

1.28 Greece, Athens - 1981

1.31 Poland, Warsaw - 1999

Portugal, Lisbon - 18331.26 Malta, Valletta - 1956

1.29 Slovakia, Bratislava - 1984

1.32 Cyprus, Nicosia - 2005

1.33 Luxembourg, Luxembourg - 2008
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Change in the context of architectural vitality means the ability in which a building is 

able to adapt its performance in relation to the demand of the user. This theme mainly 

focusses on architectural strategies which can improve the durable value of a building. 

Two of these strategies, discussed in the book ‘Vital Architecture’ are meaningful for 

this thesis which is: polyvalence and location. The outcome of the theme polyvalence 

provides design strategies for a flexible use which can be implemented into the design 

of a new supreme court building. The conclusion of the second theme doesn’t provide 

a specific design strategy. Instead, it addresses the influence of a building location 

and the consequences it can have for a new building in that particular area regarding 

to the possibility for change.

Polyvalence
One of the topics addressed in the book ‘Vital Architecture’ is polyvalence. The word 

is defined as: 

For a new supreme court building design, this strategy can be useful to keep in mind. 

The performative of a supreme court building will change during time. Particularity 

in the case of the Palace of Justice in Brussels. For example their administration 

department still store their files on paper instead of digitally. This is already 

considered as old-fashioned. The newer supreme court buildings, such as for example 

the new supreme court building in The Hague, processes all the files digitally. So, 

instead of the need for storage space, the current building program  requires more 

office spaces for IT. 

Such as the definition already implies, is that the strategy of polyvalence means that 

a building should be able to adapt its programmatic organization without changing 

its load-bearing structure. For the design of a new supreme court building this 

means that the programmatic organization of the interior should be flexible related 

to future changes. The implementation of a modular system could be a solution to 

provide the ability to change the interior set up. This means that the load-bearing 

structure shouldn’t be too complicated in order to provide the implementation of a 

modular system that easily can be adapted. In chapter 3 – Design, will be explained 

A R C H I T E C T U R A L  C H A N G E

1.21
Roorda, R. (2016) p.44

“the ability to change a building’s use or its full program, without 
having to make structural modifications ” 21

- Roorda, R. (2016) p44
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how a modular system is applied into the design for a new supreme court building in 

Brussels.

The influence of  the building surroundings
A second strategy that contributes to the use of a building is its direct location, 

which the book addresses from two viewpoints. The first viewpoint is based on the 

dynamics of the site. A building which is situated in a built environment of high 

development will have a negative influence on the durable character of the design for 

a new supreme court building.22 Building locations with a more stabilized character 

improve the chance of a long term use regarding to the design for a new supreme court 

building. A stabilized character in this sense means that the buildings in the direct 

surrounding haven’t changed much during time. In the next chapter, Location, will be 

explained what can be expected for the design of a new supreme court building at the 

pre-set building location in Brussels.

The second viewpoint concerning location regards traffic.23 Although this topic seems 

obvious, it still remains very important regarding the durable character of a (new) 

building. It’s imaginable when a building is hard to reach by car or public transport, 

people will probably neglect the building because they perceive it as a threshold. 

This is an important issue, especially for a supreme court building that incorporates 

public functions such as a museum or judicial counselling. So, it is important for the 

design of a new supreme court building, that the surrounding infrastructure perfectly 

connects to the building and provide an easy access. This will stimulate the use of 

the building, particularly for members of society who want to visit the building for 

recreational purposes. Chapter 2 – Location, displays how the current infrastructure 

of the project location disables the accessibility of the square it is situated at and how 

a reinterpretation of the infrastructure can restore the use of the Poelaertplein and 

stimulate the accessibility towards the supreme court building.  

1.22
Ibid (2016) p.48

1.23
Ibid (2016) p.48
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Rather than fixating on the ability of change, solidification approaches architectural 

vitality from a contrasting perspective. A perspective that focusses on buildings that 

remain for a long time because of its aesthetic and cultural value without the need 

for change.24 This paragraph explains which durable strategies contribute to the 

improvement of a long term building use and its importance for the design of a new 

supreme court building in Brussels.

Societal  entity
Some buildings will never change during time and still act as vital architecture. Such 

building typologies are mostly public or religious oriented. Its vital character derives 

from the fact that these buildings act as societal entities which give meaning for the 

members of society to use the building.25 This is the reason why these buildings will 

be preserved during time, without the need for change. Societal stability results in 

vital architecture. 

It’s not always evident for the latter discussed building typologies to remain its 

performance as was intended at the beginning of the design process. These buildings 

can also be affected by changes of life(styles). When a building arrives at this point, 

it should be able to adapt its performance in order to remain as the societal entity 

it has been before. This also counts for the design of a new supreme court building. 

A supreme court building also fulfils the role of a societal entity. But, as already 

has been mentioned in the chapter 1, the judicial system has developed a bad habit 

that excludes the members of society. If the judicial system has the desire to act as a 

societal entity it needs to reinterpret its performance. Combined with the strategy 

of polyvalence, the vital character of a governmental building as a supreme court can 

be strengthened.

Besides the vital character of public and religious building typologies, the book also 

considers museums as vital architecture. Art, exhibited by museums add a cultural 

meaning to a building. A building ensures a protected environment for art to be 

displayed in. Members of society add great value to art and therefore indirectly also 

to the building that accommodates it. This gives members of society a reason to 

preserve and protect such a building which improves a buildings vital character. So, 

recurring to the design for a new supreme court building, the addition of a museum 

discussed in chapter 1, would add an extra layer of vitality. In chapter 3 –Design, will 

be exemplified how a museum can be implemented into a supreme court building. 

S O L I D I F I C A T I O N

1.24
Ibid (2016) p.100-105

1.25
Ibid (2016) p.100-105
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Architectural  value
Vital Architecture can, besides the ability of change and the addition of cultural 

value, be obtained by architectural value. One of the durable strategies, described in 

the book ‘Vital Architecture’, that establish architectural value is great space. Great 

space refers to the interior as the exterior quality of a building. Obtaining vitality 

in architecture is strongly related to the amount of value members of society add to 

a specific strategy, as became clear in the previous paragraph. The same counts for 

the strategy ‘great space’. Regarding to the book ‘Vital Architecture’ great space is 

defined as:

So, the amount of societal appreciation of a space is expressed in the amount of 

vitality in architecture. Great space is merely perceived on the scale of spaces or even 

buildings. But, architectural value can also be expressed by refinement. Refinement of 

the chosen building material or a detailing leads to societal appreciation. Refinement 

means that someone has put a lot of effort to improve a buildings aesthetics. Imagine 

the opposite. People will perceive a building as less valuable the moment the detailing 

of a building looks sloppy and of low maintenance. That would increase the chance 

of demolition. 

The aim for this thesis is to design a supreme court building that will last for a 

long time. This means that the implementation of great spaces and refinement of 

the detailing of a building deserve much attention. So, regarding to the architectural 

value of the design, it’s important to design a building that receives appreciation by 

the members of society. Eventually, people’s appreciation will lead to a societal value, 

which in the end will lead to vitality and preservation of the supreme court building. 

1.26 
Ibid. (2016) p.109-111

“.. a grand, valuable space of overwhelming beauty, a sublime 
experience for those who see it.” 26

- Vital Architecture (2016) p109
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Sustainability is nowadays one of the most debated topics on the European 

political agenda. The awareness for sustainability hasn’t always the same. The first 

introduction of term ‘sustainability’ was in 1712 by a German forester, Hans Carl 

von Carlowitz. He used the term sustainability in the perspective of forests. In his 

text, Sylvicultura Oeconomica, he stated that forests should be managed on a long 

term basis.27 His contribution to highlight the importance of sustainability was just 

a glimpse compared to the current impact sustainability has. It took until the 1970s 

before environmentalist put sustainability back on the map. Circa one decade later, 

in 1987, a report called ‘Our common future’ was published under the guidance of Gro 

Brundtland. The outcome of this report has enriched the world with a very famous 

quote which is:

It means that every ’sustainable’ interference should be taken with regard to the 

best intentions for future generations. This sounds very plausible and fair, but this 

quote still remains very general. What occurred in the first book of our collective 

M3 research is that sustainability isn’t just a general topic what can be applied to 

every building. In what was called the ‘long list of sustainable buildings’ we analysed 

circa fifty buildings which showed a broad diversity of sustainable strategies. Some 

of the strategies occurred several times but in general all buildings dealt with 

sustainability in its own unique way. Returning back to the quote of the Brundtland 

report, one could say that sustainability is not a general tool which can be applied to 

every building. Instead, from our collective analysis we concluded that the applied 

sustainability strategies derived from very specific challenges of different nature. The 

buildings surrounding context, local climate, building typology, social sustainability, 

political agendas, user demands, client demand and budget, people’s health and well-

being etc. All latter topics influence the origins of a challenge for a specific building 

in a specific environmental context. 

Instruments such as BREEAM and LEED therefore send the wrong message. These 

measuring tools for sustainability have become the standard if it comes to whether a 

building is sustainable or not. If a building obtains a BREEAM or LEED certificate 

‘‘Sustainable development is development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” 28

- Brundtland (1987) p43

1.28
Ibid (2016) p.37

1.27
Leach, M. (2016) p.37

E C O L O G I C A L  C H A L L E N G E
The ecological  responsibi l i ty  of  the  supreme court  bui lding 
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it insinuates to be ‘sustainable’. Such instruments implicate that sustainability can be 

measured by filling in a checklist that, after earning enough ‘sustainability’ credits, 

can calculate the ‘amount’ of sustainability. What these checklists exclude are the 

local sustainable strategies which are custom made for a building. This doesn’t mean 

that such a building is less sustainable. Besides that, during our collective research we 

discovered a projects what incorporated a bicycle parking beneath the building just 

to earn enough points for the BREEAM certificate. The worst part was that nobody 

could reach the building by bike. Is this the goal we want to pursue? 

The intention for this thesis was to find challenges that are suitable related to the 

project brief of this graduation studio, which is the design of a new supreme court 

building in Brussels, located adjacent to the Poelaertplein, face to face with the 

impressive posture of the Palace of Justice. This was already clearly visible in the first 

two parts of this chapter. The first part addressed the challenge of societal equity in 

justice, which is very specific for the assignment of this graduation studio, namely 

the design of a new supreme court building in Brussels. It wouldn’t make any sense 

for example to implement this challenge into a farm or a church. The nature of this 

challenge merely derived from the building typology of a supreme court and the 

societal image the judicial system needs to preserve. The second challenge focused 

on the durable character of buildings which also can be linked to a supreme court 

building typology. Besides the influence of the building typology, this challenge also 

originates from a social perspective, namely the need of the users of the building. 

The third sustainability challenge of this thesis relates to the influence of the 

building location and the local climate in which the new supreme court building is 

situated. A supreme court building is a governmental building which needs to take 

the lead and responsibility in the fight against global warming. Especially after the 

agreement during the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Paris of 2015. 

The agreement intended to mitigate the emission of greenhouse gasses (GHG). With 

the pre-set goals the UN try to achieve to mitigate climate change and aim to limit 

the rise of the global temperature to 2°C compared to pre-industrial era.29

Image 1.35 shows how the temperature flow has developed between 1830 and 2016. 

What stands out is that since the beginning of the 20th century the line drastically 

rises to a temperature difference of 2.3°C compared to the pre-industrial era. Although 

climate change is a global problem, the solution starts on a small scale. The scale of 

for example buildings. 

1.29
Belgium.be (2016) 
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The building industry has a large contribution to the impact of climate change. 

Regarding to the city Brussels, 69% of the CO2 emissions is caused by the building 

sector.30 This is a large percentage, which means that the design for a new supreme 

court building has a large impact on this contribution. The aim for this thesis, and 

particular regarding to this challenge, is to reduce CO2 emission by reducing the 

energy use of the building. As illustration 1.05 shows, the largest amount of energy is 

needed for heating. 

Space heating 

33%
32%

7%

16%
12%

Commercial building energy demand

Water heating 

Cooling 

Lighting

Other (IT, equipment etc.) 
Illustration 1.05
Lucon, O. (2014) p.681

1.30
Climateboat.org (2016) 

Image 1.35
Temperature rise of 2.3°C  
between 1830-2016
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But, as already has been mentioned, due to global warming the temperature will rise. 

This results in a shift of energy demand in the future. The cooling demand will increase 

with more than 70% until 2100.31 Since one of the aims for this thesis is to design a 

supreme court building for the long term, the logic consequence is that this challenge 

focusses on the energy use of cooling. In chapter 3 - Design will be discussed how 

the use of building strategies such as hybrid ventilation, water evaporating cooling, 

geothermal borehole heat exchange and the implementation of an atrium, contribute 

to reduce the energy demand for cooling in the design of the supreme court building 

at this specific building plot. 

1.31
Lucon, O. (2014) p.698
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Illustration 2.01
Map Brussels 1:5.000

B U I L D I N G  L O C A T I O N  I N  B R U S S E L S
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P L O T

As a graduation group we had the opportunity to select our own common building 

plot. Illustration 2.01 depicts two plots, accentuated by the red colours. We had the 

option to choose both plots or only one of the two. Looking at the pre-set program, 

which is based on the new supreme court building in The Hague, the right plot was  

too small to fit in the whole program of the The Hague Supreme Court. Overlaying 

the floor plan of The Hague over the top left plot showed a plausible resemblance. 

After weighing the (dis)-advantages of the both plots, I’ve chosen for plot 1. The 

contour of the The Hague program measures 104 x 21m, which comes down to 2184m². 

Plot 1 is about 1765m². There was of course the option to choose both plots, this would 

have solved the problem of the shortage in square meters. But, the supreme court 

building of The Hague counts six floor levels, which means that by adding a floor 

level the problem could easily be solved. Besides, a large square at the front of the 

plot covers about 1600m². So, in the end this would cover even more than the required 

program asked for.

Looking at possibilities for future infrastructural interferences in combination with a 

new supreme court design, the upper left plot contains of more leads. First of all, the 

building plot is situated at a large open square, the Poelaertplein, that in the future 

could be transformed into a more attractive urban area, instead of a place that is 

dominated by traffic roads. 

Furthermore, the Poelaertplein overlooks a beautiful part of Brussels, highlighted 

by some beautiful iconic buildings. The south side of the square is flanked by the 

impressive image of the Palace of Justice. The Poelaertplein in its current state already 

radiates a certain class. Once one sets foot at the Poelaertplein its historical value is 

immediately sensible.   
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Illustration 2.02
Building plot
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Image 2.01
Palace of Justice Brussels





Image 2.02
Poelaertplein, Brussels
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C U R R E N T  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

The Poelaertplein in Brussels marks the intersection of two main streets in Brussels: 

the Louizalaan and the Regentschapsstraat (illustration 2.03). Although, both streets 

intersect at the Poelaertplein, each street introduces a very different ending. Perceived 

from the Regentschapsstraat, an elongated street surrounded by landmarks such as 

the Royal Palace, Constitutional Court at the Koningsplein, Notre-Dame du Sablon 

Church, Grote synagogue of Brussels and the royal museum for beaux art in Belgium, 

debouches into the immense appearance of the Palace of Justice. The Louizalaan, 

deriving from the south-east, crossing the Regentschapstraat on the Poelaertplein, 

ends up on a wide spread balcony that overlooks the Marollen and the rest of the 

lower city on the west side of Brussels, including all main iconic buildings such as for 

example the Atomium (image 2.03). 

In the current situation it is very difficult to enjoy those beautiful qualities. First, 

a large roundabout intersecting half of the area in front of our pre-set design plot 

from the south-east reduces an enormous part of the square. Thereby, as a second 

constraint, routes at the south, the west and the north edges separate the square from 

the palace of justice and a narrow sidewalk at the north-west which provides people 

of an elongated view on the lower parts of Brussels. A small island, cladded with 

cobbles and an eighteen meter statue is what is left of the total area. 

Rather, than creating a place where people can fully enjoy the wonderful qualities 

of this square, the city planners turned it into a spaghetti of roads, that first of all 

constrain the amount of available space and secondly create a square where one 

constantly needs to focus on traffic passing by instead of all its surrounding beauties, 

although it is really difficult to pass by the palace of justice without notifying it. In its 

current state, it is really difficult to make use of the squares full potential. The next 

paragraph will show how this infrastructural constraint can be solved.
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R E I N T E R P R E T A T I O N  O F  T H E 
I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

What the latter paragraph showed is that mainly the infrastructure was cause of an 

unpleasant atmosphere. An atmosphere that is totally abused by roads. The first step 

to restore the squares full potential is reducing the amount of roads. Shifting the 

roundabout into a road parallel to the tramway will slightly contribute to more space, 

but that is not enough to solve the problem. Besides, shifting the roundabout even 

creates a new problem: how do people enter or exit the underground parking? A large 

parking garage is located beneath the Poelaertplein. But, within this problem hides 

also the answer. Simply by changing the entrance and the exit of the underground 

parking, it won’t be necessary any more to include any road at all. 

The image at the right shows the new situation, which displays a new road parallel 

to the railway of the tram instead of the previous roundabout. Replacing the 

roundabout resulted into a new strategy. Instead of interpreting the Poelaertplein as 

a roundabout, leading to the underground parking, the whole building block now acts 

as a roundabout. This clears the square from any unnecessary obstacles such as cars or 

parking entrances. As the map at right shows, people can enter the parking garage at 

the north (green arrow) and exit at the south (red arrow). 

A reinterpretation of the infrastructure allow people to enter the square in all 

freedom. Approaching from the Regentenlaan people can be blown away again by 

the impressive image of the palace of justice, that unfolds the moment one enters the 

Poelaertplein. At the west side of the square, instead of a narrow sidewalk, people can 

enjoy the beautiful view of the lower parts of Brussels on a wide platform. The most 

important reason for clearing the square from obstacles is also strongly related to 

the fact that for a new supreme court building it is necessary that people have a slow 

approach and a clear view on the building. A view that displays a combination of an 

institute of justice with the integration of public functions such as a debate space, 

judicial counselling/mediation and a museum that not only guides people through the 

process of justice, but also through its history. 
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Illustration 3.01
Design concept
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The appearance of contemporary supreme court buildings, as also displayed in the overview 

of all the supreme court buildings in Europe in part 2 of the first chapter, exclude public 

functions. Thereby, most of the façades express a certain closeness. But, there is a slight 

transformation visible with the more recent build supreme courts. The supreme court in 

The Hague for example already shows a great amount of transparency by its large glass 

façade. But, as also discussed in the chapter -Inspiration is that this glass façade is an illusion 

of transparency. The aim for the design of a new supreme court building is to establish real 

public interaction with the judicial system. This means that the spatial organization needs 

to change to provide the possibility for members of society to get involved with justice 

and the judicial system. The diagrams at the left show the concept for the design of a new 

supreme court building.

The upper diagram of illustration 3.01 shows the current appearance of a supreme court 

building, which is in most cases a closed box that doesn’t allow any public involvement. 

What was noticeable in the organization of the The Hague supreme court building was that 

the layout of the ground floor level differs from the upper floors which are mainly offices. 

The ground floor level was the only space were members of society were aloud. The grand 

lobby had lots of potential to perform as a public function. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the 

case. People only enter the building when they are obliged to be there. 

The latter has led to the second step of the concept displayed at the middle diagram 

of illustration 3.01. The conclusion of part 1 in the theoretical framework showed the 

importance for the judicial system to become more transparent and show more of its 

performance in order to gain societal trust and remain as the highest power of a nation. 

Tilting up the volume of the supreme court illustrates that people are able to be involved 

with the judicial system in terms of the visibility of the judicial process. Opening up the 

plinth of the building will strengthen the relation between urban context and the inner 

process of the judicial system. It will stimulate peoples interest for justice, but that doesn’t 

resolve the problem of creating a better understanding of justice or the possibility for 

members of society to start a (public) discussion with the judicial system which leads to 

the third step of the design concept.

Creating a better understanding of and the possibility to criticize justice means that 

members of society need to be physically present in the building. Which means that 

the current performative of the judicial system and the integration of public functions 

intersect. This is shown in the bottom diagram at the left. The red shapes represent the 

public functions intersected into the current contours of the supreme court building. 

D E S I G N  C O N C E P T
The design of  a  ne w supreme court  bui lding in  Brussels
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Autonomous entity
The pre-set building plot for this graduation studio shapes the end of a building 

block (illustration 3.02). Regarding to the societal image of the judicial system, the 

design for a new supreme court building shouldn’t be glued to the back of an existing 

row of houses. Instead, it should incorporate an expression of an autonomous entity. 

Although the aim for this design is to include the intersection of public functions, 

that doesn’t mean it should also be part of society. In order to gain peoples respect 

the design philosophy for a new supreme court is to create a building that can be 

perceived from four sides. People should be able to walk around the building. The 

desire to express a certain autonomous character means that the building plot needs 

to be reinterpreted. The second illustration at the right shows the transformation 

of the current building plot. Moving the plot towards the Poelaertplein results into 

an isolation of the building that establishes its iconic character (illustration 3.03). 

As a result, by separating the building plot form the building block, a new urban 

area rises between both. Small intimate squares, previously hidden for the public are 

now revealed. So, the movement of the pre-set building plot doesn’t only result in an 

autonomous entity, but it also enriches the urban context (illustration 3.04).

Illustration 3.02
Current building block

Illustration 3.03
The supreme court building 
as an authoritarian entity
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Illustration 3.04
Reinterpretation of the 
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Illustration 3.05
Quantitative building 
program
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Qualitative program
The difficulty for the design of a supreme court building, that also incorporates public 

functions is the need to for a clear distinction between the public and the employees of 

the supreme court. Although there is a societal demand for more openness of the judicial 

system, that doesn’t mean that the judicial system needs to include society within the 

whole performative. Some cases are very personal and can’t be shared with the public. And 

besides the vulnerability of exposing confidential content, the design of a new supreme 

court building should be able to focus on its performance. Performance in this sense means 

that employees of the supreme court should be able to do their job normally without 

distractions of public interferences. After all, these employees have to make decisions that 

can change people’s lives. It is therefore essential that this fact is taken into account for the 

design of the new supreme court building. 

Because of the fact that this design incorporates a public involvement with the aim for 

more transparency and understanding of justice, this supreme court design contains of an 

ambiguous character. On the one hand it’s important to show more of the judicial process, 

and at the other hand it’s also important to create an atmosphere where employees are 

able to perform their jobs in all serenity. This ambiguous character should be carefully 

dealt with in the design. One of the first sketches illustrates how this could be organised 

Image 3.01
Concept sketch

S u p r e m e  c o u r t  d e b a t e  s p a c e  -  2 0 0 m ²

B U I L D I N G  P R O G R A M



(image 3.01). The building program shown in illustration 3.05 displays that the amount of 

square meters is much higher for the regular functions in comparison to the square meters 

needed for the public functions. This resulted into the sketch of image 3.01. The centre 

part represents the public functions and the layer that surrounds that centre represents 

the offices of the supreme court building. The central position of the public functions is 

complimenting to the goal of separating the two types of users within one building. 

Another advantage of the central position of the public functions is the fact that this 

organization also provides a nice perception of the judicial process without the interruption 

of public interferences. The model displayed in image 3.02  shows how this two dimensional 

sketch can be transformed into a three dimensional spatial organization.  

Image 3.02
Sketch model
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Supreme Court (30p)
1 - First President (F)

1 - President (N)

6 - Department chairman (3N - 3F)

22 - Counsellor (11N - 11F, 2 vacant)

Civil law & 3. Fiscal law (15p) (same composition)

Criminal law (15p)

Secretariat  f irst  president(4p)
1 - Registrar cabinet secretary

3 - Assistants

Registr y  of  the court(56p)
Legal framework

1 - Head of registry

1 - Registrar, head of service

11 - Registrar

21 - Assistants (8 vacant)

10 - Employees (3 vacant)

External framework

1 - Registrar

21 - Assistants (8 vacant)

Management role-files (4p) 

Management accountancy (2p) 

Service hearings (18p) 

ICT (30p) 

Secretary Head of registry & Registrar, head of service  (4p)

Documentation service  (4p)

Service expedition in-& outgoing mail  (3p)

Maintenance court building  (7p)

Reception court building  (3p) 

Q U A N T I T A T I V E  P R O G R A M  E M P L O Y E E S
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Chauffeur Head of registry  (1p)

Management & supervision  (13p)

Referendar y(15p)
10 - Clerk (N)

5 - Clerk (F)

Ser vice for  agreement on text  & documentation (18p)
Service for agreement on text (11p)

Documentation service (4p)

Library (2p)

Support service (1p)

Parquet(15.5p)
1 - Attorney General (N)

1 - First Advocate General (F)

12 - Advocate General (6N - 6F)

1 - Deputy magistrate (N) 

2 - Advocate General with command (1 - full time (N)/1 - part time (F))

Civil law (7p)

Criminal law (9p)

Social law (3p)

Disciplinary matters (6p)

Judicial assistance (2p)

Secretariat  parquet(19p)
1 - Chief Secretary

1 - Secretary, head of service (N)

5 - Secretary (2N - 3F)

1 - Expert documentation 1management

5 - Assistants (3N - 2F)

4 - Employees (4N)

1 - Technical judicial assistant (N)

1 - Contractual employee (F)



B A S I C  D R A W I N G S
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Illustration 3.08
Situation 1:500
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F L O O R  P L A N S
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7. Counsel room

8. Dressing room judge

9. Meeting room

10.Installation room

11. Entrance to garage

12. Parking garage
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0 15m
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5. Back office reception

6. Archive
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0 15m

3. 1.

1.

1.2.

1.Open office

2. Formal meeting space

3. Informal meeting space

4. Pantry

5. Auditorium

6. Toilet

7. Exposition 1

8. Museum routing

9. Tribune court room



Illustration 3.12
Second floor
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1. Work lounge

2. Supreme court restaurant

3. Kitchen

4. Open office

5. Formal meeting space

6. Auditorium

7. Exposition 2

8. Study booth

3.

1. 1.

2.

2.

2.

0 15m



Illustration 3.13
Third floor
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1. Book storage

2. Open office

3. Reading room

4. Formal meeting space

5. Informal meeting space

6. Toilet

7. Library reception

8. Exposition 3

8.

5.
4.

5.

2.

2.

2.

2.

0 15m



Illustration 3.14
Fourth floor
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1. Private office

2. Open office

3. Counsel room

4. Formal meeting space

5. Informal meeting space

6. Toilet

7. Study booth

8. Auditorium

9. Exposition 4

1. 1.3.

9.

1.

4.

0 15m



Illustration 3.15
Fifth floor
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1. Private office

2. Open office

3. Counsel room

4. Formal meeting space

5. Informal meeting space

6. Toilet

7. Study booth

8. Pantry

9. Auditorium

10. Exposition 4

1. 1. 1.8.

10.

3.

0 15m



Illustration 3.16
Sixth floor
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1. Private office

2. Open office

3. Counsel room

4. Formal meeting space

5. Informal meeting space

6. Toilet

7. Study booth

8. Pantry

9. Auditorium

10. Public restaurant

11. Kitchen public restaurant

1. 1.
1.2.

10.

3.

0 15m



Illustration 3.17
Seventh floor

1.
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3.

5.
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1. Presidential office

2. President public prosecutor

3. Installation room

4. Roof terrace

5. Auditorium

0 15m
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Illustration 3.18
South elevation
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Illustration 3.19
West elevation
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0 10m Illustration 3.20
North elevation
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0 10m Illustration 3.21
East elevation
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Illustration 3.22
Section AA’

0 10m

3600+P

0.00+P

7200+P

10800+P

14400+P

18000+P

21600+P

25200+P

32800+P

28800+P





129

Illustration 3.23
SectionBB’
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M O R P H O L O G I C A L  I N T E G R A T I O N

The south facade of the building can be considered as the main elevation of the 

building. It is located adjacent to the Poelaertplein, which performs as the transition 

between the urban context and the building. Therefore it is important for the 

buildings appearance to express a certain transparency. People should be able to 

notice that this supreme court building not only performs as a judicial institute but 

also incorporates a museum, judicial counselling/mediation and a debate space. The 

rhythm of the elements in the facade show a duality of languages. A language that 

represents the office spaces and a language that refers to the museum routing. 



Illustration 3.24
Morphological integration 
south elevation

0 20m



0 20m

In the section autonomous entity is stated that the supreme court building should be 

isolated from the adjacent building block to accentuate its public role. As is shown in 

the image below, the supreme court building connects at one point with the existing 

building block. The duality of the supreme courts internal program, the separation 

of the judicial institute and the public routing, is emphasized by the exception of the 

general contours of the building.

The position of the total building shape was also dependent of the already existing 

elements at the Poelaertplein. In the image below is shown how an 18m statue 

dominates the square. Therefore it was important not to compete with this giant 

element. As a result, the building obtains the same distance to the statue compared 

to the Palace of justice on the other side of the Poelaertplein. This centralizes the 

position of the statue and establishes an harmonious environment.



Illustration 3.25
Morphological integration 
west elevation



0 20m



Illustration 3.26
Morphological integration 
north elevation

By moving the pre-set building plot towards the Poelaertplein, as is shown in 

paragraph ‘Autonomous entity’, more space is generated around the building. People 

are able to perceive the building in its totality. As a result of the separation of the 

supreme court building from the existing building block, new urban value is added 

to the location. Small intimate squares at the back of the supreme court building are 

revealed.  



0 20m

Illustration 3.27
Morphological integration 
east elevation

The east facade of the supreme court building relates to the adjacent building block 

by the height of the plinth. The surface level in this area strongly differs in height.  

Towards the Palace of justice, at the left side of this image, is shown that the surface 

level is much higher compared area at the right side of the image. All the buildings 

adjacent to this street follow this movement downwards which also reflects in the 

height of the plinths of those buildings. The red line shows the differences of the 

height of the plinth and the reaction of the supreme court to this movement of the 

line. The height of the first floor connects to the up going movement of the plinth 

towards the Palace of Justice.
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basement

second floor

fifth floor

ground floor

third floor

sixth floor

first floor

fourth floor

seventh floor

Illustration 3.28
Building program diagram
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Illustration 3.29
Prgrammatic layout
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Illustration 3.30
Diversity of users 

E M P L O Y E E S P A R T I E S

P U B L I C  F U N C T I O N S
Before the law

With the law

Against the law

Judges

Clerks

Referendary

Parquet

Administration

Archives

IT

Lawyers

Defendants

Demander 

Suspects

The building incorporates three kinds of use, illustrated in the image below. The 

first users are the employees. These are the people who work on a daily basis for the 

Belgian Supreme Court (judges, clerks, referendary, parquet, administration, IT etc.).  

Besides the regular users, the supreme court distinguishes the public space in two 

groups. 

The first group are the people who visit the building for a hearing (lawyers, defendants, 

demanders and suspects). As is shown in the floor plans at the left, these people 

only use the basement floor and the ground floor of the building. The ground floor 

contains of a large lobby at the north-side of the building were people are able to 

prepare their cases. Both stories are connected by a debate space which performs as 

the entrance of the court room.  

The second group includes the people who are related to the additional public 

functions such as judicial counselling/mediation, the debate space and the museum 

routing. Apart from the museum routing, judicial counselling /mediation and the 

debate space are also located at the basement floor and the first floor. The museum 

routing is woven through all the floor levels of the supreme court building which will 

be displayed in the following floor plans. Per user is shown how they are able to move 

through the building organisation. 



Illustration 3.32
Routing ground floor

Illustration 3.31
Routing basement floor



Illustration 3.34
Routing second floor

Illustration 3.33
Routing first floor



Illustration 3.36
Routing fourth floor

Illustration 3.35
Routing third floor



Illustration 3.38
Routing sixth floor

Illustration 3.37
Routing fifth floor



Illustration 3.39
Routing seventh floor



Illustration 3.40
Impression north elevation
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Illustration 3.41
Impression atrium
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Parkinson, J.R. (2012). p 1-5

3.02
Hajer, M. Reijndorp, A. 
(2001). p. 7-9

Public sphere is known for ages, but its meaning changes through time. It reacts on the 

need and behaviour of members of society. The entrance of the digital era introduces 

an extra layer to the meaning of public space. People are able to reach the other side 

of the world in the blink of an eye, through their smart phones, laptops, tablets etc. 

An extra dimension is added with the wireless accessibility of internet. This allows 

people to be available almost everywhere and every second of the day. If people these 

days are capable of digital communication in any form they prefer and with whom 

they want at any time they want, why do we still need public space one would say? 

The explanation is really simple actually. In his book Democracy and Public Space, 

Parkinson states that, although we as a society incline towards a digital world of 

communication, it will always be based on reality instead of digital narratives. It is 

therefore necessary that we cherish public spaces in order to keep democracy alive.1

The revitalization strategies for public space in cities like Barcelona, Paris, Marceille 

and Lake Shore Drive in Chicago have set the bar and inspire city developers, 

(landscape) architects to implement those strategies on cities all over the world. 

Since the 90’s this has led to the New Urbanism. Car traffic within the cities has 

increased tremendously during the 60’s, when Sir Herbert Manzoni, a well-known 

British city planner, introduced his ‘ring road’ and ‘relief roads’. This resulted in 

public spaces occupied for the purpose of traveling in order to stimulate accessibility 

towards the city centre. Streets limited the amount of public spaces which decreased 

the opportunity for public life. These urban strategies have been adapted later on 

when the qualities of public space retrieved its importance. Squares, parks and streets 

returned to society in order to improve city life. City developers and (landscape) 

architects seek for an urban composition that stimulates ‘social cohesion’ within 

society. This sounds very romantic, but what defines such places? What elements 

contribute to these mysterious qualities?2

If one compares the retro-romantic public spaces of cities such as Berlin, The Hague 

and Birmingham with the late modern city development of Barcelona, Rotterdam 

or Paris, some similarities can be distinguished. The first common interest which is 

shared by all latter cities, is the focus on aesthetics and the privilege on design. 

Perceived from a wider angle, behind the utopian images of the great urban 

developments of these cities, hides a world that isn’t that attractive and much showed 

to the public in which larger problems arise. These are the public spaces of (senseless) 

D E S I G N  S T R A T E G I E S 
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violence and unsafety in the residual areas of these cities. Especially in the world 

we live in now, this challenge has a high priority within city development. The fear 

for violence on the street will be very persuasive on public spaces and how these are 

represented within a city. This leads to cities of security that is expressed in video 

surveillance through the whole city, soldiers that dominate the streets in order to 

maintain the peace and so forth.3

The latter is currently strongly visible in the streets of Brussels. After the terrorist 

bombing and the increasing level of threat for future attacks, the city has transformed 

from a bustling capital of Europe into serenity. Soldiers, fully equipped with riffles, 

non verbal send a message towards members of society saying: we protect you! Of 

course, it is inevitable that these measures have been taken by the Belgian government. 

But, the implementation of soldiers in the streets of Brussels don’t send a message of: 

we protect you. Instead, fear is sensible on the streets. The presence of the soldiers 

implicitly marks the level of thread, otherwise they wouldn’t be there.  

For the design of a new supreme court building, situated on a prominent location in 

Brussels, it’s important that the public domain returns back to the people. Especially 

with the purpose in mind that people should be more physically involved with the 

judicial system. In order to change the current situation in Brussels, it’s necessary to 

understand what the meaning of a public space is. Or, as Hajer and Reijndorp prefer 

to call it, what the meaning  of public domain is. Their definition states that:

Public domains incorporate a deeper sense, in which people of different backgrounds 

and disparate interests perceive such places as a shared experience. One of the aims for 

this thesis is to design a supreme court building that is accessible for the public. The 

level of accessibility already starts outside at an urban level. The reinterpretation of 

the infrastructure, discussed in the previous paragraph, allows the possibility for the 

integration of a public domain. A public domain that functions as a slow threshold 

between urban context and the supreme court building. In the current situation the 

Poelaertplein is used very little. For the design of a new supreme court building it is 

important that people, already from an urban perspective, get triggered to enter the 

“Public domains defined as the place where exchange between 
different social groups can and do take place.”14 

- Hajer & Reijndorp 2001)

3.03
Ibid. p. 9-10

3.04
Ibid. p. 14
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building. The following paragraph discusses the speakers corner in London which 

displays how such a public domain can be organised and how it can be a implemented 

at this specific location. The introduction of a speakers corner near the supreme court 

building will lead to the first step of participating in justice in which judicial related 

topics can be publicly discussed. 

Speakers’  Corner  -  London,  Hyde Park
The Speakers’ Corner at the Hyde Park in London is one of the most famous spots 

were people are able to speak freely about any topic they want. This public domain 

finds its origin in the 1700’s. At that time this location was used for public executions. 

Thousands of people gathered around to witness the executions. Before an execution 

was conducted, it was a tradition to give a final speech. The fact that this place could 

bear such a large crowd combined with the traditional final speeches has resulted in 

its current use. People bring a crate or a ladder and start their speech. Bystanders 

gather around the individual and start a discussion as is displayed at the images at 

the left. 

This principle of free speech could also be implemented in the Poelaertplein in 

Brussels. It would create a public domain that allows people to speech on judicial 

subjects and trigger the public discussion. In this way, already before people enter 

the supreme court building, they are confronted with justice. It would also create 

more activity on the streets and seduce people to participate in justice. The next 

paragraph builds further on the idea of the Speakers’ Corner, in which is showed how 

this principle is implemented at our specific building location. 

Right - Image 3.04
Speaker’s corner, London

Left - Image 3.03
Speaker’s corner, London
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Illustration 3.42
Accessibility of the 
Poelaertplein
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The inspiration derived from the example of the speakers corner has led to the design 

of a public debate space in front of the supreme court building. As already has been 

discussed in chapter 2 location, is that the Poelaertplein functions as a slow transition 

between urban context and the public functions inside of the supreme court building. 

Justice is experienced by the members of society as an institute that is remote from 

our daily lives. People are not used to visit a supreme court building for fun. Therefore 

it’s important to introduce members of society slowly into a new world of justice. The 

reinterpretation of the infrastructure has resulted in a large square in front of the 

new supreme court building. This square can be reached from different directions as 

is shown in illustration 3.42. 
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The main idea for the performance of a speakers corner at this location is based on 

the guided trip to the supreme court of The Hague during our collective research. 

What occurred was that the outer expression of this supreme court building could 

also be interpreted as a modern looking office building. But, some elements were 

added which related the building to justice. Six very prominent elements are the 

statues, placed on pedestals in front of the building. These statues represent the six 

oldest juris consults (image 3.05). 

The implementation of those statues combined with the idea of the speakers corner 

has eventually led to the design for a place where people can have a public debate, 

at the front of the building. Besides the statues of the juris consults, there are also 

empty pedestals placed next to the statues. These pedestals can be compared to the 

ladders and the crates which are used at the Speaker’s Corner in London. The idea is 

that people can stand on these pedestal, with the metaphorical idea of being the next 

juris consult and give a speech to bystanders. This performance will create a slow 

transition between the urban space at the front of the building and the building itself. 

Standing on the Poelaertplein, people are able to see what’s happening inside of the 

building and will become motivated to see what the building has to offer. The idea 

behind the speakers corner can be compared to a warm up of justice. Besides that, it 

will also create more activity at this location.

Image 3.05
Statues juris consults 
Supreme Court building 
The Hague
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T H E  I N T E R S E C T I O N  O F  P U B L I C 
F U N C T I O N S

One of the aims for this thesis is to stimulate societal involvement in the judicial 

system. The social challenge discussed in chapter 1, described three experiences people 

can have with justice: before the law, with the law and against the law. Each experience 

possess a limitation that excludes people from the judicial system. The goal for the 

design of the supreme court building is to incorporate additional functions to resolve 

the limitations people experience. In order to establish a societal awareness of these 

public functions it’s important that people are able to perceive these functions from 

the direct context, in this case the Poelaertplein. 

One of the elements that clearly shows the presence of a public function are the 

smaller window frames that refer to the exposition spaces woven into the building. 

Another element is the contextual position of the speakers corner which plays an 

important role to create the societal awareness of additional public functions. Behind 

the location of the speakers corner on the Poelaertplein unfolds an intersection 

of all three added public functions. This intersection is clearly visible through the 

large glass elements of the supreme court building. At a single glance people are 

able to see the three functions at once. The spatial organisation is pointed out in the 

section below. It shows that the museum routing is guided through the debate space 

and the judicial counselling/mediation. The purpose of this spatial organisation is 

to show people who experience the law as majestic and remote from society, that 

justice is also accessible for the ‘common’ people. Displaying the debate space and 

judicial counselling / mediation should stimulate people to get involved with justice 

whenever they experience a dispute. 

debate space

museum routing

judicial counselling / mediation

Illustration 3.43
Intersection of the internal 
public functions
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J u d i c i a l  C o u n s e l l i n g  
&  M e d i a t i o n

Judicial  counsell i ng /  mediation
One additional public function is judicial counselling / mediation. The diagram 

below shows the spatial position of judicial counselling / mediation in the overall 

design. This volume is separated into three divisions.  

The judicial counselling /mediation and the back-offices are placed at the basement 

floor to provide a certain amount of privacy for people, since these cases are 

confidential. One level above is the public space of the building which have a clear 

view on the performance of the judicial counselling. The administration is placed at 

the first floor 

Administration

Public space

Judicial Counselling 

/ Mediation

Illustration 3.44
Spatial position judicial 
counselling / mediation

Illustration 3.45
Sectional organisation 
judicial counselling / 
mediation
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D e b a t e 
s p a c e

Debate space
The design for the supreme court building also includes a debate space that allows 

people to express their criticism on the judicial system. Critique mostly derives from 

ignorance. So, whenever people experience justice as an evil unfair institute, they are 

able to express their feelings with professionals. So, the debate space functions as a 

platform that enables the discussion between members of society and the judicial 

system. The diagram below shows the spatial position of the debate space in the 

overall design. 

Debate space

This space also functions as the entrance towards the central court room of the 

building. During the day this staircase can be used as an auditorium for people who 

for example need to prepare their cases before they enter the court room. 

Illustration 3.47
Sectional organisation 
judicial counselling / 
mediation

Illustration 3.46
Spatial position debate space





Illustration 3.48
Impression judicial 
counselling / mediation
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Illustration 3.49
Impression Debate space
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Museum routing
The third additional function is a museum which can be applied to people who 

experience justice as a majestic institute, remote from society. The limitation of this 

experience is that these people perceive the whole performance of the judicial system 

as a threshold which they rather neglect. This also includes the physical appearance of 

a supreme court building. The addition of the museum should lower the threshold for 

people to get involved with the judicial system. This already starts from the outside 

of the supreme court building. The expression of the exposition spaces needs to stand 

out compared to the rest of the buildings expression. 

It’s comparable to the expression of the MAS museum in Antwerp which clearly 

shows an up going routing emphasized by large glass elements that contrast with the 

residual monolith  facade. In part 3 of this chapter will be further discussed how the 

expression of the supreme court building facade contributes to lower the threshold 

for people to visit the museum.

The goal for the integration of a museum is to lower the threshold for people to 

participate in the judicial system. This already starts at the ground floor of the design. 

Before people start with the museum routing they already have been confronted with 

the other two additional public functions, as is rendered in the introduction of this 

part, which illustrates that the judicial system is also a place were the ‘common’ 

people find their justice.

Regarding to the interior composition of the exposition spaces, it is important to 

accommodate a diversity of spaces to establish the possibility to expose different 

kinds of art. This knowledge is translated into the design of the supreme court 

building which is shown in the diagram at the right. The routing starts with an 

exposition space that incorporates multiple functions. The primary duty of this space 

is to perform as a movie theatre as a part of the museum routing, that display movies 

of judicial topics. Besides that, it could also act as a conference room for the supreme 

court. 

The routing continues towards the second exposition space. Before visitors enter the 

space, they are also able to see the court room from above. To improve the experience 

of the museum routing, people are able to see the court room from above. Then they 

enter the second exposition space that contains of a low small configuration. Due to 
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the small amount of windows, this exposition space is relatively dark which is perfect 

for art that doesn’t allow daylighting. This space is intended as a first introduction 

for people to become familiar with the basic knowledge of the justice in which the 

process of the judicial system is displayed. So, when people continue their journey 

through the museum routing, they will understand the function of the supreme court 

building.  

The third exposition space regards the history of justice on a wide spread scale. It 

could include for example the time-line of justice or important historical events. The 

configuration of this space is two stories heigh which allows larger art. This space 

could for example display large paintings or objects. A nice tough of the design is 

the constant relation with the performance of the judicial system itself. During the 

museum routing, sightliness towards the office parts of the building show the process 

of the supreme court. One of the counsel rooms is located at the second floor within 

the third exposition space. 

The end of the third exposition space intersects with the fourth and last exposition. 

This space contains of a more formal character in which temporary art can be exposed. 

The enormous height of this space allows a large diversity of art. After people have 

finished the museum routing they can take the elevator to the ground floor or they 

choose to visit the restaurant that partially intersects with the last exposition space.

Illustration 3.50
Spatial organisation 
museum routing
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Illustration 3.51
Impression exposition 2
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Illustration 3.52
Impression exposition 3
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Illustration 3.53
Impression exposition 4



3.3



R E S U LT S

part 3 - Design strategies ‘Architectural Challenge’

3.3



176

Flexible  building strateg y
The second challenge of this thesis is to design a supreme court building that will 

be operational for a long time. One of the strategies discussed in chapter one is 

polyvalence, which means that a building should be adaptable to the demand of the 

user during the future. The possibility to change increases the chance of a buildings 

preservation. This has led to the implementation of a grid system. A grid system 

inspired on the principles invented by Palladio. His philosophy was to design 

buildings based on the ratio of musical proportions such as: 1:1, 1:2, 4:3, 3:2, 5:3. But, 

he didn’t only applied those ratio’s to single spaces. As described in the book ‘possible 

Palladian villas’, Palladio also used his musical ratios for the layout of complete floor 

plans which has led to the idea of designing a floor plan that is based on a particular 

ratio. A fun fact is that the book translated the Palladian design principles into 

a computer game which was able to create layouts of Palladian villa’s on its own. 

Thinking about it, rational architecture is most of the time a game invented by the 

architect to provide tools that justify the design a building. So, the next step was: 

inventing the game.

One of the design decisions already taken at an early stage of the design process was 

to integrate an atrium that included public functions to establish a visual relation 

between members of society and the performance of the judicial system. This was the 

starting point for the design. The most important space of a supreme court building 

is the court room, were hearings take place and the judgements are done. The central 

square of three by three modules shape the contours of the court room. 

Illustration 3.54
The court room as the 
starting point for the layout 
of the floor plan

Illustration 3.55
Public route embraces the 
central position of the court 
room
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The second step was to organize a larger square around the smaller one. The idea 

behind is that secondary functions are organized around this central organ as is 

shown in the illustration below. This organization was intended to guide the museum 

routing around the most prominent space of the building. 

The third addition of the layout derived from the idea that members of society should 

also be able to perceive the rest of the judicial process from within the building, but 

from a distance. The cases handled in court are confidential which means that the 

public should be kept at a safe distance. This led to the final shape of the floor plan 

layout. A large rectangle overlays the central core. This shape represents the office 

spaces of the supreme court that embrace the central volume of the public route 

and the court room. It’s the main structure of the building which reaches from the 

basement to the top floor.

+

Illustration 3.57
Total overview of the floor 
plan

Illustration 3.56
Combining the public spaces 
with the office layout
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0.9m

7.2m

7.2m

The remaining step is the fill in of the latter discussed volumes. In the collective 

research of this graduation studio we investigated the Timmerhuis in Rotterdam, 

designed by OMA. The main organization of this building is based on a grid which 

is filled in with modules. The same system is chosen in the design of the new 

supreme court building in Brussels. The grid is based on a square of 7.2m x 7.2m. This 

dimension can be divided into smaller parts with a common denominator of 0.9m 

which is a common size for a narrow staircase. This allows a lot of freedom for the 

infill of the module. The other dimensions based on the common denominator of 

0.9m are: 1.8m – 2.7m – 3.6m – 4.5m – 5.4m - 6.3m. Although the overall setup of the 

whole structure of the building is permanent, the variety of the modules will lead to 

a dynamic organization of the floor plans. This sets the base for a flexible system that 

can be changed over time. The illustrations below displays several possibilities for the 

layout of a module. 

Illustration 3.58
Modular system as a 
flexible building strategy
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7.2m

load bearing structure

7.2m

The illustration below shows how the implementation of the modules is arranged 

within the main structure of the building (highlighted by the thicker lines). Each 

square within this layout can change during time. It is even possible to connect 

multiple modules to establish spaces that require a larger set-up. The only restriction 

is the width of 7.2m of the load bearing structure which can’t be changed. So, it’s only 

possible to connect the modules in one direction, but the width of 7.2m should be 

sufficient for the layout of office spaces.

Config uration of  the off ices
Shown in the paragraph ‘Quantitative program employees’, the Belgian Supreme court 

exists out of 157 employees. As the diagram in that paragraph also illustrates is that the 

job descriptions of those people differentiates. The employees of the administration 

for example have different kind of activities compared to a judge. These different 

types of work activities have its effect on the type work environment. The employees 

Illustration 3.59
Implementation of the 
modular system 
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of the administration have to work in a teams. This means that they prefer larger 

open spaces in which they easily can have contact with each other. A judge will prefer 

more privacy. Since this job includes making decisions over peoples lives, it means 

that they will prefer a private office in which they are able to focus. But, besides their 

primary daily activities, employees will sometimes have the preference for other types 

of spaces such as informal meeting spaces or pantries in which informal encounters 

can take place. 

The flexible layout of the floor plan contains of all the right ingredients to address 

these requirements. Image 3.60-3.64 illustrates how the layout of the floor plan 

contributes to the diversity of work spaces. Highlighted in red, each private office 

refers to the work space of a judge. One module fits two offices. The residual space of 

the module is used as a corridor.  This same principle is also applied to the rest of the 

floor plan. The following floor plans highlight the diversity of work spaces.

Illustration 3.60
Private offices

Private office spaces 

for judges

Shared office 

management 

referendary



181

Open office

Formal meeting space

Formal meeting space

Formal meeting space

Open office

Illustration 3.61
Open offices

Illustration 3.62
Meeting spaces

Informal meeting space
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Illustration 3.64
Secondary work 
environment

Illustration 3.63
Service space

Study booth

Study booth
Pantry

Circulation space

Toilets

Circulation space
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Circulation space

Composing the facade
The main difficulty of the design has been the expression of the facade. As also pointed 

out in the museum analysis of the MAS Museum in Antwerp, it was important to 

design a facade that incorporated two architectural languages. One that expresses 

the regular office use and another language that refers to the integration of a public 

routing woven into the building program. The first attempt is shown in illustration 

3.40. The shapes of the arches contrast with the strict grid of the offices. This clearly 

shows two different languages which express the difference between museum and 

office spaces. At the same time, the large contrast of the two languages contradict 

each other to strongly. So, the search continued for an building expression that 

incorporated a language that at the one hand showed a clear separation of the internal 

uses and at the same time performed as one unifying whole.

Illustration 3.65
Facade design during the  
midterm colloquium

Illustration 3.66
Facade design during the  
green light presentation



The facade shown in illustration 3.41 shows these characteristics of two languages 

that also incorporate a similar character. But, it still didn’t work out. The large 

open window frames of the exposition spaces didn’t completely reveal the inside 

performance of the exposition spaces. The position of those large open windows 

thereby also seemed a little random.

The first variant of the facade after the green light (illustration 3.67) incorporated 

a much more harmonious composition of the facade. The type of the elements are 

similar but the differences of the dimensions create a clear distinction between the 

exposition spaces and the office spaces. This was the starting point for the final facade 

composition shown in illustration 3.68.

The result of the organisation of the floor plans reflect into the composition of the 

facade. In the elevation below is displayed that the facade contains of a rational grid. 

At first sight, it’s clear that the building possess a rational character, but the grid of 

7.2m isn’t directly perceivable. Only some elements reveal the internal grid, such as the 

width of the entrance or the widest window frames what refer to the 7.2m grid system. 

Due to the grid of 900mm, all the spaces between the small windows are equally 

divided. A small detail reveals the difference between formal and informal spaces. 

The set-back of the window frames refer to spaces that require privacy. Standing at 

the Poelaertplein it becomes a real game to figure out what all the elements represent. 

Illustration 3.67
First variant towards 
a harmonious facade 
expression



Illustration 3.68
Final facade

7.2m
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Masonry Peterson K71
528x108x37mm

Concrete floor 
cast in situ
300mm

Pre-cast concrete 
facade element 200mm

Cavity for installations

Steel frame for the 
support of the masonry

wooden framework

Oak wooden battens 
37x20mm

black painted wooden 
plates 20mm

Illustration 3.69
Detail 1 - 1:20
Similar dimensions of 
materialisation  wood and 
masonry
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2

1

3

Illustration 3.71
Elevation displaying detail 
2 and 3

Illustration 3.70
Section displays detail 1





Masonry Peterson K71
528x108x37mm

Insulation 100mm

wooden framework

Concrete floor cast 
insitu

Levelling floor 70mm

Pre-cast concrete facade 
element 200mm with a 
polished finish at the 
inside

Concrete lintel 37mm

Aluminium window-frame 
with copper setting

Triple glazing

14400+P

13500+P

17100+P

18000+P

Illustration 3.72
Detail 2 - 1:20
Common facade section



Illustration 3.73
Detail 3 - 1:20
Setback facade entrance



Masonry Peterson K71 
strips
528x20x37mm

Insulation 100mm

Insulation 100mm

wooden framework

Concrete floor cast 
insitu

Levelling floor 70mm

Pre-cast concrete facade 
element 200mm with a 
polished finish at the 
inside

Concrete lintel 37mm

Aluminium window-frame 
with copper setting

Triple glazing

7200+P

6300+P

9900+P

10800+P
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Future cooling demand
The third challenge for the design of a new supreme court building in Brussels deals 

with the increase of a future cooling demand. Due to climate change the atmosphere 

warms up. Currently the heating demand is still higher than the cooling demand. But, 

that will change drastically in the future as is pointed out in part three of the first 

chapter. Therefore it’s important that the design of a new supreme court building 

already responds to this prospect. This part displays several strategies that contributes 

to a decrease of the cooling demand. 

Atrium
The first strategy is the integration of an atrium located at the centre of the building. 

The primary goal for the atrium is to regulate the inside temperature. It creates a slow 

transition between the outside temperature and inside temperature. This principle is 

the most effective during the summer and the winter period. During these seasons the 

temperature is the most extreme. In the summer the average temperature in Brussels 

is 23°C and in the winter the temperature decreases to an average of 3°C (image 3.06). 

During the summer season, when the desire for an inside temperature is 18-20°C, the 

building needs to cool down 3-5°C. The most extreme period is the winter. In order to 

reach an inside temperature of 18-20°C, this means that in the worst case scenario the 

building needs to bridge 15-17°C which is about one third of the total energy demand 

of the building (illustration 1.05).

Image 3.06
Average temperature 
Brussels

D E S I G N  S T R A T E G I E S 
Ecological  chal lenge
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The implementation of an atrium mitigates the amount of energy use for heating and 

cooling as is shown in illustration 3.74. As the illustration shows, the outside layer of 

the building is fully insulated which means that the residual hot air from the offices 

is stored in the atrium. An atrium performs as a buffer zone between the office spaces 

and the outside of the building. The average temperature of 12-16°C in the atrium is 

regulated by a couple of elements. One of the elements is the glass roof of the atrium. 

The glass is heated by the sun and as a result it will become warmer inside the atrium. 

Another aspect is the heat caused by machines and the people who work inside of 

the building. These elements radiate heat and due to the insulated outside layer of 

the building, the extracted hot air will eventually enter the atrium and regulate its 

temperature (illustration 3.75).

The implementation of an atrium results in a decrease of energy demand. Instead of 

bridging 18°C in the winter, assumed that the inside temperature will rise between 

12-and 16°C , this means that there is only a difference of 4-8°C which needs to be 

bridged. Important is that the outer layer of the building exists of a decent insulation 

Illustration 3.74
Seasonal performance 
atrium

Illustration 3.75
Heat storage in the atrium
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3.03
Huart, M.(2017)

that decreases the amount of energy losses through the façade of the building. This is 

not only dependent of the type of insulation. It’s also dependent on the use of triple 

glazing, the connections of the framework of the windows/doors and the compactness 

of the building. Minimizing the amount of building joints will also minimize the 

amount of energy losses. This is also taken into account for the design of the supreme 

court building. The contours of the supreme court building are square which means 

that the amount of joints are minimized.

Besides the positive effect of the stabilized inside temperature, an atrium introduces 

a lot of natural daylight inside. Since a supreme court building is mostly operational 

between 9:00AM and 17:00PM it will be less necessary to use artificial lighting during 

the day. This will also have its positive effect on the buildings energy demand. The 

graph displayed in the third part of the first chapter of this booklet states that 16% 

of the total energy demand for commercial buildings is used for lighting. So, the 

implementation of an atrium will therefore have a large effect on the total energy 

demand of the building. But, these strategies merely derive from a passive strategy. 

The following paragraphs will discuss active strategies such as hybrid ventilation and 

the use of water evaporating cooling. 

Ea rth duct
The challenge to reduce the energy demand for cooling, starts with the search for 

natural resources that could perform as a cooling feature. One of those resources 

is wind. The building plot is situated at a higher part of Brussels, as is shown in 

illustration 3.76. This can be used as the entrance for natural air flows which will 

be heated by the stable ground temperature. In Brussels the ground temperature 

is averagely 15°C.3 This means that the air guided through the tunnel beneath the 

building will be stabilized by the radiation of the ground temperature. The next step 

is to guide the air of 15°C into the building. But, before that can happen it needs to 

be preheated by a heating system. It’s not possible to only use natural ventilation as 

a heating/ventilation device. Especially during the winter. The outside temperature 

will be too low to use it as the input for natural air flows. Therefore the system needs 

to be combined with a heating recovery system. This system extracts the air from the 

outside and preheats it. When the air reaches the right temperature it can be disposed 

into the building. The residual air can be extracted from the offices and the heat from 

that air can be reused for the heating of fresh ingested air from outside. This will 

result in a 95% energy reduction compared to a regular natural ventilation system.
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ground temperature
15°C

Illustration 3.76
Entrance earth duct 

Geothermal  borehole  heat  exchange
This system is also used for the Timmerhuis which was one of the challenges of our 

collective research. The principle of this system also uses the stable temperature of 

the ground as a pre-heating system which is shown in illustration 3.78. Pipes in the 

ground, filled with water use the radiation of the ground temperature to stabilize 

the temperature of the water in the closed system. During the winter, when there is a 

heating demand, water of a stabilized temperature is guided towards a reverse heating 

pump. This pump uses the heat out of the residual air, extracted from the atrium, for 

the heating of new supplied water. As a result, less energy is needed to pre-heat water 

before it can be transported towards the offices. This principle is supported by the air 

extracted out of the earth duct. 

When the season changes and the outside temperature increases, then the principle  

of the geothermal heat exchanger turns around (illustration 3.79). The cooling 

demand of the users will therefore increase. Relatively cool water (15°C), extracted 

from the geothermal heat exchanger, is transported towards the building. During the 

summer, less energy will be needed to bridge the inside demand of the user which is 

approximately 18-20°C. Besides that, due to reasons of the users comfort it’s more 

pleasant to ingest a lower temperature.    

An extra feature is a water evaporating cooling concept (illustration 3.77). This simply 

means that cool water is evaporated into the air which cools down the temperature in 

the atrium. In the building this is expressed by a large waterfall in the entrance hall 

of the building (illustration 3.77). During the warmer days this system supports the 

geothermal heat exchanger to reduce the amount of energy needed for cooling and 

help to establish a balanced indoor temperature (illustration 3.79). 
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Illustration 3.77
Waterfalls at the entrance 
perform as water cooling 
through evaporation



Illustration 3.78
Heating strategies in the 
winter



Illustration 3.79
Cooling strategies in the 
summer



R E F L E C T I O N

This graduation studio was constructed out of three main topics: architecture, justice and 

sustainability. Since we had to design a supreme court building, the first two subjects –

architecture and justice- can be directly linked to this particular architectural typology. 

At first, the third main topic of this graduation studio, sustainability, seemed not that 

closely related to the design of a supreme court building. In the beginning of this thesis, 

I perceived sustainability merely as an ecological issue dealing with energy flows and 

the reduction of CO2 pollution. To be honest, in the beginning I expected to design a 

supreme court building in which I later in the process could apply some sustainability 

features and that’s it. Gradually it occurred that sustainability means much more than 

that. It turned out that its relation to architecture and justice is indispensable on several 

levels especially with regard to the societal role of a supreme court building. 

This societal role currently only relates to its primary duty: adjudicate. Research has 

showed that the societal role of a supreme court building can be extended to a broader 

perspective which can be transformed into challenges. A challenge that includes the 

desire of members of society to be involved within the judicial system, a challenge 

that contributes to the vital image of the judicial system/supreme court building and 

a challenge that incorporates a societal awareness for global warming. These three 

challenges shape the guidelines for the design of the new supreme court building which 

have led to the main research question:

How can a supreme court building stimulate a global understanding of and participation in the 

judicial system and perform as a sustainable building?

Challenge 1
Research has pointed out that the current performance of judicial system needs to 

become more transparent on three level (observation, intelligibility and criticism) in 

order to maintain its societal image. The integration of the museum routing, judicial 

counselling/mediation and a debate space in the design of the supreme court building 

address all three desires for more transparency in the judicial system. A museum 

routing provides a journey through the performance of the supreme court building. 

It allows people to observe the judicial process and become familiar with justice. The 

implementation of judicial counselling/mediation in the design of the supreme court 

helps people to understand judicial content and find their justice. The incorporation 

of a debate space creates a platform for people where they are allowed to share critique 

or ask questions. This will result in a better understanding of justice and contribute to 

maintain the societal image of the judicial system.



Challenge 2
The second challenge was to create a supreme court building for a long term use. The 

implementation of a flexible building strategy will enable a supreme court building 

is able to adapt in the future. The combination of a permanent structure and the 

dynamics of the modular system provide the ability to change to the desire of its users. 

The refinement of the detailing and the implementation of great spaces will result in 

appreciation by its users and the members of society which in the end will increase the 

societal sense of preserving the building for a long time. This societal sense to preserve 

the building is strengthened by the cultural value of the architectural typology of a 

supreme court building and the addition of a museum.

Challenge 3
Due to global warming, the average outside temperature will increase. This means that 

the cooling demand for buildings will also increase. The third design challenge was to 

make use of natural resources and passive strategies to establish an energy reduction for 

cooling and heating. The strategies applied to the building work together as one system. 

A hybrid ventilation system and a geothermal borehole heat exchange system use the 

constant temperature of the earth to minimize the energy needed to heat or cool the 

interior spaces. These systems are combined with the implementation of an atrium in 

the building. The atrium acts as a buffer zone that stores the residual heating which 

can be reused for the heating/cooling of new ingested fresh air and water. This will also 

contribute to the reduction of energy needed for cooling and heating during the year. 

Conclusion
With the integration of new public functions, durable building strategies and the use of 

natural resources to reduce the amount of energy use, my design of a new supreme court 

building has proven to incorporate a wide societal support on a social, architectural 

and ecological level. In the end, justice and sustainability can be defined as the same 

which is proven by the design. The applied design strategies will result in a building that 

accommodates social-, architectural- and ecological justice/sustainability.
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