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Figure 1: Appropriation of a public space - By author

RUE DU BRABANT,

Schaerbeek, Belgique

PLACE COMMUNALE MOLENBEEK,

Molenbeek, Belgique

Analyse

La rue du Brabant à Schaerbeek et la place Communale de Molenbeek sont deux 
pôles commerciaux populaires de Bruxelles, marqués par une forte présence de 
commerces issus de l’immigration. Depuis les années 1970-1980, ces quartiers ont 
vu l’émergence de nombreux magasins tenus par des commerçants maghrébins, 
turcs et africains, transformant progressivement le paysage commercial.

Les deux espaces partagent une ambiance dense et animée, où le commerce déborde 
souvent sur l’espace public : vitrines chargées, marchandises à l’extérieur, interac-
tions sociales sur les trottoirs. Cette appropriation de la rue rend l’espace vivant, 
mais soulève aussi des défis en matière d’aménagement, de mobilité et de propreté.

Depuis les années 2000, des politiques de régulation et de revitalisation tentent d’en-
cadrer ces pratiques, avec des réaménagements urbains, des rénovations de façades 
et une volonté de “monter en gamme”. Mais ces dynamiques soulèvent des tensions 
entre logiques institutionnelles de modernisation et pratiques commerciales locales 
profondément ancrées dans le tissu social.

Leçons

L’appropriation de l’espace public et des façades commerçantes, observée notam-
ment dans des quartiers comme la rue du Brabant ou la place Communale de Mo-
lenbeek, illustre une manière populaire et vivante de faire la ville. À travers leurs 
pratiques quotidiennes, les commerçants transforment l’espace urbain en un lieu 
d’échange, de sociabilité et d’identité. Les trottoirs deviennent des extensions des 
boutiques, les devantures se chargent de signes culturels, et la rue devient un espace 
animé, au croisement du commerce, de la rencontre et de la visibilité communau-
taire.

Cette dynamique, bien qu’elle puisse parfois entrer en tension avec les normes de 
l’urbanisme classique, témoigne d’une appropriation active et créative de la ville. Elle 
interroge les politiques publiques : comment réguler sans étouffer ? Comment re-
connaître la légitimité de ces formes hybrides d’urbanité sans imposer des standards 
uniformes ? Ces espaces nous rappellent que la ville est plurielle, façonnée par des 
usages multiples, et qu’une approche plus souple, inclusive et contextuelle est es-
sentielle pour construire une cohabitation harmonieuse entre les différentes façons 
d’habiter et de faire vivre l’espace urbain.
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FROM PROJECTED TO LIVED SPACE

As part of the thesis process, a group reflection on the theme of spatial appropriation, 
focusing on the on the transition of designed space to lived space. To create a common 
basis and link our separate research, an introductive text, written in French, was created 
within the collective research framework. What follow is the concluding section of 
that collaborative exploration.

« Vous savez, c’est toujours la vie qui a raison, l’architecte qui a tort … »

Lefebvre distingue l’espace conçu, imposé, de l’espace vécu, façonné par l’usage 
quotidien et les besoins réels des habitants. L’appropriation, loin de se limiter à la 
propriété légale, désigne la manière dont un espace est habité, pratiqué, transformé, 
jusqu’à devenir un « chez-soi » ou un lieu porteur de sens. L’exemple d’Haussmann 
illustre une appropriation par le pouvoir, via le contrôle visuel et la transformation 
autoritaire de la ville, là où Lefebvre valorise des formes d’appropriation plus 
populaires, plus libres. Même dans des espaces contraints, comme les logements conçus 
par d’autres, les habitants adaptent, détournent, personnalisent. L’espace est donc une 
production sociale, et l’acte d’habiter devient un acte d’ajustement, de résistance ou de 
réinvention.

Dans son livre consacré à Pessac, Philippe Boudon met en lumière ces tensions entre 
les intentions de l’architecte et les usages réels des habitants. Il s’appuie pour cela sur 
l’analyse des 70 maisons construites par Le Corbusier à Pessac, près de Bordeaux. 
Quarante ans après leur réalisation, les 70 maisons ont été largement modif iées ; 
couleurs effacées, fenêtres raccourcies, patios refermés, terrasses recouvertes, pilotis 
comblés, cabanes ajoutées... Malgré la standardisation d’origine, les habitants ont 
personnalisé leurs logements, générant un fort sentiment d’appropriation et de 
valorisation. L’ensemble semblait délabré mais reflétait surtout un décalage profond 
entre les intentions de l’architecte et les besoins concrets et évolutifs des habitants. Ce 
débat dépasse le cas de Pessac : il touche à un phénomène plus large, celui du décalage 
structurel entre la conception architecturale et l’appropriation par les habitants, dont 
les besoins et usages évoluent dans le temps. Si l’on considère l’architecture comme une 
forme f igée, pensée pour durer dans sa forme d’origine, alors Pessac pourrait sembler 
un échec. Mais si, au contraire, on y voit une matière vivante, faite pour être habitée, 
adaptée, parfois même détournée, alors ces transformations deviennent le signe même 
de sa réussite.



Figure 2: Collective appropriation of housing - By Guennouni, K.

Climat de France,
Algiers, Algeria
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A l’échelle du public, l’appropriation de l’espace prend la forme d’“usage autonome”, 
fondé sur la possibilité d’interagir librement avec son espace, sans contraintes.1 A l’instar 
du plan haussmannien à Paris, conçu pour cadrer les comportements dans l’espace 
public, les politiques actuelles de régulation visent à encadrer les pratiques informelles 
observées notamment sur la rue du Brabant à Schaerbeek et la place Communale de 
Molenbeek. Face à ces interventions, les individus peuvent réagir de façons passive, en 
s’y confrontant, ou activement, en adaptant l’espace à leurs besoins.2 

La rue du Brabant et la place Communale partagent une ambiance animée où les 
activités commerciales débordent sur l’espace public : marchandises à l’extérieurs, 
vitrines chargées, interactions sociales sur les trottoirs. Cette appropriation s’explique 
par le statut semi-public des commerces : bien qu’ils appartiennent au domaine privé, 
leur ouverture sur la rue facilite leur extension dans l’espace public. Leurs pratiques 
quotidiennes transforment ces espaces en lieux d’échange, de sociabilité et d’aff irmation 
identitaire.

Ce phénomène témoigne d’une appropriation de la ville et interroge les politiques 
urbaines. Comment encadrer sans étouffer ? Comment reconnaitre la légitimité de ces 
activités sans imposer des normes déconnectées des réalités locales ?

Le projet Climat de France met en lumière les limites d’une conception f igée. Pensés 
à l’origine pour des familles restreintes, les logements ont dû être adaptés par leurs 
occupants pour répondre à des réalités plus complexes : familles nombreuses, séparation 
des genres, manque d’intimité. Des cloisons sont rajoutées pour créer de l’intimité 
au sein du logement, des modif ications qui condamnent l’usage du séjour, devenu 
un espace reconfiguré chaque matin, par la pose d’une simple table basse autour de 
laquelle la famille se rassemble, à même le sol, une fois les matelas rangés. À l’échelle 
de l’immeuble, les habitants s’approprient les rez-de-chaussée en ouvrant des accès 
secondaires ou en agrandissant les logements sur les coursives. Et à l’échelle du grand 
collectif, la place centrale, laissée vide à l’origine, se transforme en marché informel le 
matin, terrain de football le soir, et lieu de sociabilité pour les jeunes garçons. L’écart 
entre l’espace conçu et l’espace vécu a donné lieu à une multitude d’appropriations, 
éphémères ou permanentes, révélant la richesse des usages réels face à la rigidité du 
projet initial.

1	  Bourdier, M., (2022). L’étude des usages et des formes d’appropriation de l’espace public par l’étude de cas de la 
place de la République à Metz
2	  Bourdier, M., (2022). L’étude des usages et des formes d’appropriation de l’espace public par l’étude de cas de la 
place de la République à Metz



Figure 3: Individual appropriation of housing - By Guénézan, C.

NID D’ABEILLE,
Casablanca, Maroc

LA ROUE CITÉ JARDIN,
Anderlecht, Belgique

Analyse

“Construite en 1957 à Alger, Climat de France est une cité monumentale réal-
isée par l’architecte Fernand Pouillon. Conçue pour pacifier une Algérie en plein 
conflit avec la France, la cité est devenue un ghetto surpeuplé. Le photographe 
Stéphane Couturier a posé son regard sur ce lieu chargé d’histoire. Cette archi-
tecture est sans mépris. Pour la première fois peut-être dans les temps mod-
ernes, nous avions installé des hommes dans un monument. Et ces hommes qui 
étaient les plus pauvres de l’Algérie pauvre, le comprirent. Climat de France fut 
l’un de ces trois ensembles. Tourné vers la mer, il domine le quartier populaire 
de Babel-Oued. Pouillon le conçut comme une ville dans la ville, avec des escal-
iers monumentaux et un immeuble principal qui s’organise autour d’une longue 
place de 233 x 38 mètres, rythmée par des colonnes blanches qui donnent à 
l’ensemble des airs d’une toile de Giorgio De Chiricho. La place, bordée de cour-
sives qui abritent des boutiques, fut spontanément baptisée par les habitants « la 
place des deux cents colonnes » 

Chrystel Chabert, « Une Utopie Brisée, Regards Sur la Cité “Climat de France” »

Leçons

La petite superficie des logements du bâtiment Nid d’abeille à Casablanca a 
poussé les habitants à s’approprier les espaces extérieurs comme une extension 
essentielle de leur cadre de vie. La présence initiale des sanitaires sur les balcons 
a renforcé cette dynamique d’occupation. La façade en damier, alternant pleins 
et vides, a généré des zones semi-intimes ( à l’image du patio marocain) favorise 
des formes d’appropriation individualisées. Cette configuration, combinée à la 
hauteur inhabituelle des murets (1,80 m), a contribué à créer des espaces clos, 
propices à leur transformation. Progressivement, les balcons ont été fermés par 
de la maçonnerie et des fenêtres, devenant de véritables pièces supplémentaires, 
venant compenser les limites des intérieurs. Par ailleurs, la structure porteuse 
des balcons, soutenue par des piliers plutôt que suspendue, a permis l’extension 
des planchers et élargi les possibilités d’aménagement. Ce processus d’adapta-
tion illustre la manière dont les habitants ont su détourner les contraintes archi-
tecturales pour modeler des espaces à leur image, entre exigence fonctionnelle 
et quête d’intimité.

Analyse

Dans le quartier de La Roue à Anderlecht, les habitants ont progressivement 
transformé leur habitation, s’appropriant les maisons initialement conçues dans 
un style uniforme. Construit dans les années 1920 comme cité-jardin, le quarti-
er offrait des logements modestes mais fonctionnels, pensés selon des principes 
d’urbanisme social. Au fil du temps, les habitants ont modifié leurs maisons en 
fonction de leurs besoins. Dans un premier temps, des salles de bains et cuisines 
ont été ajoutées, puis par manque de place, ces transformations ont conduit à 
l’agrandissement des espaces intérieurs, grâce à l’ajout d’annexe et de vérandas. 
Les façades ont aussi été modifiées, avec des changements de portes et châssis, 
puis des enduits, et isolation par l’extérieur. Les jardins de devant sont aussi 
progressivement devenus des parkings, avec l’ajoute de pavés et bitume. Aujo-
urd’hui, on constate aussi des modifications de toiture nombreuses par l’ajout 
de velux, le changement de couverture, et la conversion des greniers en cham-
bres. C’est pourquoi certaines maisons arborent aujourd’hui des couleurs, des 
matériaux ou des détails architecturaux qui rompent avec le style d’origine. Ces 
interventions révèlent une appropriation active du bâti.

Leçons

Dans de nombreux quartiers résidentiels conçus au début du XXe siècle, les 
habitations pouvaient individuelles disposer d’un jardin à l’avant et à l’arrière, 
ainsi que de combles sous les toits. On peut associer ces éléments à une vision 
hygiéniste et familiale de l’habitat, mais ils sont devenus des atouts pour l’appro-
priation et de transformation par les habitants du logement. Le jardin arrière, 
espace intime et protégé, offrant une opportunité naturelle pour agrandir les 
habitations, de nombreux foyers y ont construit des annexes, qu’il s’agisse de 
vérandas, de cuisines étendues, d’ateliers ou de pièces de vie supplémentaires. 
Ces extensions permettent d’adapter le logement à des besoins évolutifs, sans 
en modifier la façade principale. À l’avant, l’espace initialement pour la mise à 
distance de la rue a souvent été converti en place de stationnement. Cette réaf-
fectation traduit les changements dans les modes de vie, et répond à des besoins 
contemporains. Les combles sous les toits, autrefois peu utilisés ou relégués au 
simple rôle de grenier, sont devenus une ressource précieuse pour pallier le 
manque d’espace. Leur aménagement en chambres, ou bureaux a permis d’aug-
menter la surface habitable sans étendre l’emprise au sol.
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Casablanca, Maroc

LA ROUE CITÉ JARDIN,
Anderlecht, Belgique

Analyse

“Construite en 1957 à Alger, Climat de France est une cité monumentale réal-
isée par l’architecte Fernand Pouillon. Conçue pour pacifier une Algérie en plein 
conflit avec la France, la cité est devenue un ghetto surpeuplé. Le photographe 
Stéphane Couturier a posé son regard sur ce lieu chargé d’histoire. Cette archi-
tecture est sans mépris. Pour la première fois peut-être dans les temps mod-
ernes, nous avions installé des hommes dans un monument. Et ces hommes qui 
étaient les plus pauvres de l’Algérie pauvre, le comprirent. Climat de France fut 
l’un de ces trois ensembles. Tourné vers la mer, il domine le quartier populaire 
de Babel-Oued. Pouillon le conçut comme une ville dans la ville, avec des escal-
iers monumentaux et un immeuble principal qui s’organise autour d’une longue 
place de 233 x 38 mètres, rythmée par des colonnes blanches qui donnent à 
l’ensemble des airs d’une toile de Giorgio De Chiricho. La place, bordée de cour-
sives qui abritent des boutiques, fut spontanément baptisée par les habitants « la 
place des deux cents colonnes » 

Chrystel Chabert, « Une Utopie Brisée, Regards Sur la Cité “Climat de France” »

Leçons

La petite superficie des logements du bâtiment Nid d’abeille à Casablanca a 
poussé les habitants à s’approprier les espaces extérieurs comme une extension 
essentielle de leur cadre de vie. La présence initiale des sanitaires sur les balcons 
a renforcé cette dynamique d’occupation. La façade en damier, alternant pleins 
et vides, a généré des zones semi-intimes ( à l’image du patio marocain) favorise 
des formes d’appropriation individualisées. Cette configuration, combinée à la 
hauteur inhabituelle des murets (1,80 m), a contribué à créer des espaces clos, 
propices à leur transformation. Progressivement, les balcons ont été fermés par 
de la maçonnerie et des fenêtres, devenant de véritables pièces supplémentaires, 
venant compenser les limites des intérieurs. Par ailleurs, la structure porteuse 
des balcons, soutenue par des piliers plutôt que suspendue, a permis l’extension 
des planchers et élargi les possibilités d’aménagement. Ce processus d’adapta-
tion illustre la manière dont les habitants ont su détourner les contraintes archi-
tecturales pour modeler des espaces à leur image, entre exigence fonctionnelle 
et quête d’intimité.

Analyse

Dans le quartier de La Roue à Anderlecht, les habitants ont progressivement 
transformé leur habitation, s’appropriant les maisons initialement conçues dans 
un style uniforme. Construit dans les années 1920 comme cité-jardin, le quarti-
er offrait des logements modestes mais fonctionnels, pensés selon des principes 
d’urbanisme social. Au fil du temps, les habitants ont modifié leurs maisons en 
fonction de leurs besoins. Dans un premier temps, des salles de bains et cuisines 
ont été ajoutées, puis par manque de place, ces transformations ont conduit à 
l’agrandissement des espaces intérieurs, grâce à l’ajout d’annexe et de vérandas. 
Les façades ont aussi été modifiées, avec des changements de portes et châssis, 
puis des enduits, et isolation par l’extérieur. Les jardins de devant sont aussi 
progressivement devenus des parkings, avec l’ajoute de pavés et bitume. Aujo-
urd’hui, on constate aussi des modifications de toiture nombreuses par l’ajout 
de velux, le changement de couverture, et la conversion des greniers en cham-
bres. C’est pourquoi certaines maisons arborent aujourd’hui des couleurs, des 
matériaux ou des détails architecturaux qui rompent avec le style d’origine. Ces 
interventions révèlent une appropriation active du bâti.

Leçons

Dans de nombreux quartiers résidentiels conçus au début du XXe siècle, les 
habitations pouvaient individuelles disposer d’un jardin à l’avant et à l’arrière, 
ainsi que de combles sous les toits. On peut associer ces éléments à une vision 
hygiéniste et familiale de l’habitat, mais ils sont devenus des atouts pour l’appro-
priation et de transformation par les habitants du logement. Le jardin arrière, 
espace intime et protégé, offrant une opportunité naturelle pour agrandir les 
habitations, de nombreux foyers y ont construit des annexes, qu’il s’agisse de 
vérandas, de cuisines étendues, d’ateliers ou de pièces de vie supplémentaires. 
Ces extensions permettent d’adapter le logement à des besoins évolutifs, sans 
en modifier la façade principale. À l’avant, l’espace initialement pour la mise à 
distance de la rue a souvent été converti en place de stationnement. Cette réaf-
fectation traduit les changements dans les modes de vie, et répond à des besoins 
contemporains. Les combles sous les toits, autrefois peu utilisés ou relégués au 
simple rôle de grenier, sont devenus une ressource précieuse pour pallier le 
manque d’espace. Leur aménagement en chambres, ou bureaux a permis d’aug-
menter la surface habitable sans étendre l’emprise au sol.
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Casablanca, Morocco

NID D’ABEILLE,
Casablanca, Maroc

LA ROUE CITÉ JARDIN,
Anderlecht, Belgique

Analyse

“Construite en 1957 à Alger, Climat de France est une cité monumentale réal-
isée par l’architecte Fernand Pouillon. Conçue pour pacifier une Algérie en plein 
conflit avec la France, la cité est devenue un ghetto surpeuplé. Le photographe 
Stéphane Couturier a posé son regard sur ce lieu chargé d’histoire. Cette archi-
tecture est sans mépris. Pour la première fois peut-être dans les temps mod-
ernes, nous avions installé des hommes dans un monument. Et ces hommes qui 
étaient les plus pauvres de l’Algérie pauvre, le comprirent. Climat de France fut 
l’un de ces trois ensembles. Tourné vers la mer, il domine le quartier populaire 
de Babel-Oued. Pouillon le conçut comme une ville dans la ville, avec des escal-
iers monumentaux et un immeuble principal qui s’organise autour d’une longue 
place de 233 x 38 mètres, rythmée par des colonnes blanches qui donnent à 
l’ensemble des airs d’une toile de Giorgio De Chiricho. La place, bordée de cour-
sives qui abritent des boutiques, fut spontanément baptisée par les habitants « la 
place des deux cents colonnes » 

Chrystel Chabert, « Une Utopie Brisée, Regards Sur la Cité “Climat de France” »

Leçons

La petite superficie des logements du bâtiment Nid d’abeille à Casablanca a 
poussé les habitants à s’approprier les espaces extérieurs comme une extension 
essentielle de leur cadre de vie. La présence initiale des sanitaires sur les balcons 
a renforcé cette dynamique d’occupation. La façade en damier, alternant pleins 
et vides, a généré des zones semi-intimes ( à l’image du patio marocain) favorise 
des formes d’appropriation individualisées. Cette configuration, combinée à la 
hauteur inhabituelle des murets (1,80 m), a contribué à créer des espaces clos, 
propices à leur transformation. Progressivement, les balcons ont été fermés par 
de la maçonnerie et des fenêtres, devenant de véritables pièces supplémentaires, 
venant compenser les limites des intérieurs. Par ailleurs, la structure porteuse 
des balcons, soutenue par des piliers plutôt que suspendue, a permis l’extension 
des planchers et élargi les possibilités d’aménagement. Ce processus d’adapta-
tion illustre la manière dont les habitants ont su détourner les contraintes archi-
tecturales pour modeler des espaces à leur image, entre exigence fonctionnelle 
et quête d’intimité.

Analyse

Dans le quartier de La Roue à Anderlecht, les habitants ont progressivement 
transformé leur habitation, s’appropriant les maisons initialement conçues dans 
un style uniforme. Construit dans les années 1920 comme cité-jardin, le quarti-
er offrait des logements modestes mais fonctionnels, pensés selon des principes 
d’urbanisme social. Au fil du temps, les habitants ont modifié leurs maisons en 
fonction de leurs besoins. Dans un premier temps, des salles de bains et cuisines 
ont été ajoutées, puis par manque de place, ces transformations ont conduit à 
l’agrandissement des espaces intérieurs, grâce à l’ajout d’annexe et de vérandas. 
Les façades ont aussi été modifiées, avec des changements de portes et châssis, 
puis des enduits, et isolation par l’extérieur. Les jardins de devant sont aussi 
progressivement devenus des parkings, avec l’ajoute de pavés et bitume. Aujo-
urd’hui, on constate aussi des modifications de toiture nombreuses par l’ajout 
de velux, le changement de couverture, et la conversion des greniers en cham-
bres. C’est pourquoi certaines maisons arborent aujourd’hui des couleurs, des 
matériaux ou des détails architecturaux qui rompent avec le style d’origine. Ces 
interventions révèlent une appropriation active du bâti.

Leçons

Dans de nombreux quartiers résidentiels conçus au début du XXe siècle, les 
habitations pouvaient individuelles disposer d’un jardin à l’avant et à l’arrière, 
ainsi que de combles sous les toits. On peut associer ces éléments à une vision 
hygiéniste et familiale de l’habitat, mais ils sont devenus des atouts pour l’appro-
priation et de transformation par les habitants du logement. Le jardin arrière, 
espace intime et protégé, offrant une opportunité naturelle pour agrandir les 
habitations, de nombreux foyers y ont construit des annexes, qu’il s’agisse de 
vérandas, de cuisines étendues, d’ateliers ou de pièces de vie supplémentaires. 
Ces extensions permettent d’adapter le logement à des besoins évolutifs, sans 
en modifier la façade principale. À l’avant, l’espace initialement pour la mise à 
distance de la rue a souvent été converti en place de stationnement. Cette réaf-
fectation traduit les changements dans les modes de vie, et répond à des besoins 
contemporains. Les combles sous les toits, autrefois peu utilisés ou relégués au 
simple rôle de grenier, sont devenus une ressource précieuse pour pallier le 
manque d’espace. Leur aménagement en chambres, ou bureaux a permis d’aug-
menter la surface habitable sans étendre l’emprise au sol.

Panorama - Re-questioning the traditional models
LBARC2239 - Atelier de TFE : Typologies- 2024-2025
Charles Guénézan, Kawtar Guennouni, Elise Kinsoen

Confort et 
bien-être

Intimité et contrôle 
de l’espace

Inadaptibilité et 
manque et spatial

Besoin de lien 
social

Besoins vitaux et 
fonctionnels 

Expression de soi et 
culture

Confort et 
bien-être

Intimité et contrôle 
de l’espace

Inadaptibilité et 
manque et spatial

Besoin de lien 
social

Besoins vitaux et 
fonctionnels 

Expression de soi et 
culture

NID D’ABEILLE,
Casablanca, Maroc

LA ROUE CITÉ JARDIN,
Anderlecht, Belgique

Analyse

“Construite en 1957 à Alger, Climat de France est une cité monumentale réal-
isée par l’architecte Fernand Pouillon. Conçue pour pacifier une Algérie en plein 
conflit avec la France, la cité est devenue un ghetto surpeuplé. Le photographe 
Stéphane Couturier a posé son regard sur ce lieu chargé d’histoire. Cette archi-
tecture est sans mépris. Pour la première fois peut-être dans les temps mod-
ernes, nous avions installé des hommes dans un monument. Et ces hommes qui 
étaient les plus pauvres de l’Algérie pauvre, le comprirent. Climat de France fut 
l’un de ces trois ensembles. Tourné vers la mer, il domine le quartier populaire 
de Babel-Oued. Pouillon le conçut comme une ville dans la ville, avec des escal-
iers monumentaux et un immeuble principal qui s’organise autour d’une longue 
place de 233 x 38 mètres, rythmée par des colonnes blanches qui donnent à 
l’ensemble des airs d’une toile de Giorgio De Chiricho. La place, bordée de cour-
sives qui abritent des boutiques, fut spontanément baptisée par les habitants « la 
place des deux cents colonnes » 

Chrystel Chabert, « Une Utopie Brisée, Regards Sur la Cité “Climat de France” »

Leçons

La petite superficie des logements du bâtiment Nid d’abeille à Casablanca a 
poussé les habitants à s’approprier les espaces extérieurs comme une extension 
essentielle de leur cadre de vie. La présence initiale des sanitaires sur les balcons 
a renforcé cette dynamique d’occupation. La façade en damier, alternant pleins 
et vides, a généré des zones semi-intimes ( à l’image du patio marocain) favorise 
des formes d’appropriation individualisées. Cette configuration, combinée à la 
hauteur inhabituelle des murets (1,80 m), a contribué à créer des espaces clos, 
propices à leur transformation. Progressivement, les balcons ont été fermés par 
de la maçonnerie et des fenêtres, devenant de véritables pièces supplémentaires, 
venant compenser les limites des intérieurs. Par ailleurs, la structure porteuse 
des balcons, soutenue par des piliers plutôt que suspendue, a permis l’extension 
des planchers et élargi les possibilités d’aménagement. Ce processus d’adapta-
tion illustre la manière dont les habitants ont su détourner les contraintes archi-
tecturales pour modeler des espaces à leur image, entre exigence fonctionnelle 
et quête d’intimité.

Analyse

Dans le quartier de La Roue à Anderlecht, les habitants ont progressivement 
transformé leur habitation, s’appropriant les maisons initialement conçues dans 
un style uniforme. Construit dans les années 1920 comme cité-jardin, le quarti-
er offrait des logements modestes mais fonctionnels, pensés selon des principes 
d’urbanisme social. Au fil du temps, les habitants ont modifié leurs maisons en 
fonction de leurs besoins. Dans un premier temps, des salles de bains et cuisines 
ont été ajoutées, puis par manque de place, ces transformations ont conduit à 
l’agrandissement des espaces intérieurs, grâce à l’ajout d’annexe et de vérandas. 
Les façades ont aussi été modifiées, avec des changements de portes et châssis, 
puis des enduits, et isolation par l’extérieur. Les jardins de devant sont aussi 
progressivement devenus des parkings, avec l’ajoute de pavés et bitume. Aujo-
urd’hui, on constate aussi des modifications de toiture nombreuses par l’ajout 
de velux, le changement de couverture, et la conversion des greniers en cham-
bres. C’est pourquoi certaines maisons arborent aujourd’hui des couleurs, des 
matériaux ou des détails architecturaux qui rompent avec le style d’origine. Ces 
interventions révèlent une appropriation active du bâti.

Leçons

Dans de nombreux quartiers résidentiels conçus au début du XXe siècle, les 
habitations pouvaient individuelles disposer d’un jardin à l’avant et à l’arrière, 
ainsi que de combles sous les toits. On peut associer ces éléments à une vision 
hygiéniste et familiale de l’habitat, mais ils sont devenus des atouts pour l’appro-
priation et de transformation par les habitants du logement. Le jardin arrière, 
espace intime et protégé, offrant une opportunité naturelle pour agrandir les 
habitations, de nombreux foyers y ont construit des annexes, qu’il s’agisse de 
vérandas, de cuisines étendues, d’ateliers ou de pièces de vie supplémentaires. 
Ces extensions permettent d’adapter le logement à des besoins évolutifs, sans 
en modifier la façade principale. À l’avant, l’espace initialement pour la mise à 
distance de la rue a souvent été converti en place de stationnement. Cette réaf-
fectation traduit les changements dans les modes de vie, et répond à des besoins 
contemporains. Les combles sous les toits, autrefois peu utilisés ou relégués au 
simple rôle de grenier, sont devenus une ressource précieuse pour pallier le 
manque d’espace. Leur aménagement en chambres, ou bureaux a permis d’aug-
menter la surface habitable sans étendre l’emprise au sol.
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Bien que les logements d’un grand ensemble moderniste partagent un même plan, 
leur appropriation par ceux qui les habitent sont bien différentes. Cependant, ces 
appropriations naissent d’un besoin, mais aussi d’une opportunité. Les petites 
superf icies des logements du bâtiment Nid d’abeille à Casablanca ont poussées 
les habitants à s’approprier les espaces extérieurs, devant une extension essentielle 
pour améliorer leur cadre de vie. La présence initiale des sanitaires sur les balcons a 
renforcé cette dynamique d’occupation. La façade en damier, alternant pleins et 
vides, génère des zones semi-intimes (à l’image du patio marocain) et favorise des 
formes d’appropriation individualisées. Cette configuration, combinée à la hauteur 
inhabituelle des murets (1,80 m), a contribué à créer des espaces clos, propices à leur 
transformation. Progressivement, les balcons ont été fermés par de la maçonnerie et des 
fenêtres, devenant de véritables pièces supplémentaires, venant compenser les limites 
des intérieurs. Par ailleurs, la structure porteuse des balcons, soutenue par des piliers 
plutôt que suspendue, a permis l’extension des planchers et a élargi les possibilités 
d’aménagement. Ce processus d’adaptation illustre la manière dont les habitants ont su 
détourner les contraintes architecturales pour modeler des espaces à leur image, entre 
exigence fonctionnelle et quête d’intimité.

Dans de nombreux quartiers résidentiels conçus au début du XXe siècle, les habitations 
pouvaient disposer individuellement d’un jardin à l’avant et à l’arrière, ainsi que de 
combles sous les toits. C’est par exemple le cas pour la cité jardin de La Roue à Anderlecht 
construite à partir de 1920. On peut associer ces éléments à une vision hygiéniste et 
familiale de l’habitat, mais ces éléments d’architectures sont devenus des atouts pour 
l’appropriation et de transformation du logement par les habitants. Le jardin arrière, 
espace intime et protégé, offre une opportunité naturelle pour agrandir les habitations. 
De nombreux foyers y ont construit des annexes, qu’il s’agisse de vérandas, de cuisines 
étendues, d’ateliers ou de pièces de vie supplémentaires. Ces extensions permettent 
d’adapter le logement à des besoins évolutifs, sans en modif ier la façade principale. 
À l’avant, l’espace initialement prévu pour la mise à distance de la rue a souvent été 
converti en place de stationnement. Cette réaffectation traduit les changements 
dans les modes de vie, et répond à des besoins contemporains. Les combles sous les 
toits, autrefois peu utilisés ou relégués au simple rôle de grenier, sont devenus une 
ressource précieuse pour pallier le manque d’espace. Leur aménagement en chambres 
ou bureaux, a permis d’augmenter la surface habitable. Aujourd’hui, certaines maisons 
arborent des couleurs, des matériaux ou des détails architecturaux qui rompent avec 
le style d’origine. Le processus d’appropriation se prolonge à l’extérieur et devient un 
symbole qui rompt avec “l’ensemble” et se voit depuis l’espace public.
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Conclusion

On remarque alors, qu’à toutes les échelles de l’espace, l’appropriation apparait, 
passant de l’espace conçu à l’espace vécu. Pour beaucoup, l’appropriation nait du 
besoin d’adaptation, que cela soit pour combler des manques, ou mieux répondre à 
des pratiques culturelles. Bien que ces espaces aient tous été conçus pour répondre 
à un usage spécif ique, l’architecture est en réalité devenue une opportunité, comme 
une toile de tableau que l’on viendrait compléter. Toutes ces appropriations nous 
rappellent que la ville n’est jamais réellement f igée. La ville reste en perpétuelle 
négociation entre cadre formel et les usages réels. Toutefois, il est important de retenir 
qu’à travers ces projets, l’appropriation ne traduit pas un échec de conception, mais 
constitue au contraire une richesse d’usages, même si dans certains cas, tous les usages 
n’avaient pas été anticipés. Lors de la conception d’un projet, il faut donc toujours 
garder cela à l’esprit, c’est-à-dire penser en termes d’espaces flexibles, évolutifs avec 
des marges de liberté : seuils actifs, volumes latents, structures prédisposées ou même 
structures qui appellent aux transformations. C’est aussi reconnaître la diversité des 
manières d’habiter, et concevoir des cadres qui laissent place à cette diversité.





Figure 4a : Matongé’s actors and their thoughts - By author

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a 
lot of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery 
isn’t in its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. 
We are really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on 
Saturdays. It’s all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are 

mamas everywhere.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are all 

together, but still in our little corner.
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ENTERING THE IN-BETWEEN

“With everything said about Matongé, through media, and stories of 
friends or mutual friends, it is scary to go inside Galerie Matongé.

I understand how from the outside it can feel unwelcoming and 
intimidating. Dealers stand at the entrance on Chaussée de Wavre, 

the building looks dirty from the outside, there is a lot of noise coming 
from the inside, and things are not displayed like in typical ‘European’ 
shopping malls. Overall, it might look a bit chaotic when you have not 

really been exposed to African culture.

In reality, it reflects the African lifestyle, the warmth, the community 
and the lack of hierarchy that places everyone on the same level.

It is very lively, like an African market.” 3

Architecture always lies between defined categories: between public and private, 
between formal and informal, and between projected and lived. This master thesis aims 
to explore the in-between, by examining how Galerie Matongé functions as a hybrid 
space, both a commercial gallery and an environment for community life, influenced 
by the spontaneous appropriation of its users. 

Located at the heart of a neighbourhood rich in history and cultural heritage, but also 
marked by identity tensions, Galerie Matongé can be considered as an interesting study 
case that tests the limits of urban space. It embodies a specif ic architectural typology, 
the covered passage, while also revealing how local practices, social interactions and 
appropriation can shape a space over time. 

This research is part of a broader reflection, as previously discussed, on the capacity 
of architecture to accommodate the unexpected. It acknowledges that the actual use 
of a public space does not always coincide with its initial intended purpose. Whether 
through improvised interventions, the act of expanding beyond predefined limits, or 
a spontaneous reconfiguration of space, appropriation shows how users adapt their 
environment to f it their needs, cultures, in a given period. These transformations 
should not be viewed as a design failure, but a richness, something to be anticipated, 
welcomed and even encouraged.

3	  Extract from a personal recording done after a first visit in Galerie Matongé



Figure 4b : Matongé’s actors and their thoughts - By author

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
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- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
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- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they 
need to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which 
can generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but 

here, Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life and 

energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)
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At f irst glance, Galerie Matongé may seem chaotic and uninviting. With its weathered 
façade, the noise coming from the inside and the way displays spill onto the already 
narrow alley, its atmosphere is far from that of a conventional European shopping 
gallery. Yet for those who go there regularly, it offers a vibrant, dynamic, social and 
community environment. Here, architecture is not just a container for activity, it is 
part of a living space that evolves through time and use.

Through interviews from people in the gallery, during on-site conversations or drawn 
from local documentaries, it is evident that its gradual reappropriation has transformed 
it into more than a place of commerce. It is now a lively meeting point and has a strong 
identity.

From these voices, one thing stands out, Galerie Matongé is a cultural symbol, a 
landmark, for Brussel’s African diaspora. As a result of a gradual transition from 
European to Africans businesses, it is now the place where you will f ind the spirit 
of Kinshasa’s Matongé district. With hairdressers, music, clothing, food and more, 
everyday life and celebrations are done the African way. 

Beyond its commercial and folkloric character, the gallery plays an important social 
role as people come to shop but also reconnect with friends and family. Despite some 
tensions and somewhat anarchic ways, shop owners describe the space as warm and 
familial. It welcomes Africans, nostalgic former residents of the continent and curious 
visitors. While it suffers from a negative public image, Matongé remains an open and 
essential part of Brussels’ multicultural identity.

This master thesis began with a simple question: How can we create space for informal 
uses? How can architecture coexist with spontaneous and unpredictable activities? Is 
an architectural project successful if it remains true to its initial design, or should it be 
capable of being reappropriated and of evolving with its users?





THE COVERED PASSAGE - GALERIE



24

French term and translation Definition

Galerie - Gallery
covered passageway, longer than it is wide, on the 
outside of a building. Usually used in French to refer 
to the most luxuriously decorated 4

Galerie marchande – 
shopping mall

covered pedestrian area with a predominantly 
commercial function

Passage - Passage
a public or private alleyway, established across one 
or more plots of land, and completely, or partially, 
crossing a block of land 

Passage couvert - Covered 
passageway

pedestrian street covered by a glass roof. Created in 
the 18th century, it serves as a link and is often used 
for shopping.

English term Definition

Arcade Succession of arches and pillars

Colonnade Straight or circular alignment of similar columns

Corridor
A long narrow passageway in a building, with doors 
opening to rooms on either side

1	 0

4	  Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts, p.14. Translated to English 
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1. 1	 WHAT IS A PASSAGE?

TERMINOLOGY

Passage, Arcade, Gallery, …? What do they mean, and which term f its the best?

The most used term in French is Galerie. However, in his book “Le passage: un type 
architectural du XIXe siècle”, J.F.Geist quickly settles for the word passage to emphasize 
the transitory nature of this architectural archetype. The passage is originally from 
French and refers to “narrow private streets running through the interior of large 
residential areas.”

In European urban planning, the origin of passages appeared as a response to increasing 
pedestrian traff ic and urban growth. That said, other cultures have developed similar 
structures under different names such as Bazaars or Souks, Persian and Arabic term for 
market, each influenced by their own urban layout, social habits and needs.

This type of structure can be referred to differently in each language. Depending on 
its purpose, the terminology can change, often emphasising a specif ic architectural 
element while still referring to the same type of building. A selection of terms taken 
from Geist’s work and their def inition from the Thésaurus ArchiRès 5 reflects this.

By capturing both its form and function, the French terminologies seem to provide a 
more nuanced description of the overall building. For the purpose of this research, the 
term passage will be used, as it most accurately describes the type of structure studied. 
The term gallery, or galerie in French, will also appear, as the study case’s original 
name is in French. 

5	  Thésaurus, (2020). Translated to English 



Figure 5 : From the street to the covered passage - By author 
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DEFINITION

In architecture, a passage is a transitional space for pedestrians, with a beginning and 
an end, allowing movement from one side to another. While it can be covered or 
uncovered, the term most commonly refers to covered pedestrian routes, especially 
ones protected by a glass roof, transforming them into an independent monument or 
building with an interior-like environment. 

“A glass roof, or glazed canopy, implies a thoughtful intervention on the 
passage as a whole, including its contents, and therefore a different use 
of the space, typically involving commercial and cultural activities.” – - 

B.Lemoine 6

What gives it its distinct character is the space contained within. The exterior becomes 
interior. Unlike a street, a passage is def ined by its glass roof, symmetrical façade, often 
with ornamental details, and its exclusive use by pedestrians, with no possible access 
for vehicles.

It also has a specif ic retail organisation, typically consisting of one or more alleys lined 
with shops or restaurants. Above, there can be additional functions, such as retail, 
storage, workshops and even accommodation, making it a multifunctional building 
that can balance public and private uses.

Historically, passages were built for commercial investment and property speculations. 
They can be considered as semi-public spaces as they were privately owned but open 
to the public. As J.F.Geist describes it, passages can broadly be seen as “public spaces 
on private land that facilitates circulation, offers a shortcut or protection from bad 
weather, a space reserved for pedestrians”.7

Passages are an early example of mixed-use urban design, where pedestrian movement, 
commercial life, and architectural detailing come together. Even though the context has 
changed, this model could make sense today for several reasons. It supports walkability 
and human scale experience, which many cities are trying to bring back. It also provides 
public indoor spaces that are protected from the weather, something public outdoor 
spaces can struggle with. Finally, passages show how commercial infrastructure can 
coexist with social life.

6	  Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts, p.13. Translated to English 
7	  Geist, JF., (1989), Le passage : un type architectural du XIXe siècle



Figure 7 : Palazzo Ducale, arcades in Venice - By Prout, S.

Figure 6 : Dayahatyn caravanserai, central Asian arcade from 
Turkmenistan - By Mustard, A.
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1. 2	 EVOLUTION OF PASSAGES

1.2.1	 The architectural origin of passages

The f irst project that came the closest to a covered passage is Galerie de Bois at the 
Palais-Royal, built in 1786. The plan was to build a continuous row of houses with 
arcaded shops around the edge of the palace garden. But due to a lack of funds, the full 
project was never completed. Instead, the remaining unbuilt foundations were covered 
by a wooden shed, which was converted into a retail space. 

The layout of this was similar to one of a covered passage: linear circulation space with 
individual shops along the sides, a simple roof and windows under the roof overhang. 
The main issue was that from the outside, the wooden shed looked like a covered 
market. While it was an architectural innovation, it did not capture the interior-
exterior ambiguity that def ines a covered passage.

The f irst passages to feature a glazed roof was Passage Feydeau, built in 1791. But it 
really was the Passage du Caire and Passage des Panoramas that were the f irst to live up 
to the name. It was not until the construction on Passage Delorme in 1808 that fully 
integrated the glass roof that became the architectural identity of the passage.

If we take a step back, passages either take inspiration from architectural elements, 
or are a direct descendent from architectural and urban forms that predate them. 
Lemoine in “Le passage couvert” points out four sources of inspiration: Arcades, 
Markets, Commercials developments and l’architecture savante.

Arcades existed in many cities across Central Asia, where they were very widespread, 
but it seems that the French passages were more directly inspired by Italian arcades. 
As Balzac pointed out,8 when the French returned from Milan or Naples, they were 
always amazed by the Italian’s efforts to protect pedestrians from the intense summer 
heat and bad weather.

Though they already existed in France, the influence of colonnades made its way to 
Paris at the start of the 17th century, around the same time that covered streets and 
early passage were starting to appear. The intentions behind both structures were 
similar: to provide sheltered and comfortable walkways for pedestrians, which would 
also support the success of businesses placed beneath them. The only difference lies 
in their position in the city, where arcades typically run along the edges of buildings, 
while passage bring urban life into the core of building blocks.

8	  Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts



Figure 8 : Les Halles Baltard, a covered market in Paris - Unknown author

Figure 9 : Qaysariyya Bazaar a Bazaar in Iran - By Waugh, D.

Figure 10 : Ponte Vecchio, a commercial bridge in Florence - By Yriarte, C.
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Another important influence on the passage typology came from covered markets. In 
France, these were often built with a roof or a roof truss supported by wooden or masonry 
pillars. This created well-defined alleys and a perspective that was unmistakably close 
to that of the passages. When markets could not be built in open squares, they were 
inserted into available parcels. Lemoine categorizes the covered markets organisation in 
three distinct layers: the shopping cells, which are the base element of the composition; 
the internal walkways, which structure circulation and gives access to the shops; and 
the building in its entirety, whose purpose was to separate and reorganize commercial 
activities into a designated space. Parallel to covered passages, this structuring stems 
from the idea that architecture is determined as much by the individual treatment of 
these elements as by the way they are assembled 9 and make a whole.

In addition, even if it is diff icult to prove the direct link, formal, functional and urban 
ways of passages strongly resemble those of Persian Bazaars and Arabic Souks. The 
similarities lie in the series of domes, the narrow, covered alleyway for protection against 
the sun and the continuous, linear space dedicated to movement and commerce. Both 
are organized with small repetitive modules set along the sheltered pedestrian path 
which creates a strong rhythm and guides circulation naturally. Beyond their physical 
form, passages, bazaars and souks are not only spaces for shopping, but also for 
wandering meeting, and socializing. They create a special atmosphere where commerce 
and everyday life mix. 

Even if the influence is hard to trace precisely, centuries of exchanges around the 
Mediterranean likely contributed to transmitting these spatial ideas. Architects and 
traveller returning from North Africa or the Middle East may have brought back 
impressions that later found their way into the design of the European covered passage, 
the same way Italian arcades influenced Parisian architecture. 

Commercial developments also had a strong influence. A surprising example, which 
with some thought actually makes perfect sense, are such structure as the Ponte di 
Rialto in Venice, the Ponte Vecchio in Florence, the old London Bridge or the Pont 
Notre Dame in Paris. All of these were bridges lined with houses, with shops and 
workshops built along the edges. Their role as daily crossings allowing people to move 
from one side of the river to the other, naturally created constant flow of life, much 
more than just circulation.

Other, more conventional commercial complexes also influenced the development of 
passages, such as the Rotonde du Temple, La Maison du Commerce, or the Vauxhalls 
structures. However, the most signif icant influence was Le Palais Royal. According to 
Lemoine, covered passages might never have achieved such success if the Palais Royal 

9	  Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts, p.43. Translated to English



Figure 11 : A Panopticon library - By Boullée, E.L.

Figure 12 : Similar structuration - Unknown author
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had not been built. 10 Its construction triggered a wave of covered passages in this area. 
In fact, the decline of covered passages later is likely linked to the decline of the Palais 
Royal itself.

Finally, at some point, the glazed passages ended up divided in two categories. “It 
abolished the vulgar name of passage. That word smelled of the common people and 
irritated aristocratic tongues. Galerie suited much better perfumed conversations of 
the high society”.11 Galerie became a way to refer to spaces that were well thought out, 
well decorated, and suitable for displaying works of art and for socialization, while the 
other type remained a simple commercial creation. Architecture savante pushed for this 
distinction.

Through strict layout organisation, the repetitive façades and full glass roof coverage 
that created a soft and diffuse light, l’architecture savante transformed passages. They 
were not just shortcuts anymore, but rather a carefully designed space, shaped by 
classical principles of symmetry, proportion and alignment.

Materials like iron and glass were used in a way that blended technical innovation with 
traditional architecture. Passages inserted themselves into the urban fabric almost like 
interior streets, while maintaining their monumental symbol. Without this influence, 
passages would probably have stayed simple commercial corridors, instead of the 
sophisticated urban spaces that they still are today.

Since covered passages are, by nature, transitional and circulation spaces inspired by 
different past architectural types, it is not surprising that there are multiple variations 
similar to covered passages or galleries. The repetition of identical modules, such as 
retail stores along a central alley, allowed an eff icient use of space. In some cases, this 
spatial logic echoed panoptic principles, where visibility and control were embedded 
in the architectural layout. Thus, this organization was soon applied in structures like 
hospitals, libraries, prisons, museums, school, …

To summarise, from its origin to its influence on other archetypes, according to Geist 
and Lemoine’s research, the architectural concept of the passage made its way quite 
anonymously through travel narratives, direct observation and word of mouth. Open 
and covered passages appear around the same time. The open ones were mostly linked 
to Open passages were usually associated to craftsmanship and located industrial 
districts, while the covered passages were more structured and focused on luxury 
commerce.

10	 Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts, p.21
11	 Luchet. A., as cited in Lemoine, B (1989). Les passages couverts, p.22. Translated to English 



Figure 14 : Inside the first covered passage - By Hoffbauer, TJH.

Figure 13 : View of the first covered passage - By Hoffbauer, TJH.
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1.2.2	 Passages during the 19th century

The concept of passages developed steadily until around 1820. Although their 
evolution was blossoming and most of their basic characteristics were already in place, 
it came to an abrupt stop. For almost a decade, no new passages were built, mainly 
because of the dropping economy following the fall of Napolean’s empire and the 
return of the monarchy. 

Between 1820 and 1840, passages once again became the objects of speculation for 
the bourgeoisie. Fifteen new passages were built in Paris alone, and the concept spread 
across France, England, Italy, Belgium, where the f irst passage was opened in Liège, 
Passage Lemonier, in 1839, and even overseas, in Philadelphia in the United States. 

It was during this period that the structure started to diversify, becoming richer details 
inspired by temples, colonnade, bazaars and arcades, evolving towards a monumental 
architecture. Passages became longer, slightly taller, more decorated and pierced 
through multiple building blocks, like Passage Lemonier in Liège. 

The passage’s archetype was nearly completed by 1930. The building’s street-facing 
façade, interior and exterior façades, continuous glass roofs and longitudinal and 
central spaces, had all evolved into distinctive elements. The passage started moving 
beyond being a simple tool for private speculation and became an essential part of 
public life in the city.

At the same time, the scale of passage grew bigger. Though they opened to a broader 
public, their owners were driven by the hope of f inancial gain. As passages became 
more popular, nobles, bankers and entrepreneur would build them without always 
thinking about their location. Many of these constructions remained successful as long 
as the trend lasted.

In Paris, very few were built during this period. The development shifted towards 
neighbouring cities and countries, like Brussels, where passages were part of an urban 
renewal project, backed by stronger public interest and preceded by long studies before 
construction. Their forms also evolved, become even larger and adopting new shapes 
like the cruciform layout in Triest. 

The second half of the 19th century marked the monumental phase of passages, when 
they became fully accessible to the wider public and reached a status comparable 
to the roman baths. They were no longer exclusively dedicated to luxury products 
and became a solution to overcrowded cities where not a single centimetre of space 
remained unused. 



Figure 15 : A beacon for modernity and innovation - Unknown 
author
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But this phase was only temporary. As society grew more divided, the poor becoming 
poorer and the rich becoming richer, passages slowly turned into a memory of the 
good old days. Their decline began, but the few that were still built either imitated 
the architecture of older passages or were an uncoherent mix of styles. Passages were 
no longer transitional spaces, they were hiding the reality of the city behind larger and 
bolder forms. Their original spirit faded and was replaced by a growing obsession with 
spectacle and profit.

By the arrival of the 20th century, with wars looming and the critical social and sanitary 
conditions of cities, the passages era was coming to an end. New regulations affected 
almost every aspect of urban life. Medical discoveries about public health led to a 
prescription about the amount of air and light needed for a healthy environment. 
Consequently, dense constructions, the basis of passages, were banned and abandoned. 
At the same time, the rise of department stores and modern shopping malls offered a 
new consumption model which sealed the fate of covered passages.



Figure 18 : City 2, the shopping mall typology in Brussels - From 
issuu - By Blaise, F.

Figure 16 : Galerie Saint-Hubert, an emblematic covered passage 
in Brussels - From Hulton Archive

Figure 17 : The Innovation, the department store 
typoloy in Brussels - From galacticjourney
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1.2.3	 A second wave of passages

According to Geist, the idea of passages was slowly making its way into future urban 
planning. However, the concept as it once existed, off icially died during World War I, 
and times have changed since then. If passages are to make a comeback, they will have 
to adapt to current economic, social and urban conditions that are very different to 
those of previous centuries. “Their rebirth can only happen in another form” 12 as they 
shifted to a department store-like form.

After the First World War, the covered passages that were built were no longer 
independent structures as they once were. They became solutions to other architectural 
problems: a corridor to bring light inside of off ice buildings, a pedestrian street 
without stores or a simple covered alley leading to residential complexes. Slowly, they 
lost their identity and became unrecognisable. 

With industrialisation came the rise of department stores, buildings designed to be 
easily accessible for new means of transportation and targeting a growing middle-
class public. Unlike covered passages and galleries, these new structures no longer 
function with the urban context and or pedestrian circulation. They are a product 
of modernization13 and consumerism, which gained momentum particularly after the 
Second World War.

It is around the 1960s that passages, as an independent structure, make a small return. 
However, their comeback is a slippery slope. Consumerism was reaching new heights 
and most of the new passage lost they transitional character, as well as their real mix 
of retail, restaurants and cultural spaces. Without that diversity, they became very 
similar to shopping malls and lost their anonymous quality, that sense of wandering 
without a purpose. The anonymous soul of the passage faded and became a showroom 
of consumers.

12	 Geist, JF., (1989), Le passage : un type architectural du XIXe siècle, p.121
13	 Ledent, G., (2017). Introversion et extraversion de l’espace public commercial bruxellois



Figure 19 : Covered passages in Brussels - By author
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1. 3	 PASSAGES IN BRUSSELS

In Brussels, we can identify two waves of construction of covered passages, each tied to 
important periods of city development. The f irst passages were built in the 19th century, 
like Passage de la Monnaie (1820), the f irst passage of the city which no longer exists, 
Galerie Saint-Hubert (1846) or Passage du Nord (1881). They were designed with 
elegance, often decorated and targeting a bourgeois clientele. These covered passages 
were part of a dense urban fabric and played both commercial and social roles.14

The second wave came much later, after the Second World War, when Brussels 
rebuilding itself and stepping into a new modern era. Galleries like Galerie Ixelles 
(1953), Galerie Ravenstein (1954) and Galerie Louise (1960-80) were not built to be 
prestigious, but rather functional: to organise circulation, connect streets and gather 
commercial activities in one place. These structures were less decorated, often part of a 
larger commercial and mixed-use complexes, and reflected the shift from monumental 
elegance to pragmatic commercial infrastructures. Over time, some were restored 
while others become barely viable, or even abandoned.

14	 Willaumez, MF., (1983). Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à Bruxelles



Figure 20 : First wave of covered passages

Galerie Saint-Hubert (1846-47)
Restaured

Passage Bortier (1847-48)
Transformed

Passage de la monnaie (1820)
Demolished in 1968

Passage de postes (1875)
Demolished in1966

Galerie du Commerce / Hirsch 
(1879)

Destroyed & Rebuilt

Passage du Nord 
(1881-82)

Grand Bazar du Boulevard 
Anspach (1898)

Transformed in 1984

Galerie du Parlement (1880)
Transformed



Figure 21 : Second wave of covered passages

Galerie du Centre
(1951-1952)

Le Bailli Louise 
(1961)

Galerie Louise
(1963-1964)

Extended in 1987

Passage Linthout (1972)

Galerie d’Ixelles/Matongé
(1954)

Galerie Saint-Honoré
(1962-63)

Converted in2012

Passage 44 (1965 à 1969)
Closed in 2022

Galerie Porte de Namur
Unknown date

Galerie Ravenstein (1954-58)

Galerie Agora
(1963)

Galerie Toison d’or (1968-70)

Galerie du Cinquantenaire
Unknown date



Figure 23 : The Layout : Types of space - By Geist, JF.

Figure 22 : The Layout : Types of connections - By Geist, JF.

Figure 24: The layout : Types of connections - By Geist, JF.
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1. 4	 TYPOLOGY OF PASSAGES

1.4.1	 The components of a passage

“The architectural effect is determined as much by the individual 
treatment of these parts as by the way in which they are assembled. (…) 

The approach to developing a passageway project can thus be summarized 
as the treatment of five essential components: the layout, the interior 
façades, the roof, the access points, and the ornamentation. Of course, 
there remains the work of fitting out the interior spaces, the shops and 

apartments, their access, construction issues, finishing work, etc. but these 
are not fundamentally different from those encountered in an ordinary 

building.”15

Geist and Lemoine both explore the typology of passages from different approaches: 
one with a broader lens by presenting variety of passages shape, the other through 
the breakdown of each essential component that make the passage. Though their 
approaches differ, they go hand in hand. For this section, a parallel from both 
perspectives will be made, structured by Lemoine’s four essential components. 

One of the f ive components, ornamentation, will be combined with the interior façade 
component as they go hand in hand. In fact, the exterior-like interior of the gallery is 
done through the detailing of the façade.

THE LAYOUT

Passages can take on multiple layouts depending on whether they connect parallel or 
perpendicular streets. When connecting parallel streets, the alley should be as straight 
as possible but can be angled if they are connecting perpendicular streets. When the 
space allows it, a rotonde can be added which has several advantages: it avoids sharp 
turns that could break the straightness and perspective view of the passage, it becomes 
a strategic gathering point for shops, and allows more light in, thanks to the wider glass 
roof. 

Since the topography of a city is not always flat, a sloped alley is generally preferred 
over stairs. Although a few steps do not pose a problem, slightly it interrupts the 
continuity of movement and reduces accessible. These slopes should, according to 
Lemoine, ideally be placed at turning points so they blend naturally into the path.

The alleyway itself is often paved with mosaic flooring to replicate the repetition of 
ornaments seen on the interior facades but also create a continuity of materials along 

15	 Lemoine, B., (1989). Les passages couverts, p.43. Translated to English 



Figure 26:  Roofing : Glazing or massing - By Geist, JF.

Figure 26: Interior Façades : Types of distributions - By Geist, JF.

Figure 25: Interior Façades : Types of volumes - By Geist, JF.
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the flooring. Sometimes, a darker line runs along the edges to indicate a resting area 
for pedestrians. 

Finaly, early on the expansion of store displays onto the alleyway was regulated by 
police orders. The rule was to not display any products if the passage was less than 2,5 
meters wide, and even in wider alleys, the product display could not exceed 16 cm in 
depth, which created a very structured and display-like shopping experience.

INTERIOR FACADES

The interior facades of passages have always been treated as architectural elements: 
symmetrical, decorative and designed to frame the alley. This treatment was never 
applied to the housing facades, even when the residentials entrances were located off 
the alley. Usually, these entrances were set back and built with a different logic than 
the passage, almost as if the passage was grafted onto the building but not part of the 
same system. 

The proportions of the façade can vary but is a recurring ratio, usually 1,5 to 3. Façades 
heights ranged from 5,5 to 15 meters tall (in France, Belgium, and neighbouring 
countries) if their widths fell between 3 to 6 meters.

These façades are divided vertically into modules whose width generally corresponds 
to that of a shop. These modules can be composed as follows : the ground floor with 
display window framed by pillars; a mezzanine above, which gave retailers a space to 
put their workshop and was popular during the 20th century; a stringcourse that topped 
the mezzanine and marked the transition with upper floors,  either accommodation or 
storage; and f inally, an entablature that visually connects the façade with glass roof. 

This structuring of the façade, through pilasters, window frame, mouldings, cornices, 
statues, engraving, and the transition between façade and glass roof, acts as a form of 
decor and ornamentation. Although these elements are strongly simplif ied during the 
21st century passages due to modernism, they remain present, but in a different form. 

The vertical circulation, like staircases, was usually independent for each shop or 
few shops. Since stores could be organised on multiple levels, they had their own 
internal stairs. By designing shops on multiple layers, it allowed the pillars to be closer 
together, giving a sense of repetition and for more smaller stores, creating diversity and 
continuity within the passage.



Figure 27: Roofing : Types of glass roof By Geist, JF.
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ROOFING

The glass roof is maybe the most essential characteristic of covered passages. It creates an 
enclosed space, protecting the passersby, that still feels open, thanks to its transparency 
and the way it brings light. The unglazed parts, often well-decorated ceilings, bring 
shadows into the passage, which helps emphasize the brightness of the glazed sections. 

Though it is an essential element, it is also the most technical component. In early 
passages, the roof was simply constructed with windows under the roof overhang. At 
that time, large and thin glass panels were not easy to make, and the wooden structures 
was limiting. The arrival of metal structures, though expensive at f irst, evolved enough 
to be more present in covered passages of the 1840-50s and allowed for larger glazed 
spans.

ENTRANCES

Covered passages entrances are mostly done through the porch, the entrance fame 
itself, and not the entire building. This access represented a change in the spatial status 
of the building, from the public street into a private space, but open to the public. 
Because they are private buildings, they are usually closed at night and have set rules 
for shopkeepers.
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1.4.2	 Condition of existence

Multiple private developers built these passages with the goal of densifying urban 
blocks to increasing housing values, hopping they would also bring commercial glory. 
But many of these projects would fail when the popularity of passages declined. 

The success of a passage depends heavily on the urban context in which it is built. It 
will only thrive if it is located in a thriving commercial district and connects two streets 
that are both equally busy. Since passages are not mobile, cannot be easily modif ied 
or adapted to changing tastes and audiences, it is diff icult for them to evolve with 
their environment. Their survival depends on external factors that are beyond the 
architect’s or owners’ control.  

Yet, by studying both successful and failing examples, J.F.Geist was able to identify a 
number of criteria that seem to influence the success of passages. While they are not 
rules, they are recurring elements that seem to make a difference in whether a passage 
thrives or fades over time.

URBAN CONTEXT

For a passage to be well located, it should preferably be in the city centre, or at least in a 
busy area, somewhere where people meet, shop, stroll, seek entertainment, and where 
there is constant movement. It is not something that can be measured, but ideally, it 
should be a space that is active both during the day and night.

Many cities would not be able to meet these conditions to support a passage, not 
even some major metropolises. In Brussels for instance, a passage would f it best in 
a 5-minute neighbourhood according to Geist. That means a dense, highly walkable 
area, where most movement happens by foot with a diverse pedestrian flow. 

Galerie Saint-Hubert, the most popular passage in Belgium, is a perfect example of 
this. Set in a historic neighbourhood f illed with commercial activity and surrounded 
by a dense urban fabric, it also acts as a shortcut through a city block.

Globally, a passage needs to be placed in a compact active area to be successful. The 
more it blends into locals’ everyday routes, the more it becomes part of the urban 
fabric. 
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POSITIONING & CONNEXIONS

In addition to being part of a dense urban fabric, a passage should serve as a transitional 
space, connecting one place to another, preferably equally busy, as mentioned earlier. 
It should provide a new route that helps pedestrians move more eff iciently through 
the city and shorten their path. Therefore, a passage must have at least two or more 
entrances. According to Geist, there are f ive possible ways a passage can be placed 
within an urban context: 

1.	 A passage shortens and facilitates traff ic between two points
2.	 The passage extends an existing street or connects two streets together
3.	 The passage connects a street with a square, two squares
4.	 The passage is part of a larger private complex, extending over several blocks
5.	 The passage has its own internal circuit, independent from the street net-

work, is accessible from all sides and has interior spaces. It then becomes a 
structure similar to a covered market

INTERIOR ORGANISATION

A third important condition is the attractiveness of the passage, which directly affects 
its use, the various entrances and the design of the interior, exterior and intermediate 
areas.

In terms of volume, the general idea is: the more shops that can be inside, the more 
engaging the passage becomes. Shops are usually narrow and deep, allow a greater 
diversity retail space. The glazed roof covering the alley is essential for making the 
interior as seductive as possible. It shelters the pedestrians from the weather and creates 
a pleasant, peaceful environment for walking.  

As for the content, the space venues inside should offer a mix of uses:  shops, 
restaurants, cultural functions, and more. That diversity is what gives the passage the 
same importance as a typical commercial street, turning it into “an essential part of 
urban public life”.16

But in my opinion, the most important aspect is the status of the passage. People 
walking through should not feel like they’re entering somewhere. That feeling often 
suggests a specif ic purpose or destination, and pushes wanderers away, which goes 
against the nature of the passage. Instead, a passage should feel neutral, anonymous, 
and maintain its transitional quality. Architecturally, this can be achieved by keeping it 
as open, light and transparent as possible with two entrances, one to enter and another 
to exit.

16	 Geist, JF., (1989), Le passage : un type architectural du XIXe siècle
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THE PUBLIC

Initially, the passage a stage for luxury and fashion, a place where people went “to see 
and to be seen”,17 to wander, admire and consume. Adopted by the bourgeoisie after 
the French Revolution, it became a kind of a parallel modern reality for f igures such as 
the flaneur, the bohème or the boulevardier to stroll. 

The passage was created for a specif ic kind of public, that existed at the time. But 
the social conditions changed, the passage lost its original purpose, and with it, the 
potential of lasting success. Passages will work if they are built with a clear purpose, 
and if there is a public that needs and uses them. Though hardly talked about, it 
seems to be the most important condition for a gallery’s success which will be revealed 
through the study case. 

2	 0

17	 Geist, JF., (1989), Le passage : un type architectural du XIXe siècle





AN AFRICAN PASSAGE IN BRUSSELS



Figure 29a : A growing neighbourhood - By author
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2. 1	 EVOLUTION OF PORTE DE NAMUR

2.1.1	 The birth of Porte de Namur

Located at the junction of two major axes, Porte de Namur played a major role in the 
social and urban evolution of Brussels since the Middle Ages. This district, once on 
the outskirts of the city, gradually developed into a hub for trade, luxury and nightlife, 
reflecting the transformation of the Belgian capital.18

Today, almost nothing remains of the old fortif ications, but at the time, the area was 
heavily defended by Brussel’s second city wall, built at the end of the 14th century. Two 
gates controlled the area, and the neighbourhood between them was called “quartier 
d’entre deux portes”, or neighbourhood between two gates.

During the 16th century, the new village Ixelles-le-Vicomte located outside the city 
walls, was very exposed to the constant threat of religious wars and military campaigns 
led by Louis XIV. The Count of Monterey decided to reinforce the area and ordered 
the construction of a Vauban-style bastion stretching to the intersection of Chaussée 
d’Ixelles and Chaussée de Wavre. This military structure drastically shaped the local 
landscape during that time.

However, in the 18th century, the two gates of Porte de Namur lost their defensive 
purpose and fell into disrepair. The oldest of the two was demolished in 1754, while 
the other was kept by Jospeh II as a barrier to urban expansion. When that gate was 
demolished in 1785, it led, as expected, to rapid urban expansion in the upper part of 
Ixelles within 30 years. 

By 1812, the surroundings of the old gates were completely built up. In 1823, the 
creation of a ring boulevard connecting Porte de Namur to Porte de Hal reshaped 
the city’s circulation pattern. A few years later, in 1829, a school was established on 
the site of the old bastion, transforming the last remaining military structure. Finally, 
the redevelopment of the area was symbolized by the construction of the Charles de 
Brouckère fountain in the 1860s, a landmark that stood until 1955 and was relocated 
in 1977. Meanwhile, the small streets around Chaussée d’Ixelles and Chaussée de 
Wavre developed considerably, especially after 1850, with the construction of Saint-
Boniface Church in response to the growing public’s demand.

The real boom began in 1841, when an urban project was launched to expand 
and embellish Brussels, which also led to the rise of the Leopold Quarter. This 
neighbourhood attracted an aristocratic and bourgeois population, who built elegant 

18	 Hainaut, M., & Bovy, P. (2000). A la découverte de l’histoire d’Ixelles (7): Porte de Namur



Figure 29b : A growing neighbourhood - By author
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neoclassical houses. As a result, urbanization of the former outskirts around Porte de 
Namur, intensif ied dramatically.

The arrival of the upper class pressured the execution of an urban project in the 
Saint-Boniface area. Though it was initially rejected, leaving the working class into 
precarious and unhygienic conditions, it was quickly picked up again in 1870. Major 
public works were launched with the intension to open, widen and extend the main 
and smaller streets around Saint-Boniface Church. An indoor market, Halles d’Ixelles, 
was built at the intersection of Rue de la Tulipe and Rue Sans Soucis, but was barely a 
success, was quickly abandoned and demolished.19

Thanks to its proximity to Avenue Louise, Avenue Toison d’Or, the Royal Palace, the 
Leopold district and Palace of Justice, Porte de Namur gained a new reputation as a 
prestigious neighbourhood, attracting wealthier crowds. Luxury boutiques, famous 
department stores, lively cafés, theatres and cinemas brought a vibrant energy to the 
area, creating a Brussels version of the Parisian “Boulevard spirit”.20 

Amidst this growth, the Théatre Molière was founded, playing a key role in the 
neighbourhood’s cultural life. The theatre preferred showcasing popular hits over 
risky new plays, with one exception: “L’Africaine à Ixelles”, a bold work for its time, 
which ironically hinted the diversity the area would later embrace. Many other theatres, 
cinemas and cabaret followed, turning Porte the Namur into a cultural hotspot for 
Brussels.

In 1905, King Leopold II urged an ambitious project in the area. Luckily, it was 
rejected, as it would have completely changed the appearance of the area, leading to 
“the destruction of Porte de Namur (...) which is one of the liveliest districts in the 
Brussels agglomeration”.21

However, modernization hit, and during the 1950s to the 70s, the construction of the 
small ring tunnels and the Bastion Tower marked the beginning of Porte de Namur’s 
decline. These projects tore through the neighbourhood, brutally ending its era of 
elegance and social life.

19	 Herla, M. (2016, 2017). Ixelles: Histoire du développement urbanistique: Partie 1
20	 Hainaut, M., & Bovy, P. (2000). A la découverte de l’histoire d’Ixelles (7): Porte de Namur, p.8. Translated to 
English 
21	 Vinck. E. as cited in Hainaut, M., & Bovy, P. (2000). A la découverte de l’histoire d’Ixelles (7): Porte de Namur, 
p.8. Translated to English 



Figure 31 : Congolese voices - From Belga News Agency

Figure 30 : African store and restaurants - By Wells, M.
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2.1.2	 Porte de Namur, an African Neighbourhood

Until the end of the 1950s, the Congolese presence in Brussels is relatively low with no 
identif iable community. It is not until Zaïre22 gained its independence in June 1960 
that a presence began to take shape. The dynamic that shaped the new Congolese 
community was very different from the one we know today.

During that period, Congolese migrants arrived in Belgium as students with 
government funding, as diplomats, tourists or commercials. Even though the embassy 
and direct bus to the university were based in Porte de Namur, these new faces mostly 
moved around Gare du Midi or Saint-Josse-ten-Noode.

It is during the 70s that Petit Matongé truly emerged in Ixelles. The Brussels Matongé 
takes its name from a district in Kinshasa, the capital of Zaïre, famous for its vibrant 
nightlife. The name Matongé comes from the plural Litongé, a local fruit in the local 
“Lingala” language.

This new neighbourhood developed around three major locations: the housing centre 
Maison Africane (Maisaf), the previous Le Mambo nightclub and Galerie d’Ixelles. 23 
Although the Congolese cultural footprint gave the area its vibrant and chic identity, 
Matongé gradually became a mix of nationalities, particularly during the 90s. Today, 
only 10% of the inhabitants are from African origins, with only 2% Congolese.24 In 
fact, Matongé has long been a crossroads or centre-ville rather than a residential place 
for people coming from Africa. 

It was near the Galerie d’Ixelles, Chaussée de Wavre and nearby streets, that shops sold 
textiles, hair salons flourished, and restaurants and grocery stores developed, all giving  
the neighbourhood the “multi-ethnic character it still has today”.25 For many, Matongé 
was an essential stop, whether they were based in Belgium, France, the other side of 
Europe, or even in Congo itself.

The lively spirit from back in the day was centred around numerous meeting spots: 
Galerie d’Ixelles, restaurants, Rue de Stassart which hosted the early African cafés and 
nightclubs in Brussels. Le Mambo was the meeting place of choice for young students, 
African and Belgian diplomats, and the place to discover new music.

After this nightclub opened, Belgian retailers from the chic Ixelles gallery, slowly left 
to move to the new Galerie Toison d’or and Galerie Louise, leaving vacant shops for 
African entrepreneurs to take over. The Galerie transformed into a lively space for 

22	 The current Democratic Republic of Congo, RDC
23	 Demart, S., (2013). Histoire orale à Matonge (Bruxelles): Un miroir postcolonial
24	 Corijn, E., (2004). Matongé, centre multiculturel à Bruxelles. Translated to English 
25	 Corijn, E., (2004). Matongé, centre multiculturel à Bruxelles. Translated to English 



Figure 32 : Inside the African Landmark - By Ketels, C.

Figure 33 : A reminder of home - By Knight, O.



63

people “to see and be seen, like a theatre”26, reflecting the activities of passages during 
the previous decade that had been lost. It was also a place for innovation, where new 
European and American trends often passed through Matongé before making their 
way to Africa. For many locals, Matongé was the place you went to get the latest news 
from back home.

Unfortunately, tensions within the neighbourhood began to arise along the years. Le 
Mambo closed its doors, just as Congo faced a severe economic crisis and wars broke 
out across Central Africa. The 1980s saw a new wave of migration, intensifying during 
the 90s with the arrival of political and economic refugees.

As a result, the Galerie d’Ixelles started deteriorating, caused by young people, mostly 
from immigrant backgrounds, engaging in petty crime and drug dealing. Crime rate 
rose along with incident of police violence. Retailers who wanted to maintain their 
chic clientele either relocated outside the gallery or closed their businesses altogether. 
Associated with delinquency, multiple neighbouring business refuse to be associated 
with this neighbourhood. The name Matongé, once a symbol of liveliness, was now 
just a memory.

In the early 2000s, Corijn believed Matongé still faces signif icant urban challenges: 
“African activities come into conflict with urban planning issues and the diversity of 
social groups”.27 The community lacks a true public square for culture to exchange. 
Although cultures cohabitate, they do not necessarily mix as there is still “certain 
spatial segregation based on cultural background”.28 This feeling still echoes today 
through Dalsim, a local rapper interviewed by Gab Morrison in his video “Matongé: le 
quartier congolais de Bruxelles”.

“The vibe changes. On the other side, you are in Congo (Chaussée de 
Wavre), and here you are back in Brussels, Belgium (Chaussée d’Ixelles). 

(…) We’re all here together, but each on our side” – Dalsim 29

In 2018 Galerie d’Ixelles was renamed Galerie Matongé, as a sign of hope for a better 
future for this multicultural landmark. Caught between festive memories, cultural 
diversity, economic hardship and identity tensions, Matongé continues to evolve 
without losing its soul. As Corijn emphasizes, a neighbourhood as unique as Matongé 
should be supported by a more ambitious cultural policy. One that strengthens its 
unique character as an African hub within Brussels’ urban landscape.

26	 Demart, S., (2008). De la distinction au stigmate, Matonge, un quartier congolais dans Bruxelles, p.3. Translat-
ed to English 
27	 Corijn, E., (2004). Matongé, centre multiculturel à Bruxelles, p.2. Translated to English 
28	 Corijn, E., (2004). Matongé, centre multiculturel à Bruxelles, p.2. Translated to English 
29	 Dalsim, as cited in GabMorrison. (2023). Matonge: Le quartier congolais de Bruxelles (avec Dalsim), 12min40 
translated to English 



Figure 34 : Shopowners in control - By author

Initially designed space (1953)

First shopowner’s design (1954)

Latest modification & use (2025)
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2. 2	 GALERIE MATONGÉ

Before turning to the specif ic case of the Matongé Gallery, it is important to introduce 
the concept of appropriation, which will be explored further.

The term appropriation can have multiple meanings. According to Zetlaoui -Léger: 
one refers to the way something is suited for a particular use, while the other expresses 
the idea of making an object one’s own, taking possession of it.30 From an architectural 
perspective, two definitions will be used in the context of this research. The f irst comes 
from Lécuyer, who defines spatial appropriation as “the processes by which people 
mark and personalise the spaces they occupy”.31 The second comes from Hertzberger 
who sees architecture as “the rules of a game, leaving each player free to choose their 
own strategies”.32 

Building on the ideas presented by J. Pommier and N. Thomas in “L’appropriation des 
logement d’Hermas Hertzberger: de l’espace conçu à l’espace vécu”, the appropriation 
of a space will be analysed in three steps: The Projected Space (the identif ication of a 
place), The Lived Space (taking possession and transforming it), and f inally Lessons 
Learned or The Used Space (the uses generated by appropriation of the space). This 
framework seems relevant since appropriation occurs only w a given space, which in 
return, this act of appropriation generates its own set of activities and ways of using 
that space.

In fact, for a place to be transformed, it needs to be designed to leave room for these 
modif ications. In the case of the Matongé Gallery, given the undeniable appropriation 
visible today, we can assume that the space was designed to allow it. Interestingly, 
when the building was constructed, its architect J.F.Collin was not responsible for the 
interior design of the shops. Whether it was an intentional choice or not, by stepping 
away from this part of the project, he gave the shop owners the freedom to shape a 
space that was truly theirs, reflected who they are and their needs. This opens the door 
for a form of appropriation to happen.

This situation echoes Hertzberger’s idea of the building as an instrument that has a 
function but leaves room for “something extra” to happen inside. It is precisely that 
“something extra” that Hertzberger aims to make possible in his projects, that resonate 
with the Galerie Matongé and is a concept that can be valuable in future design 
approaches to create spaces that reflect each individual.33

30	 Zetlaoui-Leger, J., (2012). Qu’est-ce que l’appropriation ?
31	 Lécuyer, R., (1976). Psychosociologie de l’espace. - II. Rapports spatiaux interpersonnels et la notion d’ “espace 
personnel”
32	 Pommier, J., & Thomas, N., (2023). L’appropriation des logements d’Herman Hertzberger: De l’espace conçu à 
l’espace vécu
33	 Pommier, J., & Thomas, N., (2023). L’appropriation des logements d’Herman Hertzberger: De l’espace conçu à 



Figure 35 : Elements that make Galerie d’Ixelles - By author
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2.2.1	 The Projected Space

The Galerie d’Ixelles, located at the intersection of Porte de Namur, was commissioned 
by the SA Les Galeries de Belgiques in 1953. Its construction was part of a larger post-
war urban renewal project aiming to create a new European capital. At the time, 
Brussels was expanding quickly and in need of modern spaces to accommodate a 
variety of functions. In this context, the birthplace of the writer Camille Lemonier was 
demolished to make way for a mixed-use building that would integrate commercial, 
residential and cultural functions. 

A key feature of the post-war urbanization was the idea of the shopping gallery: A 
covered, safe, hygienic and weather-protected space, meant to organize small commerce 
into a clean and controlled environment. It was a symbol of modern consumerism 
where leisurely shopping was the main activity rather than going chaotic street markets. 
The idea and construction of these new post-war passages was heavily influenced by 
the success of the 19th century passage, which had died due to the great war a few 
decades back but reimagined in a more rational and functionalist style reflecting the 
new period of the 20th century.

By the early 50s, Porte de Namur and its shopping streets, were losing the public’s 
interest as the stores were getting outdated and seen as unglamorous. Local and 
private investors wanted to bring back some life into the local economy by proposing 
a new modern commercial architecture, thus creating Galerie d’Ixelles. It was a new 
shopping environment, a bright, pleasant shortcut with small modular shops targeting 
local entrepreneurs and offering fashion and luxury goods. Unlike the later shopping 
centres of the 60s, like City 2 or Galerie Ravenstein, the 50s’ were small-scale structures 
integrated into the existing urban block, which gave them a feeling of intimacy rather 
than a mega structure.

The building was designed between 1953 and 1954 by architect Jean-Florian Collin. 
It is clearly influenced by the modernist movement but also has a brutalist touch seen 
through elements such as simple shapes, modularity and the use of concrete. These 
features were intended to allow the architecture to evolve over time, designed to 
prioritize openness and accessibility. A flexibility that remains evident today. 

Each function of the building has its floor and structural frame. On the ground floor, 
the gallery alley has an angular and regular shape, with shops lining it as on its outer 
border but also in the middle, creating a central volume. The passage links two major 
roads and has two entrances: a primary entrance at Chaussée de Wavre, as well as an 
underground two-story parking entrance, and a second narrower entrance on Chaussée 

l’espace vécu, p 5



Figure 36 : Galerie d’Ixelles as a whole - By author
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d’Ixelles. 34 Two apartment complexes are also in the parcel as well as a cinema, though 
its exact location remains unknown.

From the outside perspective, the design aimed to seamlessly integrate both public and 
private functions, which reflects the adaptable urban planning ideals of that period. 
However, having a multifunctional building does not necessarily mean these functions 
connect and work together. In the case of Galerie Matongé, there is a real stratif ication 
and separation of functions.

The private circulation core, which travels vertically through staircases close to both 
entrances and leads to the apartment floors above, is the only link between the different 
functions. In contrast, the public movement occurs horizontally, between the ruffled 
columns holding the concrete vaults pierced by glass bricks. This zenithal opening 
allows natural light to pour in, making the interior feel open and inviting.

Small storefronts, set in-between the ruffled columns, typically 3m to 3,2m wide, line 
the colonnade. Each store was intended to be one span wide with an additional upper 
floor that could either be used for storage, a workshop, off ices or a store extension. 
The display windows rise a full one and a half storey, creating a sense of transparency 
for passersby to catch a glimpse of what’s happening inside the workshop above. 

The display windows are made of glass doors and tall glass panels framed in a golden 
metal, thus adding a sense of warmth, lightness and elegance to the otherwise heavy 
concrete structure. A small black marble plinth defines the limit between the alley and 
each shop, setting a clear transition between the two.

Finally, there are three window frame variants: one extends across the one and a half 
stories; another introduces a second frame at the level of the atelier storey of the store; 
and the third type uses a horizontal band that distinctly marks the shift between the 
store below and the workshop above.

We can say with confidence that in the Galerie d’Ixelles, Collin explores the tension 
between stereo tonic and tectonic architecture which is its way of decor.35 The gallery’s 
heavy concrete volume and robust entrances express a strong sense of mass and 
permanence, typical of stereo tonic design. The structure feels anchored, resistant to 
time, offering a sense of protection and stability.

34	 Impali, K., (1984) Une galerie commerciale africaine à Bruxelles
35	 Frampton, K., & Cava, J., (1995). Studies in tectonic culture: The poetics of construction in nineteenth and twen-
tieth century architecture



Figure 37 : Galerie d’Ixelles as a space - By Waltéry, F.
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Yet he deliberately softens this weight through a tectonic gesture. The lean metal 
frames, the expansive glass panels and the play of natural light through zenithal 
openings introduce lightness. These f iner details do not erase the building’s mass but 
rather bring a touch of lightness that allows the architecture to breathe.

This tension, between solidity and lightness, shapes how the space is experienced: 
through robustness and formality, but also lightness and informality. The gallery 
shelters its visitors while keeping them connected to the outside, creating a transitional 
space between interiority and urban life.

It is that very duality that made the Galerie d’Ixelles so adaptable over time. Collin’s 
work shows that spaces do not need to choose between mass and lightness, formal or 
informal. Architecture can hold both resilience and permeability, allowing it to evolve 
beyond the gallery’s original commercial function, becoming a cultural and social 
hub. When designed with sensitivity, spaces can embody both and remain alive to the 
changing needs of their communities.



Figure 38 : Galerie Matongé as a lived space - By Gui Mag

Inside a lived passage
Lived space

Atelier de recherche Typologies 2024 - 2025
KINSOEN Elise



73

2.2.2	 The Lived Space

At its opening in 1954, the Galerie d’Ixelles was a luxury shopping destination for an 
affluent European clientele except one, an African store, but owned by a European 
woman. When she eventually handed over her shop, it was a Congolese retailer who 
took over. This marked the turning point, triggering a gradual shift in the gallery’s 
demographics. Overtime, whenever a European retailer would close their store to 
move to the Galerie Louise or Toison d’Or, an African entrepreneur would take their 
place, shifting towards an African omnipresence in the gallery.

The rise of restaurants and snack bars, in addition to shops selling textiles and hair 
salons, was what really solidif ied this change. These venues became more than just 
places to eat and shop, they were social meeting points, where family and friends would 
gather for a drink and conversation, rather than shop and leave. Nganda Matongé was 
a snack bar known for bringing warmth, and a strong sense of community. Visiting 
the Galerie d’Ixelles meant feeling at home and running into familiar faces, which 
reinforced the gallery’s role as not just a commercial hub but also a landmark for the 
community, which is still the case today. To represent the African profile in the gallery, 
its name was off icially changed in 2018 from Galerie d’Ixelles to Galerie Matongé.

Walking through Galerie Matongé, we quickly notice that these spaces are used 
differently from conventional shopping streets, malls or galleries. Retailers extend 
their business beyond the confines of the store by spilling out onto the alley, making 
it even more narrow and diff icult to navigate. Tables covered with jewellery, bags and 
colourful fabrics such as “Wax Hollandaise”, line the walkway, while clothing hung on 
walls and racks display traditional African attire. 

At f irst glance, it seems that these displays belong to the shop owners. However, a 
closer look reveals that some stands are set up in front of closed shops and restaurants, 
suggesting informal activities operating within this formal gallery space. This blending 
of structures commerce and spontaneous market gives the gallery its distinctive, 
vibrant and lively character.
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Figure 39 : Galerie Matongé as a dynamic whole - By author
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In addition, retailers and the few restaurants set up chairs and tables outside their 
store, encouraging people to sit, gather and socialize. These seating areas create once 
again meeting point, blurring the boundaries between shopping and other activities, 
thus creating a sense of community. 

The Matongé gallery integrates the activity and dynamics that once characterized 
passages in the 19th century that had been lost almost a full century later. However, the 
activity is taken a step further. The lack of hierarchy makes it feel more like a living, 
evolving street market rather than a formal shopping centre. This spontaneity creates a 
very dynamic and chaotic feeling, rarely seen in modern shopping environments which 
tend to be more organized and controlled. 
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2.2.3	 Lessons learnt

A flexible and adaptable space is one that is open to change, and which evolves with the 
people who use it. It is not about designing a perfect and rigid environment but about 
creating a space open to change overtime. To design a space that remains relevant and 
resilient, architects and urbanists must think about designing structures that will 
support unexpected appropriation and leave room for something extra.

The foundation is flexible design. By setting guidelines and no strict rules within the 
shops, Collin allowed shop owners the freedom to shape their environment according 
to their functional, cultural, social and economic needs. It is reflected in the building’s 
design, through the thickness of the walls, only a few centimetres thick, which gives 
the possibility for retailers to expand their business across multiple spans. By creating 
a flexible base, architects give users the power to adapt the environment as they wish.

Equally as important is leaving room for the unexpected. Although the Matongé 
Gallery was originally built for a certain commercial format, the narrow alleys became 
an area for unplanned activities. African retailers for example began spilling their 
business into the alley. Bringing an informal touch, similar to a market, that plays a 
signif icant role in African culture. This informality should be seen as a sign of vitality, 
not disorder. While markets may appear chaotic, they foster dynamic interactions 
that are essential to neighbourhood life. Also, since there is no marketplace nearby, 
it installed itself in the smallest remaining space. The Matongé Gallery demonstrates 
how architecture cannot control everything, but it can create conditions necessary for 
unexpected activities to emerge.
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The reduced scale of the gallery contributed to the feeling of community. The intimate 
layout and volumes encourage interactions, giving users the confidence to transform 
and re-appropriate the space collectively, unlike larger passages and shopping malls.

In addition, Galerie Matongé also reflects the social and cultural changes. As the 
demographics shift, the buildings evolved in response. Architecture, like in the gallery, 
should be able to adapt to these cultural transformations and welcome diversity instead 
of resisting them. Ghita Barkouch’s work, “The Architectural Intelligence Behind 
Moroccan Interiors in Brussels”,36 captures how spaces are appropriated to reflect the 
identity and needs of their users. This demonstrates that cultural appropriation of a 
given space, is inevitable, no matter the type, shape, structure and boundaries set by 
the building’s design. 

Ultimately, the Galerie Matongé shows how integrating flexibility in the original 
design allows a space to gradually transform into a dynamic social and cultural hub. 
Rather than remaining a static shopping mall, it has become a community and cultural 
landmark for marginalized groups through the spontaneous appropriation of its users. 
It shows the importance of designing spaces that are open to change in order to stay 
relevant, to give hope and to connect to the people who inhabit them. 

3	 0

36	 Barkouch, G., (2020). Solving Daily-life Architecture Problems: The Architectural Intelligence Behind Moroc-
can Interiors in Brussels





WHEN ARCHITECTURE AND CULTURE 
MEET



Figure 40 : Diversity is a fact, inclusion is an act, mural in Galerie Matongé - Unknown
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3. 1	 THE IMPORTANCE OF INCLUSION

A study conducted by the “Fondation Roi Baudoin” in collaboration with the 
University of Liège, Catholic University of Louvain-La-Neuve and the Vrije 
Universiteit van Brussel, shows there is a lack of inclusion or a feeling of belonging 
among Afro-descendants in Belgium. Whether they are newcomers or Belgian citizens, 
many face ethno-racial discrimination or racism, often more than other immigrant 
groups. Yet, most of them are of Congolese, Rwandan, or Burundian origin, from 
countries that were once Belgian colonies, which makes their exclusion even more 
confusing considering the historical ties with Belgium.

Integration policies often insist on the responsibility of new citizens to adapt to the new 
countries national values. 37 Of course, every country has its own way of functioning, 
but it feels unfair to expect immigrants to completely set aside their identity just so 
they can fully blend in.

While integration does require personal effort, it also depends heavily on how open 
and inclusive society is. The absence of support and opportunity, especially from 
institutions, can make people feel left out. This can lead to misunderstandings, 
frustrations and, in some cases, social tension and delinquency. But this issue isn’t 
something we can link to a particular nationality. It’s more about how anyone might 
react when they feel they do not belong or feel unwelcomed.

Raynal and Ferguson, in their research on cultural integration, point out an important 
distinction between multiculturalism and interculturalism. 38 Yes, Brussels is 
multicultural, but does that really mean cultures live together and understand each 
other? A city can be very culturally diverse without encouraging real dialogue and 
connections. When someone has to adapt to an environment far from their landmarks, 
while feeling isolated, it can lead to a sense of injustice and rejection.

Even though this feeling of belonging improves over generations, many still have 
diff iculties feeling fully at home in Belgium. On top of having diff iculties of 
integration, it does not help that many people feel as they are still seen as foreigners or 
simply “African”, even if they are born in Belgium and have the nationality. In fact, in 
the study by “Fondation Roi Baudoin”, 86% of participants said they are perceived as 
foreigners and 91% as African.39

On top of being seen as outsiders, Afro-descendants feel they are under-represented in 

37	 Des Citoyens Aux Racines Africaines (n.d.)
38	 Raynal, S., & Ferguson, LB., (2008). L’intégration: Du multiculturel à l’intraculturel
39	 Des Citoyens Aux Racines Africaines (n.d.)



Figure 42 : Porte de Namur ! Porte de l’Amour ? - By Chéri Samba

Figure 41 : Representation for awareness - By Papadji



83

Belgian medias who tend to reinforce stereotypes and rarely give them an opportunity 
of expression. 40 This feeling, of not being accepted, likely explains why many Afro-
descendants choose to surround themselves with people from same origins. It’s a way 
for them to f ind comfort, shared understanding and connection to their home culture.

To improve this situation, several initiatives have started. One of them is to shed light 
on Belgium’s colonial past, to increase awareness and understanding. These demands 
mostly come from afro-descendants who are asking to be fully recognized and included 
in society. Many believe that colonial history is either barely mentioned or completely 
left out of public discussion which is detrimental to cultural inclusion. 

“There are problems with racism, intolerance and, above all, a lack of 
knowledge about things”. 41

Overall, the study shows that marginalization and lack of recognition from public 
authorities contribute to a strong feeling of exclusion. The misunderstanding and 
stereotypes surrounding Afro-descendant communities. Especially those from 
countries like Congo, Rwanda and Burundi, with historic ties to Belgium, fuel their 
sidelining. It is now essential to acknowledge their contribution and listen to their 
voices in order to build a fairer and more inclusive society for all.

In recent years, some actions have been taken. One example is Urban Brussels’s 
plan called “Vers la décolonisation de l’espace public en region Bruxelles-Capitale”. 
The main idea behind it is that colonial history should not be denied or erased but 
rather acknowledged and talked about openly. The plan focuses on raising awareness, 
preserving and commemorating colonial history and heritage. Awareness can be 
raised by discussing, rather than denying or minimizing, and giving more visibility to 
symbolic places linked to Afro-descendant communities.

Amongst many, one of the proposals is to bring together existing works, statues, art, 
and monuments into a single space that serves both as a public and symbolic site that 
marks the city’s shift toward a more inclusive and decolonized public landscape.

“The action plan can help create a more inclusive society by transforming 
public spaces and encouraging dialogue with citizens. The idea is to 

multiply spaces for exchange and discussion around what we, collectively, 
want our cities and shared spaces to represent” 42 – Urban Brussels

40	 Des Citoyens Aux Racines Africaines (n.d.)
41	 Young Belgo-Burudian women, as cited in Des Citoyens Aux Racines Africaines (n.d.). p 165 
42	 Vers la Décolonisation de l’espace public en Région de Bruxelles-Capitale - urban.brussels, (2022). Translated to 
english
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GALERIE MATONGÉ : A SPACE FOR INCLUSION

Through the evolution of the neighbourhood and Galerie Matongé, with the informal 
practices that occur inside, we can consider, without a doubt, that this structure plays 
an important role in fostering urban diversity and inclusion. 

As Stevens argues in his work on urban porosity, diversity and inclusion are among the 
21st century urban agenda. While ongoing debates focus on ethno-cultural diversity, 
cosmopolitism and multiculturalism, the question of how urban spaces can support 
inclusion is not fully resolved. 43 

In the case of Matongé, one key reason for the neighbourhood’s multicultural 
character is its location around the city. The arrival of African diaspora, particularly 
the Congolese community, is partly due to the presence of the Congolese Embassy 
and other institutions nearby. But it also has to do with the way the neighbourhood 
developed. Unlike its neighbouring quarters, Quartier Léopold and Avenue Louise, 
who both underwent major urban transformations, Porte de Namur remained almost 
untouched for decades. Aside from some street widening, the addition of a few roads 
and the construction of some public institutions, the urban fabric mostly followed the 
medieval street pattern.  As a result, Porte de Namur indirectly benefited from the new 
and prosperous transformations of its surroundings without directly being impacted. 
This gave it the status of a secondary urban space.

“In such secondary spaces, the enforcement of dominant spatial, social 
and cultural order is “looser”, the degree of control is more relaxed and 
less explicitly determined. This allows for a diverse and deviant urban 

world to germinate and persist.” - J. Stevens 44

43	 Stevens, J., (2022). Urban porosity: A chronicle of spatial inclusion in Matonge, Brussels
44	 Stevens, J., (2022). Urban porosity: A chronicle of spatial inclusion in Matonge, Brussels. p.10
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Another factor is the status of the gallery itself. Its porous nature, architecturally and 
socially, encouraged alternative and sometimes unpredictability practices. The concept 
of urban porosity has been explored in different ways: originally by W. Benjamin and 
A. Lacis in 1925, who used it as a way to describe the urban shape based on the culture 
of Naples’ inhabitants. But it can also simply refer to the contrast between mass and 
voids45. And from a social point of view, it refers to the unexpected activities created 
by the fusion of different spaces46. Paola Viganò also developed this idea, describing 
porosity as the capacity for an urban environment to absorb unexpected dynamics and 
staying resilient in the face of transformation.47 

“As porous as this stone is the architecture. Building and action 
interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades, and stairways. In everything 

they preserve the scope to become a theatre of new, unforeseen 
constellations. The stamp of the definitive is avoided. No situation 

appears intended forever (…)” – W.Benjamin & A.Lacis 48

45	 Tadi, M., et al., (2017). Urban Porosity. A morphological Key Category for the optimization of the CAS’s environ-
mental and energy performance
46	 Castel’Branco, R., & Ricardo da Costa, A., (2024). From maximum urban porosity to city’s disaggregation: 
Evidence from the Portuguese case
47	 Pellegrini, P., & Viganò, P,. (2006). Comment vivre ensemble: Prototypes of idiorrythmical conglomerates and 
shared spaces
48	 Benjamin, W., et al., (2019). Sur Naples. p.166



Figure 43 : Matongé and its African landmarks and meeting points - By author, inspired by Gontras, A.

Like in every country, people try to find a sense of belonging and to do so, they need 
to be among their own. That’s why there are distinct neighbourhoods which can 
generate a sort of segregation. There are many neighbourhoods like that but here, 

Matongé is essentially African.

I believe the shops in Matongé honour both African and Belgian culture. The 
Africanization of the neighbourhood is not a bad thing. There is a lot of life 
and energy, with some occasional incidents, but they remind you of Africa.

People come here from all-over, it’s what they would call a ‘must-visit’ spot.

- Madame Nicole, hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (1984 & 2011)

What kind of clientele do you have here? All Kinds. Both Belgians who lived in 
Africa as well as Africans who are living in Belgium

- Vinyl shopowner in Galerie Matongé  (1984)

In general it’s in Brussel’s Matongé that Kinshasa’s fashion is made. New clothing 
trends in Dutch Wax fabrics arrive here first before travelling to Kinshasa

- Client in Galerie Matongé (1984)

Most of the white Belgians who come into the gallery are nostalgic from when they 
used to live in Africa, so they come here to have a drink, grab a bite, ... But people 

who do not know Matongé, or African culture, are afraid to come inside the gallery.

There was a quiet period during the 60s-70s that lasted two years while people were 
moving to Galerie Louise. But now that there are more Africans in the gallery, it has 

come back to life, there is a lot more activity.

People tend to gather, have a drink and socialize when there are more snack 
bars and placed to hang out. It’s different from regular shops where you just 
buy something and leave. Little by little, everyone come together, and that’s 

what creates this dynamic atmosphere.

- Madame Chapeau, hatter and seamstress in Galerie Matongé  (1984 & 2011)

Matongé is, in my opinion, at a very interesting juncture right now. We have seen 
the entire African story come to life in the gallery and in addition, there is also the 
multicultural and cosmopolitan element that has emerged in the neighbourhood.

- Karel, anthropologist and resident of the neighbourhood (2011)

It is unique because of the warmth and sense of brotherhood. It feels different, you 
know you are in Matongé as soon as you arrive here.

You can find everything in the gallery, including jewellery, food and hair salons. We are 
really in the heart of the neighbourhood. It is full of life especially on Saturdays. It’s 
all about positive energy, everything is decorated and there are mamas everywhere.

We have a bad reputation on the medias. In reality, we are just minding our business.
Honestly, we welcome everyone as long as they don’t cause any trouble.

As soon as you are on Chaussée de Wavre, you are in Congo. But when you 
come here (Chaussée d’Ixelles), you are back in Brussels. It is very small, we are 

all together, but still in our little corner.

- Dalsim, rapper (2023)

We tend to be a very lively crowd, with the majority being Congolese. There is a lot 
of dancing, fashion, music and positive energy. When you add other nationali-

ties, it becomes a very diverse place.

Everyone is welcome here, but there are issues with the police, and the Gallery isn’t in 
its best shape.

- Hairdresser in Galerie Matongé (2025)

We can’t always be on the same wavelength, so we stay among ourselves, and 
circumstances force us to do so. Look here, we are all African students, we have 
Belgian friends, but where are they, how many of them come to see us to grab a 

drink? Unfortunately, they don’t.

It is called Maison Africaine but it is open to everyone. However, most of the 
time you only see African student, which does not make it a ghetto like everyone 

might think.

- Resident of the Maison Africaine (1984)
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3. 2	 APPROPRIATION FOR A RICHER URBAN LIFE

Both, Hertzberger and Lefebvre, who expand on the notion of appropriation, agree 
on the idea that formally designed spaces should act as a frame for social encounters, 
creativity, imagination and appropriation to f it one’s needs.49 Appropriation can 
emerge from various material, functional or social reasons but ultimately depends on 
the user’s needs and desire.

Although there have been initiatives since Lefebvre’s initial research for ‘Le droit à la 
ville”, he criticized architects and urbanites of being too rigid in their concepts and 
actions. Even when the intention is to design with adaptability in mind, architects 
and planners are still limited by their own understanding of habiter. They can only 
design based on their perception and not in alignment with how inhabitants will use 
the space in their everyday lives50. According to Zetlaoui-Leger, habiter is an act of 
self-assertion, a way of building something that reflects who we are51. It is not just 
occupying a space but engaging with it. This leads us to question how we can design 
something for someone else that genuinely reflects their identity and needs?

What we can design are spaces that suggest certain uses or modes of urban life.52 
Yet, real urban life, the real daily experience, is shaped by culture, memory, social 
interactions and much other immaterial elements which are constantly changing and 
unpredictable. 

On another note, in Betwixt and Between, Quentin Stevens 53explores architectural 
thresholds as loose spaces, transitional zones between two realms such as public and 
private or inside and outside. These thresholds function as liminal spaces where 
conventional ways of using a space are suspended making room for alternative 
behaviours and ways of expression. It is precisely because of their in-between status 
that they are more likely to be appropriated by users, thus offering a unique potential 
for transformation and personal expression.

Matongé Gallery is a perfect reflection of these ideas. As previously mentioned, it 
was designed with a specif ic commercial purpose and a clear vision of how it would 
function. Yet, its transitional nature, private but public, inside but outside, and the 
specif ic social and cultural reality of the neighbourhood, has entirely been transformed 
by the local community. This transformation shows the importance of designing 

49	 Lefebvre, H., (1967). Le droit à la ville. L’Homme et La Société
50	 Lefebvre, H., (1967). Le droit à la ville. L’Homme et La Société
51	 Zetlaoui-Leger, J., (2012). Qu’est-ce que l’appropriation ?
52	 Lefebvre, H., (1967). Le droit à la ville. L’Homme et La Société
53	 Franck, K., & Stevens, S., (2013). Loose Space: Possibility and Diversity in Urban Life



Figure 44 : The life brought by appropriation - By author



89

buildings with the intent of providing its inhabitant the possibility and freedom to 
develop this space according to their needs. Architecture must allow space for the 
unexpected.

PUBLIC SPACES A LEVERS FOR COMMUNITY

Public spaces are key elements in the shaping of modern cities. More than just physical 
spaces, they come to life through the daily activities of the people who use them, become 
a space for interaction, social connections and adaptation to cultural and economic 
realities. In some neighbourhoods marked by migration and diversity, public spaces 
have a particular role as they are not only places of passage, but an environment that 
redefine ways of occupying and interacting.

Urban spaces are constantly changing over time due to the influence of ongoing social 
changes. This evolution is particularly visible in spaces like Galerie Matongé, where 
formal stores and informal practices coexist, constantly reshaping the urban landscape. 
Some communities, especially those visible in spontaneous markets, help define 
how spaces are used and how they enhance the city’s diversity, which strengthens its 
dynamic character. 

Several spatial qualities in the area have made this appropriation possible. The location 
of the gallery in the heart of Matongé is important as it was a lively and multicultural 
district which offers easy access and visibility, making it a natural hub for dynamic 
exchange. Secondly, although the alleys tend to be on the smaller side compared to 
other passages, they allow shops to expand outwards, enabling this informal aspect of 
a market. 

In addition, the intended workshop space on the upper floor can be used for parallel 
practices for craft, repairs or informal works that supports the social and economic 
networks of the community. Most importantly, as mentioned previously, the lack of 
hierarchy gives every user, from a retailer to a passerby, the freedom of doing whichever 
activity they want and appropriating the space as they want.

The way multicultural communities claim spaces is often reflected in the use of public 
and semi-public areas, like sidewalks, cafés, local shops, religious spaces and gathering 
spots.54 In this context, the Galerie Matongé, based on Agier situation de rencontre 
identif ied in his work on L’invention de la Ville (1999), embodies three out of four 
types of situations. The f irst, “situation ordinaire”, where regular interactions take 
place in a f ixed setting like work or commercial environments. The second, “situation 
de transition”, which occurs in spaces for circulation or transition, such as covered 

54	 Cattedra, R., (2003). Espace public et cosmopolitisme: Naples à l’épreuve d’un inédit métissage urbain



passages. And f inally, “situations rituelle”, marked by cultural or religious celebrations 
that reinforces a sense of community.55 These environments become anchors where 
new social, economic and cultural dynamics emerge.

In certain neighbourhoods, the cosmopolitanism56 is visible through elements of the 
everyday life: the mix of languages, the music coming from shops and homes, the smell 
of foreign cuisine spilling out of restaurants, … This cultural presence is evident in 
Galerie Matongé, where the alleys are not just for business, they become the foundation 
for community life. 

A NEW MARKET PLACE

Even though the terms formal and informal are often seen as complete opposites, 
Galerie Matongé shows us that there is a complex middle ground between the two 
rather than a strict division. There is no doubt that in this case, there is this ‘in-
between’ where formal and informal elements meet and interact.

Understanding the distinction between formal and informal helps make sense of 
the contrast between the stores found in the gallery and the stands set up on the 
alley, especially the ones held by people who are not retailers in the building. These 
spontaneous stands create a market within the gallery, which can be seen as an informal 
market. The difference between the two is that: one is static, a built and permanent 
environment, while the other is kinetic,57 meaning it is temporary, mobile and 
constantly changing. Although informal urban elements’ legitimacy had long been 
doubted, it is as important as formal ones, since they simultaneously shape the city. 
Formal structure provides a framework on which informal spaces bring the social and 
cultural layer to the city.

Informality plays a big role in city-making and urban growth. Modern urban planning 
techniques, which tends to ignore how people live and interact with spaces, are 
challenged by informal dynamics. A place’s essence is not just about its physical design 
but also about experience and liveability. 

Globally, informal markets are very important, not just in providing some sort of 
income for people in poorer communities but also in addressing social challenges, 
particularly for immigrants. These markets are not only rooted in cultural, religious, 
or social factors, they emerge due to economic necessity to respond to the ineff icacy 

55	 Cattedra, R., (2003). Espace public et cosmopolitisme: Naples à l’épreuve d’un inédit métissage urbain p.16
56	 Cattedra, R., (2003). Espace public et cosmopolitisme: Naples à l’épreuve d’un inédit métissage urbain
57	 Lutzoni, L., (2016). In-formalised urban space design. Rethinking the relationship between formal and infor-
mal
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of formal economy. They offer an alternative source of income, especially when formal 
employment is limited. In Matongé, they are a source of opportunities for small 
entrepreneurs, mainly women, to operate with flexibility, without any rigid rules and 
by adapting to local demand. 

Although the term informal can sometimes have a negative connotation, these spaces 
have a great impact on community integration in the city. The Matongé Gallery is a 
perfect example as it is considered as the heart of the African community of Bruxelles 
and even Belgium. Beyond just economic opportunities, it provides traders with a sense 
of belonging and a familiar environment where they can feel at ease among people in a 
similar situation. At the same time, it fosters relationships between buyers and sellers, 
creating trust and loyalty, further helping in the overall sense of community.

These markets also act as a cultural crossroad, attracting diverse cultural, ethnic and 
religious groups, thus giving space for social interaction. In Matongé, they allow 
Europeans that have lived in Africa to reminisce, while giving Africans or Afro-
descendants a place to share news, maintain friendships and support one another. 
These interactions turn informal markets into more than just economic hubs, they 
become living social spaces that bridge different worlds.

According to Lutzoni, the modern condition of cities has evolved in a way where public 
spaces are losing the possibility of being spaces for dialogue and exchange. Designing 
intermediate spaces, those that exist between the formal and informal, requires a new 
approach to urban life. One that embraces its role in fostering both individual and 
collective practices.58

4	 0

58	 Lutzoni, L., (2016). In-formalised urban space design. Rethinking the relationship between formal and infor-
mal
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Figure 45 : A new ubran life - Unknown author
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WHERE THE PASSAGE LIVES

From a theoretical standpoint, Galerie Matongé meets many of the condition of 
existence that def ine a successful passage: its urban context, the connections it creates 
and the internal layout, all f it. Though not located in the historic city centre, it sits 
within culturally rich, dense and walkable area that connects two active axes, from 
the commercial Chaussée d’Ixelles to the previous entertaining Chaussée the Wavre 
with its cinemas, theatres, bars, … The adaptable size, layout of store and other spatial 
features all reflect the building’s capacity to adapt over time.

Still, some limitations persist. The entrance on Chaussée d’Ixelles, despite being on 
the busier street, lacks visibility. As shopfront expanded over time, the entrance lost its 
distinct scale and blends into the surrounding façade. It no longer feels like a passage, 
but as a typical storefront, which removes its neutrality and sense of anonymity which 
are two key traits for a passage

As mentioned earlier, a passage only works as long as it serves a public that actively uses 
and needs it. When European retailers left the Galerie Matongé during the 60s and 
70s, they were slowly replaced by African entrepreneurs. That shift gave the gallery a 
new identity and a second life, becoming a landmark for Brussel’s African diaspora. 
The absence of a dedicated space for African culture to flourish, but also the absence 
of public and market spaces in the area, pushed shopkeepers to extend their activity 
beyond the store limits, occupying the alley and reconfiguring the space through 
informal practices.

From its location and structure to the flexibility of its interior space, its cultural role 
both as part of a quartier fondateur and as an inclusive enclave59 for a marginalized 
group, it is no surprise that Galerie Matongé stands as a space open to diversity, 
transformation and new ways of urban living. It reveals that, no matter the architectural 
form of a passage, its success relies on the public, how the people use, adapt and inhabit 
it. In the case of Galerie Matongé, its survival relied on reappropriation. The same way 
covered passages of the 19th century created an alternative modern reality for the rising 
bourgeoisie. Today, it is a cavity within the city, a porous environment where other 
modes of urbanity can emerge. The users gave it meaning, purpose and life which is the 
reason for placing the social layer in the heart of the project.

59	 Fenton et al., (2022). Which morphologies for “inclusion in urbanity”? Exploring practices along the Steenweg



Figure 46 : An adaptable structure - By author
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4. 1	 REVEALING POTENTIALS: DESIGN VARIATIONS

Based on the observations and lessons drawn from the lived Galerie Matongé, this 
section explores different design options that may respond to informal practices that 
have emerged over time. Instead of proposing a single intervention, several architectural 
elements of the gallery are taken as starting points to imagine how the space could 
evolve. Parameters such as ceiling height, entrance layout, walkway circulation and the 
glazed roof are re-examined to test how the passage could better support existing uses.

Although the gallery was originally conceived with a mix of functions, commercial, 
residential and circulatory. These functions are clearly separated, stacked on top of the 
other, with little to no interaction, which limits the buildings potential to adapt due 
to its rigid stratif ication.

The goal is to speculate and imagine how small changes can impact a broader space. 
These are not f inal solutions, but rather open-ended possibilities as public needs are 
constantly changing and appropriation is unpredictable.



Figure 47 : A new sense to Galerie Matongé - By author 

Inside a space open to appropriation
Intervention space

Atelier de recherche Typologies 2024 - 2025
KINSOEN Elise



99

4. 2	 GIVING SPACE TO APPROPRIATION

When appropriation, culture and social interactions become guiding principles of a 
project, the f irst question that arises is: How can we offer more space to the users of the 
gallery without altering the archetype’s identity? How can we reinforce connections 
across the passage, from one side to the other, and bottom up, both socially and 
spatially?  

Drawing from typologies of the covered passage, while also taking inspiration from 
the panoptic logics where visibility and interactions organise a space, the project seeks 
to preserve the essence of the Matongé Gallery while opening it up to culture and 
community.

The project is articulated around two complementary interventions, each focusing on 
a different layer and user of the building.

A CULTURAL PULSE: RECLAIMING THE PUBLIC PASSAGE

Galerie Matongé holds a strong architectural and social history. The intervention aims 
to enhance its social potential, as a landmark for African culture, without altering its 
character.

More flow can be brought to the gallery from Chaussée d’Ixelles by integrating the 
neighbouring building, currently a store, making the entrance more visible, open and 
more welcoming. This additional surface will hold a ramp leading to the f irst floor of 
the underground parking (-1) creating an additional surface accessible to the public. 
To ensure connectivity between the new level and the existing gallery, an opening is 
made where the central commercial volume currently lies, thus opening the space both 
vertically and horizontally.

This gesture helps to visually lighten the space, remove visual obstruction and offer 
a new perspective view on the gallery. The existing alley at ground level remains a 
circulation axis, but instead of being bordered by two built volume (retail stores), it is 
both bordered by a built volume and an empty volume (the new vertical opening). By 
preserving the existing colonnade along this void, the project subtly echoes one of the 
gallery’s inspirations: the arcade.

As for the former parking level which is a continuous space without a central 
commercial mass or void, it is accessible from the new ramp but also from a central 
staircase place near the Chaussée de Wavre entrance. The new alley is suggested by 
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a colonnade placed following the ones on the upper floor, every two columns. The 
centre stays open to enable the public to use and appropriate the space depending on 
their activities and needs. 

Echoing the informal activities in Galerie Matongé, this new central open space on the 
lower floor has a double height. A possible appropriation in the area is that it could 
serve as an additional space for shopkeepers to expand their store and for vendors to 
have ample space to sell their goods. The open space is reminiscent of another reference 
behind the passage: the covered market.

That same open space could also serve as a place of representation for African culture, 
a space where decolonisation, as proposed by Urban Brussels, can take shape. At times, 
it could transform into a platform where monuments, artworks or statues related to 
colonial heritage are brought back into public view, helping to shed light on cultural 
diversity and spread awareness on inclusivity. In this context, Galerie Matongé, 
alongside its informal market activities, could also act as temporary exhibition space 
and a gathering point during commemorations.

The following intervention seeks to create a balance between openness and continuity, 
between architectural heritage and emerging social activities. Ultimately, it offers a 
framework that encourages appropriation while respecting the unique identity of the 
gallery.
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A SHARED BREATH: ENHANCING COMMUNITY AND GREEN POTENTIAL

One space that is currently unused but holds a lot of potential is the rooftop of the 
Galerie Matongé. In addition to an already existing staircase connecting the stairwell 
of the building on Chaussée de Wavre to the roof, archives from the 50s suggest a small 
terrace space, on the roof, from the Chaussée d’Ixelles side. This suggest that there was, 
at some point, a clear intention to make this rooftop accessible and functional.

The architectural group MVRDV has developed a Rooftop Catalogue60, identifying 
various rooftop typologies, their capacities and the potential strategies for either 
densif ication or reprogramming. 

Given the profile of the “Galerie Matongé” roof, the high density of the surrounding 
urban block, and the relatively small size of the residential and workshop units, 
facilitating access to the rooftop presents an opportunity to create a new shared space

This space could take the form of a green communal area, open to residents, shopkeepers 
or other inhabitants of the block. It would offer, not only an environmental and spatial 
value, but also reinforce social cohesion. Both at the level of the public within the 
gallery and at the scale of local residential life.

60	 Rooftop Calatogue, (2021)
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Galerie Matongé reveals the richness that lies in-between, between architectural 
intention and everyday use, between heritage and transformation, between formal 
and informal. What once was a post-war commercial passage, has been gradually 
transformed into an appropriated space, shaped by how people inhabit and modify it 
while giving it meaning rather than its original blueprint.

It seems evident that, through research and project proposals, appropriation is an act 
of resilience and adaptation. It reflects the architecture’s ability to become a model, an 
infrastructure, for social and cultural expression as well as for unpredictable, informal 
practices. From spontaneous displays extending on the alleys and new informal uses of 
parking lots and rooftop, these gestures of making a space one’s own are a creative and 
human responses to a rigid framework or system.

Galerie Matongé is not only a built space, it reflects the multicultural reality of 
Brussels and the world. It embodies the tension between control and freedom, between 
historical typology and contemporary urban life. In this sense, the transformation of 
Galerie Matongé is not just about restoring and reinventing the gallery, but also about 
giving voice to alternative ways of urbanity through social and cultural interactions. 
By recognizing appropriation as a vital urban force, architecture can shift from being a 
f ixed object to a flexible framework that supports evolving needs, identities and social 
dynamics.

This project is a call to embrace the in-between. Architecture should not resist 
informality, it should embrace it! To design is to accept that architecture is never 
complete, it is always evolving.

The human is the foundation of all architecture, but humanity is what gives 
it meaning and brings the urban environment to life.
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