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!e Cuesta �ޖNZܭVWԥ��of the Rupel Region.
New Challenges for its Cultural Heritage

 





cuesta
n
1. (Physical Geography) a long low ridge with a steep scarp slope and a gentle back 
slope, formed by the di!erential erosion of strata of di!ering hardness
[Spanish: shoulder, from Latin costa side, rib]
www.thefreedictionary.com/cuesta 
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In this publication we want to present the design re-
search projects of  eight students of  the International 
Master of  Architecture – Resilient and Sustainable 
Strategies KU Leuven through which they envisaged 
new challenges for the cultural heritage of  the Rupel 
region situated in the Province of  Antwerp, Flanders 
Belgium along the river Rupel and covering the mu-
nicipalities of  Hemiksem, Schelle, Niel, Boom and 
Rumst. 
What we particularly want to point at is how we 
had to get immersed into the region to be able to 
transcend an object-focused approach and how we 
detected the formal and informal use of  the place. 
The objective was to take these experiences within 
the design process of  either new projects or projects 
of  adaptive re-use and restoration to come to more 
nuanced and socially better accepted architectural 
projects. 

When looking over the Rupel region today we see a 
world carved and sliced for so long that it is hard to 
imagine it even having been otherwise. The whole 
region is marked by centuries of  clay extraction and 
brick manufacturing industry with many former clay 
quarries determining the landscape. Many of  the pits 
KDYH� EHFRPH� RYHUJURZQ� DQG� VHHP� XQXVHG� DW� ÀUVW�
sight. The industrial and urban decline lead to exten-

sive disused sites. 
Only a few fragments of  the built heritage directly 
related to the former activity are conserved in an at-
tempt to install the remembrance of  the place. It’s 
clear that these relicts can never recall the heydays 
of  the industrial era of  this region and although they 
are iconic they became isolated artefacts as they lack 
the relation with the landscape. In current times of  
migration and mobility of  both humans and non-hu-
PDQV�QHZ�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI �WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI �WKLV�SODFH�
is likely to be enacted, created, shaped, and negoti-
ated.
7KLV�QHZ�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI �PHDQLQJ�DULVHV�IURP�D�PXOWL�
faced never ending interaction in which people are 
engaged with the landscapes and structures in which 
they live. 
These places have meaning for the natives, former 
brick-workers and their families through the even-
ts in their lives, which have taken place in this spe-
FLÀF� ODQGVFDSH� RU� EXLOGLQJV� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH\� OLYH� DQG�
worked. The entanglement of  timeless immaterial 
attachments with the historical and material layering 
of  the place, acts like chemistry. Generations pas-
sed knowledge down to each other by leaving visu-
al marks or traces. And even if  the events have left 
no mark, people seem to remember, as they became 
part of  their collective memory. 
The other side of  the interaction is the triggering 
of  newcomers’ memories and feelings by the simple 
sight of  this place1.  Here enters their value for the 
existing buildings and landscapes in our intercultural 
VRFLHW\�DV�WKH\�DWWULEXWH�QHZ�VLJQLÀFDQFH�WR�WKHLU�QHZ�
environment affected by what they already know, be-
lieve or remember from other places. 
From this perspective there is an interesting parallel 
in the working methodology of  an architect and the 
strategy of  the storyteller the way Walter Benjamin2  
VWDWHV�LW��¶7KH�ÀJXUH�RI �WKH�VWRU\WHOOHU�JHWV�LWV�IXOO�FRU-
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poreality only for the one who can picture both the 
man who has stayed at home who knows the local ta-
les and tradition and the one who comes from a far.’   
An advantage of  being an outsider in the landscape 
we have to study and to adopt the attitude of  the 
storyteller lies precisely in the fact that one might 
(re)-discover intrinsic qualities of  the usual things 
that regular visitors or natives risk to overlook and 
that historical studies might neglect.
Take the case of  the so-called ‘sloepkes’3 . Between 
most of  the brick-workers’ houses constructed 
around the clay-pits a small pathway or ‘sloepke’ was 
foreseen. It provided a direct access from the house 
to the clay-pit. 
The only entrance to the houses was at the back of  
the house through this ‘sloepke’ via a collective inner 
street. The main street façade lacked a front door. 
Historically and materially seen they are proof  of  the 
often very poor working and living conditions of  the 
brick-workers and their families who were comple-
tely dependent of  the factory owners who lived in 
beautiful master houses along the Rupel River.  
We could never have understood their world of  me-
aning today by just observing the place from outside 
and doing historical and material survey only. Writ-
ten history in archives and museums, touristic info 
DQG�WKH�ÀQDO�UHSRUW�IRU�WKH�UHJLRQ�RI �WKH�3URYLQFH�RI �
Antwerp4  certainly gave us very valuable informa-
tion about how the region historically evolved and 
what the function of  these ‘sloepkes’ was but didn’t 
give us convincing insight on the deeper actual value 
of  this human-made landscape, a wonderful hidden 
social, cultural and ecological meshwork of  which 
‘sloepkes’ are a fundamental part. There was need 
for another strategy to meet this fragile protagonist. 

As we were strangers in the landscape we had to stu-
G\�D�FUXFLDO�REMHFWLYH�ZDV�WR�ÀQG�D�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\�RI �

observing to come to an actual reading of  the site far 
beyond historical evidences. In terms of  methodo-
logy we thought about how to discover the nameless 
protagonists and to unveil and to register the off-
the-record information they provided us to include 
more of  the voices of  perspectives of  people in the 
area where we worked. This was developed in a ‘pro-
WRFRO�IRU�ZDONLQJ·� LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�GHÀQHG�ZKDW�WR�GR��
but not how to do it. Our main tools were walking, 
drawing and modelling. ‘Mapping’ values could have 
been one approach, but we also felt the need for a 
processual or narrative element – a story of  how va-
lues happen, and change.
To gain insight into the people’s and other living cre-
atures’ why and how and their and our relation to the 
place we expressed perceptions through mapping 
from the ground. This implied that to be able to un-
derstand the processes of  appropriation, memories 
and traces and to express our own understandings 
we not only used cartographical techniques but also 
we stepped across the roads, visited the places of  
which the inhabitants told us5.     As the anthro-
pologist Tim Ingold suggests we joined with those 
among whom we worked6.   We had to take time 
to listen to and to observe both locals and newco-
mers from inside by doing informal interviews and 
re-walk peoples’ lines of  perambulation. The inves-
tigation turned into a travel story, storytelling into 
a spatial practice7.  As Michel de Certeau puts it in 
‘L’Invention du quotidien’.
The act of  drawing our interactive journeys in little 
jot-books8  was a way of  observing and therefore a 
ZD\�RI �UHÁHFWLQJ��7KH�GUDZLQJ�EHFDPH�D�WRRO�IRU�WKH�
eye and all other senses. The act of  watching closely 
lead to real closeness and retracing the existing made 
us experience things differently. 
A subtle social, cultural and ecological meshwork of  
informal and formal collective spaces was visualized 



step by step. It was composed of  small trails and pa-
thways through the former clay-pits. As today some 
of  these pits are reclaimed by nature, habitats that 
are exceptional for biodiversity arise and new rela-
tions between the pits and the houses are created. 
‘Sloepkes’ originally made to easily reach the clay-pit 
from the brick workers houses give now access to 
huge natural internal areas.  
Furthermore there were and still are small alleys bet-
ween the front houses along the streets and the back-
houses on the edge of  the pits, tunnels under the 
street parallel to the Rupel, dugged to connect the 
ÀUVW�DQG�VHFRQG�URZ�RI �SLWV��DQG�FRPPXQLW\�VWUHHWV�
in small settlements at the borders of  the pits, where 
people live their lives. 
With the decline of  the brick manufacturing industry 
this subtle permeate tissue was obstructed here and 
there as some of  these ‘sloepkes’ and tunnels were 
privatised. 
In mapping them we discovered that there was no 
clear boundary between the public and the private, 
which enhanced unprompted encounters between 
locals and newcomers. At the same time their hierar-
chy in scale guaranteed a gradient of  intimacy. This 
turns this fragile meshwork into a place of  attach-
ment appropriated in many different ways, attribu-
ting the human scale to this industrial landscape.
It made us change our focus from the unique indus-
trial historical relicts towards a heritage, which is or-
ganically integrated into the life of  the community 
and by this territorialized and anchored. 
This implied a radical shift from heritage as an object 
to heritage as relationship.
Heritage was then not longer composed of  isola-
ted iconic artefacts but became closely linked with 
the entire cultural landscape of  past and present in 
which the pathways and trails of  natives and newco-
mers both human and non-human, and the tangible 

and intangible are thoroughly entangled.  
Community has to be considered here as a social cre-
ation and experience that is continuously in motion, 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�À[HG�HQWLW\�DQG�GHVFULSWLRQ��D�¶VHHPLQJO\�
KRPRJHQRXV�FROOHFWLYH·�GHÀQHG�E\�JHRJUDSK\��UHOLJL-
on, age, education, class, gender, ethnicity etc.  

In the different proposals we suggested new struc-
tures, restoration projects and projects of  adaptive 
reuse of  the industrial sites closely entangled with 
the landscape, a revitalisation of  the social, cultu-
ral and ecological meshwork by reopening carefully 
some of  the privatised ‘sloepkes’, alleys and tunnels 
not as a plea to conserve all the historical material 
out of  a romantic or nostalgic idea of  keeping the 
houses in their poor materiality or idealising the lack 
of  comfort for the inhabitants but out of  the con-
viction that the intrinsic qualities of  this fragile tissue 
HPEUDFH�ÁH[LELOLW\�DQG�FDQ�EH�WKH�SULPDU\�JHQHUDWRU�
for this area including new housing and new services.
The typology of  a hierarchical build up mesh of  
collective spaces could serve as an archetypical form 
for the region to come to more nuanced and so-
cially better accepted projects in contrast with the 
construction of  high-rise buildings along the Rupel 
river, completely denying the subtle characteristics 
of  the place, disneyfying the material remains of  its 
industrial past by putting the accent on the attractive-
QHVV�RI �KLVWRULFDO�DUWHIDFWV�WKDW�ÀQDOO\�EHFRPH�HPSW\�
shells ones restored and reused. 
The danger with the current developments is that 
the cultural landscape of  the Rupel region becomes 
highly urbanised, exclusively promoted as a touristic 
destination, overlooking the nameless protagonists.

Our viewpoint on heritage did not depend anymore 
on the different meanings of  the individual histori-
cal relicts alone but rather on the intrinsic qualities 



11 She’s doing research on what methods and tools can be found to explore, to detect, to unveil and to map the intangible of the tangible to 
develop cultural heritage and its context di!erently by understanding the actual cultural, social and ecological signi"cance for the indivi-
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tage of local importance in the framework of adaptive (re-)use.’ Promoters Prof. Yves Schoonjans and Prof. Krista De Jonge.

of  this valuable human made cultural landscape in 
which the fabric of  buildings and the landscape are 
closely entwined by a fragile social, cultural and eco-
logical meshwork creating and enforcing the identity, 
quality and social cohesion of  this place and region.
Referring to daily life – enclosed by redundancy – we 
did not focus on the unique but on the recurrent. 
7R�DGRSW�WKLV�DWWLWXGH�ZH�QHHGHG�WR�ZLGHQ�RXU�ÀHOG�RI �
interest towards a broader context of  human expe-
riences and to develop methods beyond the narrow 
focus on the artefacts in which time and slowness 
were essential features. 
With this publication we hope to inspire everyone 
who deals with this place, inhabitants, newcomers, 
leisure seeking tourists, policy makers, planners and 
building constructors.
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Flanders is undergoing complex economic, socie-
tal and spatial developments. Many local and global 
alterations have taken place such as new emerging 
economic activity, increased specialization and segre-
JDWLRQ�RI � VSDFH�� DQ�DJLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ�VRFLHW\��ÁRZV�
of  migration, (super)diversity and the transforma-
tive digital revolution... imposing new expectations 
and demands on the built environment. Larger areas 
are transforming into post-industrial landscapes. All 
these phenomena present acute challenges for archi-
tects, planners and those professionals who are con-
tinuously dared with the redevelopment, regenerati-
on, and renewal of  the existing urban and landscape 
fabric. It presses them to update their intervention 
strategies and tactics. 

A new generation of  professionals is therefore nee-
ded where not only critical thinking, but also creative 
design competencies, sustainable articulation and 
trans-disciplinary communication as well as rese-
arch skills are essential. The skills and competences 
taught in the education of  architects, designers and 
urban planners, need to be more responsive to the 
changing societal and professional needs and have 
VSHFLÀF� FRPSOH[LW\� EHFDXVH� XQOLNH� WKH� KDUG� VFLHQ-
FHV��DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�XUEDQLVP�VKDSH�DQG�UHÁHFW�YHU\�
VSHFLÀF�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI �WKH�UHJLRQV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�
are practiced. The education of  these professionals 
PXVW� WKHUHIRUH� LQFOXGH� NQRZOHGJH� RI � VSHFLÀF� DQG�
necessary subject-related skills, but also, common 
DQG� UHJLRQDO� VSHFLÀF� FRPSHWHQFHV� WKDW� ZLOO� DOORZ�
professionals to respond to society’s changing needs 
within the built environment. 

This book and exhibition show the interesting and 
intriguing results of  a master dissertation design stu-
dio at the International Master of  Architecture at the 
Faculty of  Architecture, campus Sint-Lucas Ghent 
of  the KU Leuven and lead by Gisèle Gantois as 
academic promoter.  This studio is embedded in the 
two-year full English spoken programme Resilient 
and Sustainable Strategies that is concerned with the 
current theory and practice of  architecture and sus-
tainability.
7KH�%UXQGWODQG�UHSRUW��8QLWHG�1DWLRQV��������GHÀ-
nes sustainable development as ‘development, which 
meets the needs of  the present without compromi-
sing the ability of  future generations to meet their 
own needs’. The United Nations in 2005 referred to 
the ‘interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars’ 
of  sustainable development as economic develop-
ment, social development and environmental pro-
tection.
Translating these three pillars for sustainable archi-
tecture, they would entail: providing access to high 
quality and healthy living and working environments 
IRU�DOO��ÀQGLQJ�ZD\V�WR�FUHDWH�VRFLDOO\�VXVWDLQDEOH�HQ-
vironments at different scales and a wise use of  natu-
ral resources. Technical considerations, together with 
more conceptual or strategic issues, are dealt with in 
this two-year program about architecture and sustai-
nability. 
Central in the program of  the International Mas-
WHU�RI �6FLHQFH�LQ�$UFKLWHFWXUH�LV�D�FULWLFDO�UHÁHFWLRQ�
about architecture and its social, cultural or environ-
mental role for society.
Based on a highly interdisciplinary learning process 
of  integrated research and ‘research by design’, stu-
dents are expected to determine a theoretical stance 
on current issues with particular emphasis on how 
aspects of  sustainability, universal design, modest 
KHULWDJH��XUEDQ�HFRORJ\�DQG�HQHUJ\�HIÀFLHQW�WHFKQR-
logies may contribute to the development of  more 
sustainable human settlements.

7KH�)DFXOW\�RI �$UFKLWHFWXUH�ÀUPO\�EHOLHYHV�WKDW� LWV�
programmes should take into account an internati-

Changing responses to 
a challenged landscape



onal reality. The aim is to proactively foster inter-
national awareness in all the participants through a 
wide range of  initiatives. Participants shall learn to 
interpret and appreciate the local context from a wi-
der multicultural perspective. Extending one’s hori-
zon means developing a more open perspective and 
a critical attitude, which in turn encourages partici-
pants to explore the boundaries of  their discipline. 
Moreover it prepares students to act more responsi-
bly in a globalised society and labour market.
The master dissertation design studio by Gisèle 
Gantois tackled an important region in Flanders, 
the Rupel Region exploring concrete societal issues. 
The group of  students were highly international 
and by this at the start totally unknown of  the lo-
cal context of  the project area. Coming from dif-
ferent origins they all looked at it in very different 
ways.  The fact that they realised that the meaning 
of  this complex area was not univocal was very im-
portant. Slowly they unravelled, layer after layer, its 
complex meanings and multi-layered realities. Mul-
tiplicity, simultaneity and creative adjacencies could 
be the words to describe best the characteristics of  
this changing environment. Different to past plan-
ning and design models, alternative approaches had 
to emerge. Many of  the challenges in design cannot 
be met in a predestined way. Stereotyped interventi-
ons based on problem solving and blueprint thinking 
were avoided, without loosing the grip on reality. On 
the contrary, in this studio new ways of  analysing the 
existing, appropriating space, designing objects, de-
ÀQLQJ�VSDFHV�DQG�UHVWUXFWXULQJ�XUEDQ�DUHDV�VHHPHG�
to look for alternative and creative solutions, based 
on what was already there. Those projects generate 
interesting and unique mappings and visions, possi-
bilities and constructive solutions challenging future 
possibilities.  The illustrated projects embody a high 
sensitivity and critical attitude towards the given con-
text the students fully embraced. 

Such live projects, often built on local stakeholders, 
embody a complexity and multi-layeredness. Grown 
out of  daily life they are not protected by well-de-
ÀQHG� ERXQGDULHV� EXW� PDNH� FRQQHFWLRQV� WR� D� PXO-

tiplicity of  design problems in a collaborative and 
interdisciplinary way. They possess, at the same time, 
a determinate and indeterminate framework pushing 
the students, but also the teachers, out of  their com-
fort zone. This contextual framework encourages 
the teasing-out of  unforeseen skills and competen-
FHV�EH\RQG�WKH�À[HG�H[SHFWDWLRQV��7KLV�HOLFLWV�ERWK�
inspiration and commitment. Live projects address 
issues such as the future self  of  the student who is 
stimulated because he/she can make personal choi-
ces and decisions. This means that students become 
themselves a sort of  critical agency not only in their 
own education but also in the future development of  
the discipline and society itself. Architectural schools 
therefore have a huge responsibility to encourage 
and nurture that potential. 

Kris Scheerlinck & Yves Schoonjans
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