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The (African) colony as a “laboratory”



Udo Kultermann, Neues Bauen in 
Afrika, 1963 

The first survey of ‘modern’/postwar 
architecture in Africa

His interest in Africa was part of his 
broader effort to widen the 
geographical scope of architecture 
history and criticism. In fact, he also 
authored survey books on Japanese 
(1960) and Eastern European 
architecture (1985), and compiled a 
remarkable book on so-called ‘Third 
World’-architects (1980). Also in his 
more general survey books on 
twentieth-century architecture, he 
explicitly called for such a broader 
geographical scope. 

According to Kultermann, it was in the 
Southern Hemisphere (Asia, Africa 
and Latin America) that ‘architecture 
has discovered anew its original 
function as a life-preserving force’



The rediscovery of 20th century architecture in 
former colonial/overseas territories, including
Africa since the early 1990s 



DOCOMOMO’s effort of putting African architecture on the agenda of both
architectural historians and preservationists since 2003

For Docomomo, see http://www.docomomo.com/

For the different chapters of Docomomo International, see

http://www.docomomo.com/chapters_worldwide.php

Currently South Africa, Morocco and Egypt (provisional) are members

http://www.docomomo.com/
http://www.docomomo.com/chapters_worldwide.php


Africa as a « fashionable topic » for architects, 
architectural historians,… - link with current
interest in « sustainability »



Postcolonial theory as well as new critical historiography (focusing on, 
for instance, transnational exchange of expertise) has informed critical
scholarship on 20th century architecture and allowed to go beyond the 
architecture « overseas »-appraoch



This book was produced to accompagny
the exhibition In the Desert of Modernity. 
Colonial Planning and after, in Haus der 
Kulturen der Welt that ran in Berlin in 
2008, and consequently travelled to 
Casablanca to be on show in the anciens 
Abattoirs de Casablanca. 

Strong focus on how architecture and 
urban planning are instruments to ‘shape’ 
and ‘make’ society

In this respect, this book argues that, in 
line with the work of Paul Rabinow, that
the colony has (at times and in specific
places) functioned as an « urban
laboratory » (cf. Morocco vs France)



Another recurrent trope is that the 
colony/Africa as a « laboratory », a 
place where architects could work
in freedom, liberated from the 
constraints that hindered the 
creativity of the design profession in 
the « center »

As a result, there is a notable focus 
on overlooked « masterpieces », 
« signature architecture »,….



CASE: 20th century architecture in the overseas Portuguese territorities in 
Africa (Angola & Mozambique) – the slow process of overcoming
« colonial amnesia »



Important new publications on the 
topic are emerging (2012), with a 
certain preference for lavishly
produced books celebrating a 
forgotten modernist legacy
“overseas” that is endangered
because of the current building boom 
in Angola / Mozambique





First major English language
book on architecture in Angola 
/ Mozambique

Throughout the book, the trope 
of “laboratory” is discernable, 
resulting in a very strict
selection of buildings 
illustrating what “modern 
architecture” is, completely in 
line with Docomomo guidelines



But what happens if we look at Angola and Mozambique “without Le Corbusier” as 
the main reference, and also take into account the more 
generic/mundane/ordinary, even ‘banal’ architecture produced during colonial
times?



Moçâmedes Industrial and Comercial School, Angola, Fernando Schiappa de Campos, Luís Possolo, Eurico Pinto 

Lopes, GUU, trab.532, 1956 [AHU]

Overseas Urbanization Office – 2nd period (1951-1957) – educational 

facilities



The Belgian Congo, a site of innovation?



The rediscovery of architecture/urban 
planning in the Belgian Congo, early 
1990s

, Brussel, donderdag 9 november 2006



Kultermann & Congo / 1: Boeskay Flats, 
Lubumbashi,Charbonnier & Elliott, 1956
• , Brussel, donderdag 9 november 2006



Centre Culturel du Congo belge, Kinshasa, 1959 

Takamasa Yoshizaka (Japon)

Kultermann & Congo / 2
• , Brussel, donderdag 9 november 2006



Centre Culturel du Congo belge, Kinshasa, 1959 

Takamasa Yoshizaka (Japon)



Competition for a Cultural Center in Kinshasa, 1958-59. Richard Neutra, 

president of the jury



Claude Laurens, the most emblematic

exponent of 1950s “tropical modernism”

in Congo

“… So hat vor allem der Belgier Claude

Laurens das Bild der Hauptstadt

Léopoldville geformt […] Das Gesamtbild

der Stadt mit Hochhaussiedlungen, breiten,

geradlinig angelegten StraBen und

übersichtlicher Durchgestaltung des

Stadszentrums, macht einen durchaus

groBzügigen Eindruck”

Udo Kultermann, Neues Bauen in Afrika, 

1963

Kultermann & Congo / 3
• , Brussel, donderdag 9 november 2006



Claude Laurens, Sabena appartement building towers – landmark 

buildings along Kinshasa’s main avenue





Claude Laurens’ projects (and the two residential towers built for Sabena) 

as icons of “Le nouveau Congo”



Claude Laurens & the shaping of Sabena’s corporate identity in 

the Belgian Congo



Laurens & the real estate milieu in 1950s 

Congo



Laurens’ work as the most telling 

example of 1950s “tropical 

modernism”



Modern architecture in a colonial context, adapted to “les exigences de la vie coloniale”



Image vs reality: Laurens’ buildings are standing as exceptions in an urban landscape of mundane 

architecture



So how are we to assess the less spectacular architecture in the Congo?



Bringing in postcolonial studies into architectural historiography 

has helped us look at the “politics of architecture”, but how can we 

avoid “reducing architecture to politics” (S. Bozdogan)? 

This is a particular challenge when investigating the mundane 

architectural production of Public Works Departments



Congo, “La colonie modèle”



• Studiedag ‘Sprekend in vorm’,

• Boudewijngebouw, Brussel, donderdag 9 
november 2006

Postwar fascination with a rapidly 

modernizing colony, and 

achievements in various domains 

(education, health care, labor 

conditions,..) in a territory with a size 

over 80 times that of the “métropole”

“Boom goes the Congo”

Foreign interest in the administrative 

organisation enabling this endeavor



The colonial powers that be: 
the métropole (Minister of 
Colonies) & the Gouverneur 
General (Léopoldville)



The bureaucratic structures of colonial administration: 
Brussels – Ministry of Colonies



The bureaucratic structures of colonial administration: 
Congo/Kinshasa – Gouvernement Général



The bureaucratic structures of colonial administration: 
Congo/Kinshasa – Gouvernement Général, subdivisions & provincial branches



A culture of bureaucracy: writing reports –
resulting in an immense archive



Housing the bureaucrats

Brussels: the Ministry of Colonies (close to the 
Royal Palace) & the Centre des Instituts belges 
d’Afrique (on the Avenue Louise)



6.4.5. The Avenue Pierre Ryckmans anno 1960,

An unfinished project

Unrealized ambitions: an unbuilt project for a 
new Ministry of Colonies, Brussels, ca. 1955



Housing the bureaucrats
Project for the main seat of colonial administration in Léopoldville



Housing the bureaucrats
Seat of power in Léopoldville: the former building of the colonial 
adminstration, now the Ministère du Portefeuille



Housing the bureaucrats
Seat of power in Léopoldville: the Avenue Pierre Ryckmans, with the residence 
of the GG in the fore and the main building of the colonial adminstration in 
the back 



Housing the bureaucrats
Seat of power in a provincial town: the centre administratif in Mbandaka, a 
small town with an important administrative role



“Tout le Congo est un chantier”



Building the hardware of the 
colonial project – phase 1: the 
investment plan of Minister of 
Colonies Louis Franck, 1920s



CASE 1 / Matadi, a colonial port city



Matadi, ca. 1926



41

« Matadi est une révélation. Quelle 

activité ! Quel modernisme ! Voilà ce 

qui est encourageant ! S’il n’y avait pas 

les noirs, l’ambiance et la chaleur, on se 

croirait dans un port européen. »

Chalux, Un an au Congo, 1925



Matadi’s rapidly changing skyline: the Hôtel Métropole, 1930

Photograph C. Zagourski, coll. RMCA, Tervuren



The railway station of Matadi, 
designed by a Brussels’ based 
architect in the mid 1930s

The most important railway 
station in the Belgian Congo



“Gare type” – catégorie 4



À redessiner: carte avec 

limites des camps (voir AA, 

cartes….)

Workers’ camps in Matadi, 1920s



CAMP TRAVAILLEURS DE L’ETAT

Workers’ camps in Matadi, 1920s



A particular urban 
infrastructure: public 
toilets in Matadi, 
1920s & 30s

The urgency of urban 
sanitation 



CASE 2 / Lubumbashi, the mining town par excellence



the conventional image in (colonial) historiography:

Lubumbashi, “capitale du cuivre”



The presence of the 3 colonial powers in the 

urban landscape (state, church, enterprises)



Lubumbashi as a “transit” city –

1910s & 20s is a time for recruitment of temporary labor for the mining industry



Workers’ camp of the Minière du Haut Katanga in Panda, near Likasi (1920s) 

Influence of South African models 



Workers’ camp of the Minière du Haut Katanga in Lubumbashi (1920s

Situation December 2006



Workers’ camps of the B.C.K. 

(railroad company), 1920s

Situation December 2006





Elisabethville (Lubumbashi), cité Kamalondo, former cité Albert I
First projects for housing: a workers camp typology



Building the hardware of the 
colonial project – phase 2: the 
Ten Year Plan for the Economic 
and Social Development of the 
Belgian Congo, 1949





A building boom in the 1950s as a result of major investments of the 

colonial government and the emergence of private investers in the 

postwar years



"Les investissements considérables déjà consentis 

par l'Etat, pour l'exécution du plan décennal, 

semblent à présent converger vers l'équipement du 

Congo d'un vaste réseau routier et ouvrages d'art; 

d'importants chantiers sont déjà en cours ou le 

seront bientôt. Routes, ponts, viaducs, 

constructions de ports, d'aéroports, chemins de fer, 

etc… Tout le Congo n'est qu'un vaste chantier »

Jean Stiénon, 1953



Plan Décennal, 1949-1959

A survey of the achievements of the 

Ten Year Plan in a series of domains:

Transport infrastructure
Housing & urbanism
Education
Health Care
Public Services
…..

This illustrated volume presents a 
good insight in the volume & nature 
of bureaucratic architecture built in 
postwar Congo















Architecture becomes an important vehicle for colonial propaganda and

the mediation of the message that modernisation is being imported at a 

large scale



A particular typology: the brewery



Often prominent architects are involved in the design of breweries, like Charles Van 

Nueten, at the time also teacher at the La Cambre school (« the Belgian Bauhaus »)





Breweries often have representational spaces (the director’s pavilion,…) that also help 

construct a « corporate identities » - the (rare) presence of Knoll furniture in Congo



Breweries as a specific form of a colonial company town



Independent architects vs architects in public service



Shifts in focus in 
architectural historiography: 
from individual, “signature” 
architects towards more 
anonymous figures such as 
architects employed in larger 
firms, in administrations,…

When investigating architecture 
in Congo, important to 
understand the different balance 
between autonomously working 
architects (like Claude Laurens) 
and architects in public service

The profession of the architect 
was never protected in Congo, 
while it was in Belgium from 1939 
onwards



les architectes au Congo, « un luxe inutile »

"Pourquoi faire du laid? Est-il donc si difficile de faire aimable, gracieux, joli? Un peu 

de goût et de bonne volonté suffit; il n'est pas nécessaire d'être architecte ." Général 

Donnay,  Manuel du Voyageur et du Résident au Congo, Deel II 'Guide pratique 

d'hygiène, de médécine et de chirurgie, Brussel, 1900, p. 46 (onze cursivering). 

"… l'architecte au Congo paraît être considéré comme un élément parasitaire et sans 

importance." Raymond Cloquet, 'L'Art de bâtir au Katanga', in Le Matériel Colonial, nr. 

14, 1932, p. 65.

"Les règlements actuels n'imposent pas le recours à un architecte pour l'élaboration 

des plans à joindre à la demande d'autorisation de construire; ils se bornent, en effet, à 

mentionner que « les plans doivent être signés par l'architecte, s'il y en a un » »  Cf. E. 

Devroey, La Réglementation sur les Constructions au Congo Belge, 1941, pp. 22-25 

(p. 22).

“Que le plus de confrères dignes de ce nom viennent s'installer en Afrique où certes il 

y a encore un grand service à accomplir dans le domaine de l'architecture! » Jean 

Stiénon, 1952



Tracing the architects: conventional sources (such as architectural magazines) will not do..



Research 1994-2002: a database of 

around 400 architects involved in colonial 

affairs from 1885 to 1960, including both 

« masters » and less known/completely 

obscure figures



Maurice Houyoux, architect of the Royal 

Library in Brussels, became an important 

« voice » on colonial architecture 

(although he was never based in Congo)



L.H. De Koninck, one of Belgium’s « 25 

masters » of Modern Architecture

Vs

Jan De Braey, an important player in the 

colonial administration



the architect-planner bureaucrat par 

excellence, ir. arch. René Schoentjes

Trained at Ghent University and soon 

employed by the PWD of the Ministry of 

Colonies. Provides advice for building 

and planning matters & travels in his 

function to the colony several times

1931: participates in the International 

conference on « Urbanisme aux 

Colonies », Paris 

1931-32: proposal for a plan for an ideal 

Congolese city & a project for Kinshasa 

based on this ideal plan

Becomes an advocate of introducing 

urban segregation along racial lines in 

Congo « because all other colonial 

powers are doing it »



ir. arch. René Schoentjes

1935: Congo pavilion, Brussels’ World’s Fair

Builds on an appraoch previously introduced 

by Henri Lacoste for the Pais 1931 colonial 

exhibition

Schoentjes as the ‘inside man’: Gets the 

commission by cleverly ‘playing’ his 

superiors when asked to come up with a 

budget in order to draw the brief (submits a 

sketch project, arguing that that will be the 

most cost efficient solution)

PS/ Schoentjes is not an exception in this 

regard, see project for the Palais de Justice in 

Kinshasa, 1953



An architectural exercise in tune with the ambitions of “Le Grand Léo”:

Proposal for a Palais de la justice, 1953, drawn by a TP-architect as part of

his submission regarding a cost-estimate of such a project



ir. arch. René Schoentjes

1937-1939 & 1947: is asked to make new 

design proposals for the most important 

public commission in the colony: the 

residence of the Goverrnor General in 

Kinshasa

Giving him the commission suggests a 

lack of architectural ambition on behalf of 

the colonial governement

Link with « Le Réduit »-project: already 

in Schoentjes proposal we see a particular 

element of the building’s programma: the 

provision of « appartements royaux »





The project gets interrupted by WWII and

reappears soon after, 1947, when Schoentjes

designs a new version with a seperate

“pavillon pour des hôtes de marque”



ir. arch. René Schoentjes

When in 1947 the administration decides 

to give the commission to someone else, 

Schoentjes leaves the administration and 

starts an independant office

As a form of recompensation, Schoentjes 

receives the commission for three large 

scale Athenées Royaux, in Kinshasa, 

Lubumbashi and Bukavu, of which two 

get built



Architects that fell through the cracks 

of history

J. Délire, working for Otraco, OFFICE 

DES TRANSPORTS DU CONGO and 

author of the remarkable « Gare Fluvial » 

in Kinshasa, mid 1950s







The invisible workforce

Archives provides traces of those at the 

lowest level of the design process: the 

draughtsmen

In the 1950s, we find indications of the 

existence of Congolese in that position 

but they remain largely invisible

(compare to Eugène Palumbo’s office for 

school building)



The Bureaucracy of building (in Congo): 

decision making procedures 



The culture of bureaucracy

Translates in all domains of colonial 

policy, also in building and planning 

matters

Where lies the authorship?

What gets lost in the process of a 

bureaucratic dialogue

Is the colony a laboratory for architects? 

(cf. romanticized memories of architects 

like Claude Strebelle on their time in 

Congo)



The Bureaucracy of building (in Congo): 

The métier of design



The quality of the drawing

Cf. Kamina exhibition

What strikes in the paper production of TP-

architects is the detail in execution and the 

graphic quality of the drawing which, 

however, does not display a clear 

« signature » but rather a shared culture of 

graphic conventions (much like a 

« library » in today’s CAD-software)

The same holds true for plans: they display 

a keen sense of scale, spatial 

functionality,… without bravoura or a 

search for innovation



New typologies: housing, schools, medical infrastructures



New typologies: housing, schools, medical infrastructures









(Re-)assessing mundane architecture

Cf. challenge mentioned in the beginning of the lecture: 

while it is important to study the « politics of 

architecture », how can we avoid « reducing architecture 

to politics »

How are we to find meaningfull ways of discussing the 

generic, mundane built environment produced by, often, 

mediocre architects?



Peter Scriver work on the PWD 

architecture in 19th century British India 

provides a way: 

« mundane buildings that the PWD was 

required to construct in British India were 

provisional means towards a first purely 

commercial end –later compounded with 

moral and political capital » 

as such they should be considered 

« ’consumables’ from an economic 

standpoint »



Nevertheless, he offers ways of 

investigating in a profound ways the 

design rationales, ideas and mechanisms 

underlying the PWD-production

Standard plans

Type Designs

« The efficacy of this system was played 

out on at least two levels. First there was 

the basic utility and cost-effectivenessof 

the buildings themselves; second, the 

cognitive economy and heuristics 

enabled by the institutionalized 

practices and design procedures of the 

PWD »



The rule of the “batiment type”



Looking at the medical 
infrastructure in Congo gives us 
an opportunity to start to deal 
with such issues 

Health care was a spearhead of 
colonial policy since the early days of 
colonisation with important buildings 
campaigns in the 1920s-30s and 
again from 1948 onwards

Drawing on ideas first formulated in 
the Van Hoof-Duren plan of 1945-
1947, the Ten Year Plan aimed at 
establishing a hierarchical network of 
medical services all over the colony



Designing 
bâtiments-types
(the role of the PW 
Department)



Designing landmark complexes in a « tropical modernist »-style. 
Preliminary project for a hospital for Africans in Boma, 1953



Designing landmark complexes in a « tropical modernist »-style

Project for a new hospital for Africans, G. Ricquier, 1948-..



Project for a new hospital for Africans, G. Ricquier, 1948-..

Organisational scheme & projected building phases



The hospital for Africans in 
Boma as built (photograph L. 
Beeckmans)



Noël Van Malleghem is one of those

figures, supported by the colonial 

administration but outside of the 

architectural establishment

Masterplan for Lubumbashi, 1949

Hospital for Africans, Lubumbashi, 1952



Kinshasa (Léopoldville), the 

administrative capital of the 

colony



The hospital for Europeans 

in Kinshasa, 1928-1930

arch. Richard Lequy, TP



The priviliged site of the hospital 

for Europeans in Kinshasa



The colonial hospital for whites: a 

building type developed in the 1930s: 

cf. Hôpital Reine Elisabeth, 1928-1930

Public Works Department, Ministry of 

Colonies

But what (foreign) models underpinned 

this building type? 



The priviliged site of the 

hospital for Europeans in 

Kinshasa



The location of the hospital for 

Africans in Kinshasa, near the 

commercial center of the city



The hospital for Africans, based on a type plan without explicit 

architectural ambitions and constructed from 1924 onwards



Het in kaart brengen van de “zone neutre” in Leopoldville/Kinshasa
Project for the transformation of Kinshasa, René Schoentjes, 1932, with the 

location of the hospital for Africans highlighted in red



Parc Fernand De Bock

Public market

Hospital for Africans, today 
hôpital Mama Yemo

Jardin zoologique

Golf course

Introducing “zones 

tampons” in Kinshasa 

during the 1930s

A hospital “pas à sa 

place”



A hospital “pas à sa place”: mobility patterns in Kinshasa blurring the efforts

of creating a “zone neutre” / “cordon sanitaire”



Mbandaka (Coquilhatville), 

situated at about 400 km from 

Kinshasa on the Congo river, 

in the middle of Conrad’s 

“Heart of Darkness”



Mbandaka: project of inventorizing 
heritage, 2015 (urbacongo.org)



Mbandaka, s.d. (ca. early 1920s) – urban map indicating the impact of the 

Bokeri river and swampy terrains on the spatial configuration of the city 

and the almost ad hoc developed separation between the “ville 

européenne” (below) and the “cité indigène”



Mbandaka, 1932 – the first urban map indicating the introduction of a 

“zone neutre”



Mbandaka: analysis of the genesis of the urban form / “cité indigène”





Mbandaka, the hospital for Europeans built in 1930



Mbandaka, first design for the new hospital for Europeans, arch. E. 

Popyn, 1927



The hospital for Europeans in Kinshasa, a type-project designed by 

architects of the Public Works Department, ca. 1928



The project for a colonial 

hospital for Europeans in 

Mbandaka, designed by 

architects of the Public Works 

Department, ca. 1929





Building the hospital for whites in 

Mbandaka, a major building 

enterprise in a small town, to 

be understood within the larger 

policy of realizing a medical 

infrastructure that would cover 

the whole colonial territory since 

the late 1920s

Professionalisation of the 

Public Works Department 

(recruiting more architects) and 

the emergence of more strict 

building regulations



The colonial hospital for Europeans in Mbandaka, one of the “architectural 

jewels” of the city (provincial governor Duchesne)



Discussing the location of the hospital within the different layers of colonial 

administration, between Mbandka, Boma/Kinshasa and Brussels



The final situation of the new hospital vis-à-vis the “cité indigène” - a local 

variant of a more general policy based on the “sanitation syndrome”



The final situation of the new hospital vis-à-vis the “cité indigène” -

implementing sanitary guidelines defined in the métropole ignoring local 

conditions of urban aesthetics



The hospital introducing an anomaly in the urban configuration, resulting 

from technoscientific directives on orientation sent from Brussels





Building and labor



The CCC archive

provide a unique key

to write an alternative

architectural history

of the built production

in Congo/Africa 

between 1945 and

1975: 

From an “architect’s

history” to an

architectural history

focusing on the mode 

of production and “les 

hommes de l’action” 

involved in it



The CCC archive allows to develop a 

research on the use of concrete technology 

in Congo/Africa from a Construction History 

perspective, in the line of work of Adrian 

Forty or Cyrille Simonnet, and taking into 

account that “Construction History is not 

only the history of technology but also a 

form a Cultural History” (A. Picon)



“En ce qui nous concerne, nous 

avons créé un appareillage peu 

compliqué, susceptible d’être utilisé 

sans difficultés par la main d’oeuvre 

habituelle de l’industrie du bâtiment”, 

CCC brochure

Differerence between theory and 

practice: the necessity of skilled 

labor on site



The CCC archive also provides 

elements to start writing a social 

history of building practices in 

Congo/Africa, which its dependency on 

manual (unskilled) labor

Cf. need to professionalize the building 

market: collapse of the Farinha 

building in Kinshasa, 1951, an event 

widely commented in the press as 

several African workers died –

introduction of SECO



Breaking the anonymity: 

documents that allow to 

identify African laborer

& 

provide an understanding 

CCC’s position within a 

context of emerging 

syndicalism in Congo





The CCC archive provide a unique key to write an alternative

architectural history of the built production in Congo/Africa between

1945 and 1975: 

From an “architect’s history” to an architectural history focusing on the 

mode of production and “les hommes de l’action” involved in it



The archive and its “agency”









« Le petit belge a vu grand ». Kinshasa (DR Congo) as a 

colonial city and a seat of power, 1923-1960



The case of the building of the capital city of the Belgian Congo 

(nowadays DRCongo) is interesting because it allows to

illustrate the relative success of representing power through

architecture and planning in a colonial context. 

Even though ambitions were high in Congo (“le petit belge a vu 

grand”), one can indeed argue that Belgium failed to invent an

“imperial culture” – Belgians have indeed been described –

often by members of the colonial establishment- as the lacking

an “esprit colonial”, which it at times explained by a lack of 

“national pride”

We will demonstrate this by focusing on the different plans for

the new capital city (Kinshasa/Leopoldville) and the 

troublesome construction of the public building that was to

represent colonial power: the residence of the governor

general



6.4.1. The dual nature of Kinshasa’s city center

Two boulevards/avenues of power: Pierre Ryckmans/Albert 

I



de “zones tampons” van de 

jaren 1930: een cartografie 

van de discrepantie tussen 

koloniale planning en 

implementatie



The constructed media-

image of 

Kinshasa/Leopoldville: “Le 

nouveau Congo”



« Kinshasa n’est qu’une vaste pleine poussiéreuse où un peu partout sont des chantiers 
entre lesquels passent des avenues incomplètes », Chalux, 1923



6.4.2. Leopoldville anno 1920 – 1923: decision to turn Leopoldville into the 
new capital city triggers an urban operation of filling in the area between the 
two existing colonial outposts



Big ambitions at the beginning

« C’est entre les deux villes [Léo 
et Kin], à la pointe de Kalina que 
le gouvernement général établira 
bientôt ses quartiers. Jolie matière 
à études et à plans d’ensemble 
pour nos ‘urbanistes coloniaux’. 
Puisse-t-il révéler parmi eux 
quelques maîtres comparable à ce 
Baker dont nous avons admiré les 
travaux à Prétoria »

Henri Carton de Wiart, 1923

Union Buildings in Pretoria, 
architect Herbert Baker





The residence of the governor general in Boma, a prefabricated

metal structure known locally as the “sardin can” and triggering

an image of Belgium as “le parent pauvre” of European colonial

powers.



Plan for the new capital city, ca. 1927, with in the middle the new 

administrative quarter. Indicated on the river’s edge is the footprint of the 

residence of the GG



Urban plan for the Kalina neighbourhood,

1927 & first project for the new residence

of the governor general,1924, which

explicitly refers to the two main buildings

in Brussels linked to King Leopold II’s

colonial project: the royal palace and the

Congo museum in Tervuren







Winning project for the 1928

competition for a new residence

of the GG in Leopoldville, arch.

Raymond Moenaert.

Not executed because of

economic crisis AND because of

the ‘arabisances’-style which

conflicted with the official

discourse



Résidence Générale de la France, Rabat, French Morocco

Albert Laprade & Henri Prost, 1918-1924



Lyautey wanted the 

administrative quarter to be “a 

factory of work” yet also to be 

“smiling and welcome” – the 

different administrations were 

housed in seperate pavilions, 

set in a parc, with the 

residence de france as the 

centerpiece



The design neatly follows Lyautey’s request of not making the 

residence a momental building, but an appealing one



Reworked residence project, Raymond

Moenaert, 1929-30

Salon d’honneur of the project,

constructed as a mock up at the Antwerp

World’s Fair of 1930
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Creating an imposing capital city: projects

for impressive public buildings in a

classizing style (not executed) and for

colonial monuments in the public realm



Colonial monuments as

the ultimate

representation of Belgian

colonial power: the 1928

erection of the equestrian

statue of Leopold II





The ‘temporary’ residence of the GG in

Leopoldville, 1929-1960





“Le Grand Léo”, urban plan G. Ricquier,1948



Project for the avenue Pierre Ryckmans, the main axis of “Le

Grand Léo”, G. Ricquier, late 1940s – cf. Champs Elysées in

Paris



Project the avenue Pierre Ryckmans, arch. M. Heymans, chief urbanist of

Leopoldville, late 1940s



The site of the future residence of the GG with new park lay-out, ca.

1951



Project for the residence of the GG, arch. Strapaert, late 1940s /

The balcony as platform to give speeches to the population



Project for the residence of the GG, arch. Strapaert, late 1940s /



Competition project for the new residence of

the GG, 1951, arch. Ch. Van Nueten



Competition project for

the new residence of the

GG, 1951, arch. Ch. Van

Nueten

But who is to be

addressed from the

balcony?



Competition project by

Joseph Smolderen, 1951



Winning competition project for the new residence of the GG,

1951, arch. M. Lambrichs



Winning project by Marcel

Lambrichs mediated in the press

(critique that competition is a farce)



The building site of the new residence of the GG, ca. 

1956



6.4.5. The Avenue Pierre Ryckmans anno 1960,

An unfinished project
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30 June 1960: declaring the 

independence of Congo

Location: unfinished 

residence of the GG + statue 

Leopold II





The ‘Palais de la Nation’ 

symbol of the new 

independant Congo

Houses the Congolese 

parliament



The “Palais de la Nation” in the paintings of Tshibumba Kandu 

Matulu: a Congolese “lieu de mémoire”

“It’s the Palais de la Nation… I told you before that in this series [Histoire du

Zaire] I have been leaving out many paintings. I took shortcuts, and this

painting is one of them. When I thought of the pictures I had in mind then,

you told me you were about to leave, and I realized I could not do them all.

So I painted this picture, because it was in this building, in the Palais de la

Nation that all the events first took place…”

Tshibumba Kanda Matulu in a conversation with Johannes Fabian



Tshibumba Kanda Matulu, Monument roi Léopold II (Léopoldville fure instaurée 

le 21 juin 1941), from the series ‘Histoire du Zaire’, jaren 1970: residence of 

GG and equestrian statue of Leopold II as symbols of colonial oppression (cf. 

Belgian flag, chains)


