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No programme? No Problem!  
A Material Approach towards the Conversion of 1960s church buildings.  
 

 
 
Paul Meekels, church of Sint-Jozef Ambachtsman, Mol (1961). Vacant since 2024, it is 
currently awaiting repurposing (Photograph © Sven Sterken, 2025).  

 
The adaptive reuse of buildings, whereby existing constructions are adapted to 
accommodate new uses, has always existed but is currently witnessing a revival in the 
context of today’s environmental, financial and cultural implications of the exhaustion of 
material resources. Extending the lifespan of buildings seems an applaudable way to deal 
with energy-intensive building materials which, moreover, respects the layers of meanings 
these buildings have acquired over time as well as the multitude of (individual and collective) 
memories they embody. However, in a context where building regulations become ever more 
stringent and users ever more demanding, respecting the original identity and capacity of an 
existing structure becomes increasingly difficult.  
 
This tension can be felt in particular in the field of church reuse. In Flanders, just like 
anywhere else in Western Europe, more and more church buildings are closed and 
converted into libraries, concert halls, co-working spaces, neighbourhood centres, 
kindergartens, etc. During their conversion process, these former religious centres often 
undergo substantial alterations, to the point that they become almost a travesty of their own. 
This conflict between intention and transformation is especially apparent in churches from 
the 1960s and beyond. In the wake of the reforms following Vatican II (1962-65), church 
design became a field of liturgical and architectural experimentation, where architects freely 
explored the aesthetic and spatial potential of new structural principles, building materials 
and construction methods. As a rule, most church interiors were now conceived as one large  
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open space, providing the faithful with optimal visual and acoustic comfort. As bell towers 
were deemed old fashioned and expensive, the roof structures of these churches became 
their hallmark – both in the interior as well as in the exterior. However, realized with materials 
of which the long-term performance wasn’t evaluated at the time, these structures were built 
and maintained on a tight budget. Together with the general downfall in church attendance 
from 1970 onwards, this explains why today these buildings are not really loved, and rarely 
appropriated as heritage. As a result, when they become vacant, these churches are 
oftentimes unrecognizably altered with a view to adapting them to all sorts of uses.  
 
This design studio seeks to explore a reverse approach to this issue, by no longer asking 
whether a given church building can be adapted to accommodate this or that programme, 
but by exploring to what extent its physical properties can dictate its future. Or, in more 
precise terms: can we derive a development strategy based on the specific material qualities 
and deficiencies of a given church building? Does the building’s structural logic provide clues
  with regards to is spatial (re)development? Can the aesthetic aspect of a new 
intervention originate from a dialogue with the building’s materials and original design 
intention? Does the building’s construction method provide clues for future adaptations? By 
exploring these questions, we seek to acquire not only an in-depth acquaintance with the 
specific qualities and deficiencies of the 20th century building materials, constructions 
methods and structural principles that were used at the time in religious architecture, but 
also develop an empathic attitude towards the existing built environment as a material and 
historical construct.  
 
This studio forms part of the ongoing FWO research project ‘Meaning and Material’, which 
investigates the material dimension of post-war church buildings. Construction history (i.e. 
how buildings were realized at the time) and building pathology (i.e. the problems derive 
from the use or application of certain materials) are central disciplines in this research. 
Further, this studio also serves as a testing ground for the so-called ‘Repurposing Profile’, a 
tool developed for the Flemish Heritage Agency by the studio teacher, with a view to assess 
its application in the case of post-war churches.1 
 
 
Set-up 
This studio comprises four work packages: 
 
WP1: Analysis (group work, 4-5 students, W1-4) 
A particular case study is analysed by means of the Repurposing Profile. This should lead to 
an integrated assessment of the building’s 1) heritage value, 2) building pathology, 3) spatial 
possibilities.   
 
Output (per group): 

• Completed template accompanied by a report on the preparatory work.  
• A model of the building (1:50) – meant as a working instrument for WP2 and 

WP3.  
 
WP2: Personal Statement (Individual, W3-6)  
Whereas the analysis in WP1 leads to general conclusions about the value and potential of 
the case under study, WP2 seeks to develop this further into a personal and more specific 
statement on 1) what, in your view, are the specific (material) qualities of this building; 2) 
what type of interventions could enhance them; and 3) what type of programme do these 
interventions enable?  

 
1 https://www.onroerenderfgoed.be/opmaak-bestemmingsprofiel-voor-kerken  
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The analysis is to be discussed on three scales: 1) On the level of the building: what 
particular visual, aesthetic, spatial, functional, …, effects arise from the synthesis of 
materials, forms, structural elements, … of the church building? 2) On the level of the joint: 
how do various materials meet in this building, and what is its performative or expressive 
effect? 3) On the level of the detail: how are the materials treated, and to what extent does 
the detailing reveal the intent of the designer? On the basis of these findings, you are to 
formulate a statement about the qualities and future development of the building: what are, 
according to you, the principal qualities of the building; and what interventions are needed to 
enhance them?  
 
Output (individual):  

• A2 poster with analysis on three scales and statement about future development of 
the building.   

 
WP3: Design (W6-14)  
Based on WP1 and WP2, you propose a scenario for adaptive reuse of your particular case. 
The focus is not on showing what is ‘possible’ in your building, but which physical 
interventions are required to provoke and achieve a certain, desired future use. This is to be 
illustrated on the three scale levels mentioned above.  
 
Output (individual): 

• A concept model to fit in the group model, illustrating the general idea.  
• Schematic plans, drawings, collages, etc. explaining the proposed strategy and 

its expected outcome.  
• One synthetical image for each scale: 

o building: one perspectival drawing synthesizing the interventions (1:50) 
o joint: an axonometry of a representative joint after intervention (1:20) 
o detail: one technical detail after intervention (1:10) 

 
WP 4 – Reading assignment (throughout the semester) 
A reading list will be distributed at the onset of the semester. You are expected to familiarize 
yourself with these sources and be prepared for a collective discussion about certain 
statements or topics (see planning).   
 
 
Evaluation criteria 
Each WP will be evaluated according to the following percentages: 

• WP1: 20% (one mark per group)    
• WP2: 30%   
• WP3: 50% 

 
In accordance with the overall goals of the studio environment, each WP is assessed with a 
score from 1 to 5 on the following three criteria: 
 

• Content: what is presented? 
o Degree of critical analysis, personal interpretation, originality of insights and 

findings presented.  
o Capacity to critically position one’s own contribution, idea or design within the 

broader context, a comparative perspective and an ethical/aesthetic 
framework.  

o Ability to use design as a mediating instrument; i.e. translate a personal 
viewpoint into a spatial strategy and materialize it in a coherent, logical and 
creative way. 



 

  4 
 

• Form: how is it presented? 
o Diversity and appropriateness of various presentation and visualization 

techniques. Capacity to independently choose these techniques. 
o Articulation of both individual and collective aspects of the group work.    
o Clarity of the presentation, both visually and orally. Capacity to explain one’s 

idea in a structured, clear and concise way. 
• Method: from where does the result originate?  

o Relevance and diversity of sources, literature and references + correct 
referencing of those sources.    

o Ability to absorb and process comments and suggestions, as well as to 
critically engage with the work and ideas of others.   

o Rigor, logic and systematism in the development of analysis, concept and 
design.  

o Presence and engagement in class throughout the semester.  
 
 
Tentative planning 
 

 

 
The studio takes place in room xxx (Hoogstraat 51, Gent), on Tuesdays. Generally, we’ll 
have two sessions: Morning (09.30h-13.00h), Afternoon (14.00-17.30h). While the end hour 
of a session may fluctuate, you are expected to be in time for the start. In case you are 
unable to attend, you must warn the tutors as well as your group members as soon as 
possible. Note that irregular participation in the course may result in exclusion from the 
evaluation (cf. ECTS note). 
 

• W1: (23/09)  
o Morning: 

§ Introduction to the studio: discussion about planning, organization, etc.   
§ Composition of groups; selection of cases  
§ Introduction about post-war church architecture (Sven)  
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o Afternoon: 
§ Discussion on Herscheppen book (cf. literature list) and Repurposing 

Profile tool – Charlotte Ardui (KU Leuven) 
§ Speed date #1: chapel Hoogstraat 

• W2: (30/09)  
o Morning: 

§ Presentation building pathology and construction history of Flemish 
post-war churches – Femke Van der Meulen and Chiara Kuijpers (KU 
Leuven and VUB) 

§ Feedback on WP1 
o Afternoon: 

§ Speed date #2: chapel Lievenscollege from Marc Dessauvage (tbc) 
• W3: (07/10)  

o Morning: 
§  Collective presentation and discussion of WP1 

o Afternoon: 
§ Individual feedback WP2  

• W4: (14/10)  
o Final submission WP1 
o Morning: 

§ Roundtable discussion WP4 
o Afternoon: 

§ Individual feedback WP2 
• W5: (21/10)  

o Feedback WP2 in relation to WP3  
• W6: (28/10)  

o Review of WP1 & 2 with external jury; discussion WP3   
• W7: studio week  

o Final submission WP2  
o Workshop or roadtrip (tbc)   

• W8 (11/11):  
o No class (Armistice Day)  
o Online upload of WP3 (to be further discussed next class) 

• W9 (18/11):  
o Feedback on WP3 with focus on the material scale 
o Roundtable discussion WP4 (in groups case analysis) 

• W10 (25/11):  
o Feedback on WP3 with focus on the joint scale 

• W11 (02/12):  
o Feedback on WP3 with focus on the building scale 

• W12 (09/12):  
o Feedback on WP3 with focus on the relationship between all three scales 

• W13 (16/12):  
o Final internal review WP3 

• W14 (05/01-09/01):  
o Final review with external jury: presentation of WP1-4 
o Final submission WP3 & 4 

 
 
List of Cases  

• OLV Altijddurende Bijstandkerk, Haacht 
o Contact: Janien Van Dessel: 0470 87 30 31 or janienvandessel@gmail.com  

• Sint-Jozef Werkmanskerk, Ginderbuiten (Mol) 
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o Contact: Norbert Wauters: norbert.wauters@bisdomantwerpen.be 
• Heilige Koningin van de Hemelen kerk, Watermaal-Bosvoorde 

o Contact: Marc Deschepper: marcjeandeschepper@hotmail.com 
• Sint-Clarakerk, Jette 

o Contact: Thierry Claessens: thierry.claessens@diomb.be  
• Sint-Rochus chapel, Aarschot 

o Contact: Geert Schouwaerts: geert.schouwaerts@telenet.be  
 
Tentative Reading List 

• Adaptive Reuse (of churches): 
o Ardui, Charlotte, Niek De Roo, Tania Hertveld, Cateau Robberechts, Sven 

Sterken, Sara Vermeulen, Els Vervloesem, and Erik Wieërs, eds. 
Herscheppen (*). Brugge: die Keure, 2024. 

o Sterken, Sven, and Michel D’hoe. ‘Jong, beschermd en herbestemd. De 
transformatie van de Sint- Jozef Arbeiderkerk in Vosselaar van Marc 
Dessauvage tot bibliotheek en vrijetijdshuis’. Monumenten en Landschappen 
41, no. 5 (2022): 23–36. 

o Stone, Sally. UnDoing Buildings: Adaptive Reuse and Cultural Memory. 1st 
ed. New York : Routledge, 2019. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315397221. 

o Wong, Liliane. Adaptive Reuse: Extending the Lives of Buildings. Birkhäuser, 
2016. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783038213130. 

• Designing with/from material properties: 
o Forrest, Aaron, Yasmin Vobis and Brett Schneider, eds. Heterogeneous 

Constructions: Studies in Mixed Material Architecture. Basel: Birkhäuser, 
2024.  

o Gálvez, E. ‘From Wood to Tree: Designing with Wood’s Natural Degradation 
Processes’. In Structures and Architecture, 1st edn, edited by Marie Frier 
Hvejsel and Mario Rinke. CRC Press, 2025. 
https://doi.org/10.1201/9781003658641-128. 

o McMorrough, John. “Successive Failures. Reframing Architecture’s ‘Hopes in 
Design’, OASE 2023 (114): 130-137. 

o Tostões, Ana, ed. Modern Heritage: Reuse. Renovation. Restoration. Birkhäuser, 
2022. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783035625097. 

 
Other references 

Flores i Prats - Casal Balaguer:  
The existing (and severely degrading) concrete dome was build over and used as 
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part of the circulation of the building. 

 
 

Karbon’ Architecture et Urbanisme – theatre Le Monty : 
Using a secondary structure to expand the existing theater space: the original load-

bearing walls were kept, but no longer carry any load. 

 
 

 


