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The use of brick has risen remarkably in Dutch architecture since the end of 
the last century. The rediscovery of this age-old material coincided with an 
(inter)national heyday, which Bart Lootsma framed in the book Superdutch.1 
The book is characteristic of a period with great appreciation for distinctive 
building concepts in which the unique and photogenic image of the building 
plays an important role. The book contains approximately forty-five buildings 
only one of which, strangely enough, is executed in brick. Set against the back-
ground of Superdutch, the uniformity of brick buildings is particularly striking. 
This uniformity may explain the absence of the material in the book, but the 
architects who have been building with brick since the 1990s are certainly not 
unconnected from the spirit of the times. They are also interested in the con-
cepts and individual expression of their buildings. This leads one to suspect 
that the aforementioned uniformity of brick buildings has its origins elsewhere. 
It raises the question of how this has come about: why does a brick building 
look the way it does?
 This question sparked off the analysis, conducted with students of the 
Amsterdam Academy of Architecture, of fifteen Dutch brick buildings con-
structed after 1994.2 By examining and redrawing the original architects’ 
drawings, the way these buildings were constructed is revealed. The survey 
offers insight into the influence that structural preconditions and the tendencies 
of contemporary building practice have on the design strategies of architects.3 
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 1 Superdutch: New Architecture in the Netherlands, Bart Lootsma, Thames & Hudson, 2000.
 2 The analyses were previously presented in the exhibition Brick Dresses held in 2010–2011 at the 

Amsterdam Academy of Architecture, VKO Ceramics Centre Velp, de Dag van de Bouwkeramiek (The 
Day of Building Ceramics) Amsterdam, Eindhoven University of Technology, the Amsterdam University 
of Applied Sciences and MADE Tilburg.

 From spring 2010 to summer 2012, students from the Amsterdam Academy of Architecture made digital 
models based on drawings. In this way, they painstakingly united the role of draughtsman, structural 
researcher and digital building contractor. Without their work, the exhibition and this publication would 
not have been possible. Special thanks to: Laura Achterberg, Narda Beunders, Elizabeth Bonavera, Jesse 
de Bosch Kemper, Pascal Hennebergue, Marjan van Herpen, Margot van Honert, Monique Hutsche-
makers, Mark Keizer, Matic Pajnik, Femke Popinga and Ivar van der Zwan.

 3 The concept of design strategies comes from Rafael Moneo’s Theoretical Anxiety and Design Strategies 
in which he clarifies design strategies as: ‘refer[ing] to the mechanisms, procedures, paradigms, and 
formal devices that recur in the work of architects’. The architects whose work is included in the analysis 
have built an important part of their oeuvre in brick. Through in their practice, knowledge, experience 
and discoveries are passed from one project to the next, which make the strategic design approach with 
regard to brick possible. 

 Rafael Moneo, Theoretical Anxiety and Design Strategies in the Work of Eight Contemporary Architects, The 
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004, ISBN 0-262-13443-8.
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It uncovers the distinctive patterns and dilemmas underlying the apparent 
uniformity of brick, and it poses a question about the possibilities architects 
derive from that same uniformity? Because, upon closer inspection, the dif-
ferences in the use of the material by architects appear to be remarkable. 
This essay bears on the survey and focuses on the collective domain of our 
profession, the intersection of building techniques and architectural design. 
But to understand the recent revival in the use of brick, we must first take a 
step back in time.

 A QUIET REVOLUTION
 The rich history of building in brick was presented at the exhibition 
Nederland bouwt in Baksteen 1800–1940 (The Netherlands Builds with Brick 
1800–1940) held 1941.4 The exhibition at Museum Boijmans in Rotterdam 
celebrated an exemplary Dutch building material and its significance for 
national architecture. The timing and the location of the exhibition were, 
however, unfortunate. The trauma of the neighbouring bombed city centre 
and the subsequent occupation in combination with the alleged nationalistic 
tone of the exhibition backfired on the curators, particularly Dirk Hannema, 
the director at that time. In retrospect, the exhibition represented a turning 
point. Brick, the pre-eminent national building product, which had been 
unequivocally exalted up until that moment, became increasingly entangled 
in the postwar controversy between modernity and tradition. Furthermore, 
brick was connected with conservatism and nationalism in that controversy. 
It was positioned as a material that did not deserve a place in modern, for-
ward-looking architecture. However, the actual use of brick was not, of course, 
over and done with; the scale of postwar reconstruction was simply too great 
and the methods of building too pragmatic for that to happen. As a conse-
quence, brick was frequently, yet silently, used. The rich prewar tradition of 
brick construction continued far into the 1950s and played a large role later 
in the architectural movement of the Bossche School. However, reflection on 
the use of the material increasingly retreated into the background in prevailing 
Dutch postwar architecture debates.
 In the midst of this silence, the architectural application of brick changed 
drastically. The use of brick for foundations, primary load-bearing structures, 
façades, interiors and civic works is still clearly visible in photos from the bombed 
centre of Rotterdam. Brick was a multi-faceted building material with a broad 
structural and architectural significance, but this changed quickly. By the end 
of the nineteenth century, the cavity wall had already been introduced into 

Brick Dresses

 4 Nederland bouwt in baksteen 1800–1940 (The Netherlands Builds with Brick 1800–1940), Museum 
Boymans van Beuningen Rotterdam, 1941.

Introduction

 Cover from: Nederland bouwt in Baksteen 1800–1940, Museum Boymans, Rotterdam (1941) 
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Dutch building practice, and, as a result, a separation arose between the main 
load-bearing structure and the cladding of a building: a fundamental distinction 
in architecture that was commented upon in those years by Adolf Loos.5 This 
distinction between structure and cladding was more marked in postwar build-
ing practice in the Netherlands as a result of the increasing use of concrete for 
foundations and load-bearing structures. The distinction between structure 
and cladding also became a difference in material: concrete for the structure 
and brick for the cladding. With the introduction of insulation in the cavity 
wall in the 1970s, the distinction between structure and cladding also assumed 
a thermal character. Buildings evolved into a warm, insulated concrete load- 
bearing structures fitted with a cold, rain screen brick jacket.6 Brick silently 
changed between 1960 and 1980 from a multifaceted building material into 
a frequently used cladding material. Our brick buildings became brick dresses. 
 Since the 1980s, the use of brick has generated interest from a gener-
ation of architects who are not directly connected with the postwar controversy. 
In a focused quest for the historical anchoring of architecture, the interaction 
with the existing city received increasing attention.7 This was particularly 
related to a change in the type of assignment architects were undertaking, 
which extended extended from the building of new districts to the renewal 
of the existing city and the redevelopment of harbour fronts and city centre 
industrial areas. Brick turned out to be a useful material for the new generation 
of architects in achieving a connection between the existing city and the new 
developments and expansions. At the same time, technically superior ranges 
of brick became available from the brick industry, and the choice of colour, 
texture and size of bricks increased considerably. The industry promoted the 
material directly to architects with the campaign mooi is gemetseld in baksteen 
(beauty is dressed in brick).8 Brickwork remained easy to execute for contrac-
tors, and the prices for materials and processing remained stable and predict-
able. There was also a renewed interest from clients in the material due to its 
low maintenance and the fact that it ages well, but especially because brick 
was still appreciated by the Dutch private clients who would have to buy a 
large proportion of the newly constructed houses. All these factors made the 

Introduction

 5 In particular, in his essay Das Princip der Bekleidung from 1898 / Adolf Loos, Gesammelte Schriften 
herausgegeben von Adolf Opel, 2010 Lesethek Verlag.

 6 For an overview of structural development, see: H. Veenemans, De techniek achter het stapelen: 
overzicht historisch perspectief 1912–2012 (‘The Technique Behind Stacking: Overview Historical Perspec-
tive 1912–2012’). Included in this publication.

 7 See also the interviews in Rogier van den Berg’s text Hoe de baksten en het ambacht terugkeerde in 
de Nederlandse stedenbouw (‘How Brick and Craftsmanship Returned to Dutch Urban Planning’). Included 
in this publication.

 8 For this development, see also Louise Schouwenberg’s text ‘The City Tells Stories’. Included in this 
publication.
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Bombed city centre, Rotterdam, 1941

Bombed city centre, Rotterdam, 1941
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Brickwork is no longer about structure, but unavoidably evokes the image of 
structure as a result of its historical appearance. We thus arrive at a classical 
theme in architecture, namely the expression of the law of gravity by means 
of a structure in the façade of a building.
 In 1991, the architect Hans Kollhoff addressed this theme during his sym-
posium Tektonik. Bau-Kunst Heute? and in his contribution Der Mythos der 
Konstruktion und das Architectonische.12 In his lecture, Kolhoff discussed the 
relationship between the structure and the cladding of a building.

‘Die Bekleidung als Haut ist Teil des Körpers und damit gestalterischer 
Willkür entzogen. Die Haut steht in einem delikaten Verhältnis zur Kon-
struktion. Diese wird nicht zur Schau gestellt und nicht zugedeckt. Sie scheint 
durch, im wörtlichen und übertragenen Sinn. Ziel ist nicht die Visualisierung 
der Konstruktion an sich, sondern das an sie Erinnernde’.

Kolhoff emphasises the role of the observer and his or her perception. The 
aim is an execution of the façade that evokes a memory of the underlying 
structure and spatial construction of a building. In the words of Kollhoff, ‘they 
shine through’. With regard to brickwork façades, this relationship between 
cladding and structure is evident as a result of the historical use of the mate-
rial — and the memory of the structural use. The size of the bricks and the 
stacking of them into brickwork is a way of building that allows one to ‘imagine’ 
easily. The observer can easily relate to the façade of a building in a physical 
sense and imagine how a structure of a building is made.
 The degree to which the ‘way a structure shines through’ is a theme 
that keeps returning in the projects in this book. As a result of its historical 
significance, the material obviously challenges architects to take a position. 
When designing brick façades, the position that architects take varies. These 
positions can be clarified on the basis of the nineteenth-century discussion 
which architecture historian Petra Brouwer cites in her study De wetten van 
de bouwkunst, Nederlandse Architectuurboeken in de negentiende eeuw (The 
Laws of Architecture, Dutch Architecture Books in the Nineteenth Century).13 
In that discussion, the origin of ‘real architecture’ is traced back to three 
archetypes: the cave, the hut and the tent. The originator of this school of 
thought was Quatremère de Quincy. He introduced the three archetypes as 
the source of three ‘systems of constructions’. The three archetypes can be 
placed alongside the previously made distinction of ‘Massiv- en Filigranbau’ 

material interesting for the sharply increasing building output from 1990. 
The favourable reception for Piraeus, a residential building in the Eastern 
Docklands in Amsterdam by Hans Kollhoff and Christian Rapp9 can be seen 
as a sign of the broader re-appreciation of brick. From that time, the use of 
brick represents a theme that forms the basis for the development of the 
signature style of a generation of architects. They formulated, in practice, an 
answer to the postwar quiet revolution with new architectural strategies for 
the use of brick as a cladding material. This shift in the use and significance 
of the material raises the question whether the structural role of brick, in its 
metaphorical and literal meaning, has also been truly exhausted as a result?

 THE CLADDING OF THE CONSTRUCTION
 In ‘Massive- und Filigranbau’ (‘Solid and Filigree construction’), the 
introduction to Constructing Architecture, a handbook10, Andrea Deplazes 
reduces building to two approaches that are complementary from a structural 
and constructional viewpoint: the Massivbau (solid construction), which 
arises from structural stacking of modules — for example, with natural stone 
blocks — and Filigranbau (filigree construction), which arises from combining 
a skeleton with cladding. Brickwork belongs, historically speaking, to solid 
construction, since it is created by stacking bricks. Brick structures and spans 
in the form of vaults are comparable with those made from natural stone. 
However, it is the development of the cavity wall that also includes brick as 
cladding under the category of filigree construction, with a distinction between 
structure and cladding. As a result, brick has become an ambivalent material. 
It plays on both building traditions simultaneously. Architects make grateful 
use of the confusion arising from this. Terms like ‘permanence’, ‘robustness’ 
and ‘sturdiness’ easily find their way into the explanation of contemporary 
buildings with brickwork façades. In his essay Firmitas,11 Jacques Herzog 
provides a critical commentary on this phenomenon: ‘Firmitas wouldn’t be 
a separate category on the same level as venustas but rather a special case, 
an absolute value that cannot be achieved, that will remain a dream and is 
interesting only as such.’ Brick hints at the structure of a building, and Herzog 
is, of course, correct when he states that this has become part of façade design. 
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 9 Piraeus, Levantkade Amsterdam. Design Hans Kollhoff with Christian Rapp. Commissioned by 
Woonstichting De Doelen (De Doelen Housing Association) Amsterdam. Design 1989–1991, execution 
1991–1994.

 10 Andrea Deplazes, ‘Massiv- und Filigranbau’, in Architektur Konstruieren vom Rohmaterial zum 
Bauwerk, Ein Handbuch. Birkhäuser Verlag, 2005, ISBN 3-7643-7188-9

 11 Edited version of a lecture held by Jacques Herzog at the ETH Zurich, October 1996. Herzog & de 
Meuron: Firmitas. 

 In: Gerhard Mack (ed.). Herzog & de Meuron 1989–1991. Das Gesamtwerk. Band 3 (The Complete Works. 
Volume 3), Basel / Boston / Berlin, Birkhäuser, 2000, pp. 222–225.

 12 Über Tektonik in der Baukunst, Hans Kollhoff, Vieweg & Sohn Verlaggeschellschaft, 1993. A version 
of his contribution was also published in Oase 47 Bekleding, uitgeverij Sun, ISBN 0169-6238.

 13 Petra Brouwer, De wetten van de bouwkunst (The Laws of Architecture), p. 227, Nai Uitgevers, 2011,
 ISBN 978-90-5662-771-1
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entail a unique sturdiness or firmitas like load-bearing structures.15 The brick-
work in the façade is design and beauty, or venustas in the words of Herzog, 
but at the same time it cannot deny its own structural patterns that derive 
from the stacking of the bricks. 
 Regarding these patterns, Loos noted in The principal of cladding that 
‘each and every material has its own vocabulary of forms and no material can 
appropriate the forms of another. Forms develop out of the way a particular 
material is produced and the ways in which it can be worked; they develop 
with and out of the material’.16 Making a hole for a window or a door in a brick-
work surface, the termination of a brickwork façade on the ground level and 
against the roof, building a corner or a corbel in the façade — these are elements 
that cannot be treated separately from the formal patterns that arise from the 
stacking of the bricks. In essence, this is expressed in the headers and course 
height of the brick used, to which the entire dimensions and proportioning 
of a brickwork façade can be traced back. 
 In addition, two other matters exert their own structural and construc-
tional pattern. First of all, the relative weakness of the prevailing half-brick 
masonry façade, the maximum height of which is around ten metres, makes 
it necessary to support the façade at regular intervals. The horizontal and 
vertical loads of the façade are transferred to the main load-bearing structure 
of the building through secondary steel structures. These secondary steel 
structures are also necessary for spanning larger wall openings and parapets. 
Furthermore, the thermal separation of the main load-bearing structure and 
the brickwork façade means that the expansion and contraction of the façade — as 
a result of warming and cooling — differs from the insulated main load-bearing 
structure, which has a relatively constant temperature. This difference is com-
pensated for in practice by providing the brickwork façade with expansion 
joints, which is actually a form of controlled ‘cracking’. A brickwork façade is 
not homogeneous as its appearance often suggests, but is actually built up of 
separate surfaces, each of which leans on the main load-bearing structure. 
An architect will inevitably have to take these preconditions into account 
when designing the brickwork façade. As a result of this, the structure and 

(massive and filigree construction), whereby the cave coincides with one 
extreme of the stereotomy, or massive construction, and the tent with the 
other extreme: the tectonics of filigree construction, in which a clear distinc-
tion in material arises between the structure (wooden poles) and the lining 
(fabric). The hut, made from wood, for example, occupies an intermediate 
position in which wood continuously switches function and expression between 
the two standard criteria of structure and cladding. At first sight, the hut appears 
to be made from one material without distinction between structure and clad-
ding. However on closer inspection the hut consists of wooden columns and 
beams for the structure and thin wooden planks for the cladding. The inter-
mediate position of the hut, and the switching of the material between structure 
and cladding, mirrors the ambivalent character of brick. Placed alongside the 
recent production of brickwork façades, the question ‘cave, hut or tent?’ is 
helpful in understanding the way in which the underlying structure ‘shines 
through’ in the cladding of the building. From the perspective of the ‘middle’ 
position of the hut, the architects of the projects analysed have explored the 
possibilities of the expression of the cave and the tent. The image of brick 
façades ranges from the expression of structure and mass on the one hand, 
in the works of Herman Zeinstra and Jac. de Brouwer, for example, and the 
image of a textile cladding on the other hand, in the works of Rudy Uytenhaak 
and Marlies Rohmer. The positioning among these architects is not dogmatic, 
they play with various ‘expressions’ within their oeuvre.14 Brick is technically 
speaking not part of the main construction of a building anymore, but it has 
not lost its structural role in the metaphorical sense, namely as an expression 
of the structure. Given its long history, the application of brick forces architects 
to determine a position on its ambivalent character when designing a façade. 
However, liberated from its structural yoke, it does raise the question whether 
brick has become interchangeable with other cladding materials. Can stuc-
cowork, for example, be replaced with brickwork in a façade?

 THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CLADDING
 A brickwork façade is created through the stacking of bricks. In that 
respect, a brickwork façade does not differ essentially from a brick load-bearing 
structure. The many possibilities, but also the limitations, in the design of 
brickwork façades are implied by the very stacking of the bricks. For that reason, 
brickwork façades have their own structural and constructional patterns; they 
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 14 We asked this question in the interviews. Architects recognise the role of brick as cladding, of course, 
but they do not take up explicit positions regarding the question of the expression of the underlying 
structure. They seem to be more interested in the freedom that the material offers for exploring possi-
bilities and articulating these. They do not refer to the underlying theoretical discussion and the fun-
damental positions.

 15 Since 2005, direct practice with building materials has become a part of my teaching to students. I 
developed these material explorations together with Machiel Spaan in a series of workshops, in particular 
the workshop Tectonics in Building Culture: Brickwork, as part of the Erasmus Intensive Programme, 
2008. In the workshop, walls were developed from the stacking itself by means of ‘dry’ stacking without 
a prior design. The structural singularity of the stacking was sometimes painfully visible as a result of 
the walls falling down without there being any external load other than the dead load of the wall itself.

 Machiel Spaan and Jan Peter Wingender, Tectonics in Building Culture: Brickwork, 2008. 
 16 Based on the continuation of his text, Loos would strongly condemn the cladding of a brick structure 

with a brick façade, but that is beside the point. 
 Das Princip der Bekleidung, Adolf Loos, Gesammelte Schriften herausgegeben von Adolf Opel, 2010. Lesethek 

Verlag, ISBN 973-3-99100-015-0
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The terms ‘filling’ and ‘cladding’ still have a structural basis. The categories 
‘decorative’ and ‘imitation of the old’ are based on the design intentions of 
the architects. Following the classification of Van der Steur, all buildings in 
the survey fall entirely within the categories ‘cladding’ and ‘decorative’. The 
last aspect appears, however, to be of a less ‘transitory nature’ than Van der 
Steur assumed in his text. The façades can be classified according to three 
parameters: the structural relationship between the brick façade and the 
main load-bearing structure; the combination of brick with other materials, 
such as concrete; and, finally, the combination of prefabricated brickwork 
elements with brickwork made in situ. The survey can be broken up into five 
categories according to these parameters.19
 The first category consists of façades built entirely in situ. This is the 
most common way of making a brickwork façade. The façades are constructed 
traditionally, with an inner leaf covered in insulation, an air cavity, and a clad-
ding that is executed in half-brick masonry. Steel lintels replace the traditionally 
elaborated brick elements, such as rowlock courses and arches above windows 
and doors. Additional secondary steel constructions such as wall supports are 
placed behind the brickwork in order to transfer the vertical loads in the brick-
work façade to the main structure of the building. Due to the difference in 
thermal movement and the placement of the wall supports, various expansion 
joints are placed in the brickwork façade. 
 The second group consists of entirely self-supporting brickwork façades. 
The brickwork is only connected with the main building structure by wall ties 
that transfer the horizontal (wind) load. By executing the brickwork one brick, 
or one and half bricks thick, the façade can transfer all vertical loads to the 
foundations. The secondary steel constructions from the first category can 
be omitted here. The façade is stronger and better able to absorb its own 
thermal expansion. However, vertical expansion joints remain necessary in 
large planes due to the thermal movement of brickwork. 
 In the third form, the brickwork is combined with elements of prefab-
ricated concrete. These serve as lintel or wall supports and make the secondary 
structural facilities visible in the façade. They are often combined with concrete 

building techniques will partly determine the design. It is not, therefore, only 
the why but also the how that determines the ultimate appearance of a façade. 
In order to make the appearance of a brick building convincing, the architect 
must ensure both are inextricably linked; the way the structure shines through 
in the cladding is directly linked to the construction of the cladding itself.

 A CLASSIFICATION OF THE PROJECTS
 The catch-up effort that architects have made in recent years has taken 
place at the intersection of engineering and architecture, between the technical 
necessities of keeping a brickwork façade upright and the design intentions of 
the architects. They perform a balancing act in continually jumping from one 
leg — the technique, to the other — the design. To limit a survey to the outer ten 
centimetres of a building, as many publications have done, is insufficient in 
understanding the balancing act, and the design strategies in brickwork façades 
arising from it. It would, quite literary, lack depth. One has to dig in deeper to 
understand the connection between the much discussed expression of the 
outer brickwork dress and the underlying insulation, secondary steel façade 
supports and primary main load-bearing structures. On the basis of the archi-
tectural and detail drawings delivered by the architects,17 façade fragments 
from fifteen buildings were drawn afresh for this survey. The layers of the main 
load-bearing structure, the insulation and the windows, the secondary struc-
tural supports, the prefabricated brickwork elements and finally the brick 
façade itself have been made visible for each building. The positions of the 
expansion joints and horizontal secondary supports are also drawn in elevation, 
as a result of which the structure of the brickwork façade becomes visible.
 The buildings are classified on the basis of common structural charac-
teristics. This classification elaborates on the contribution of Van der Steur to 
the catalogue of the exhibition Nederland bouwt in Baksteen 1800–1940 (The 
Netherlands Builds with Brick 1800–1940).18 Van der Steur distinguishes 
between two main directions, namely ‘the pure Dutch development’ and ‘the 
development under various influences’. ‘Pure development’ is understood to 
mean the structural use of brick exclusively. The subcategories ‘decorative’, 
‘filling material’, ‘cladding material’ and ‘imitation of the old’ are covered 
under ‘development under influences’. This is actually about the use of brick 
as cladding in relation to concrete and steel main load-bearing structures. 
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 17 The choice for the examples is partly pragmatic in nature. In order to be able to make the analysis 
drawings, the construction drawings and details were needed. My thanks go out to all architects who 
generously made all the drawings and details available, without their trust the analysis would not have 
been possible.

 18 A. van der Steur, De baksteen tusschen 1890–1940 (The Brick Between 1890–1940), Nederland bouwt in 
Baksteen 1800–1940 (The Netherlands Builds with Brick 1800–1940), Museum Boymans Rotterdam 1941.

 19 This classification is helpful in understanding the mutual differences between brick façades, but it 
should also be noted that projects are sometimes eligible for different categories. When classifying, the 
determining structural-constructional choices of the architect were considered. For example, brickwork 
façades with three layers, such as the great courtyard in Ypenburg van Rapp, are in principle self-supporting. 
However, they were not included in this category because the self-supporting character was not a con-
scious design choice, but dictated by the technical standard in the Netherlands. The conscious use of 
prefabricated lintels is, for example, much more decisive for the design of Rapp. This is in contrast, for 
example, to the building on the Constantijn Huygenstraat in Amsterdam by Tony Fretton. This includes 
prefabricated parapets, but these are part of a completely self-supporting façade; the latter was the 
dominant point of departure in the façade design.
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therefore taken early in the design process. The projects form a new generation 
of prefabricated brickwork façades whereby, in contrast to the postwar examples, 
the ‘lightness’ of the cladding is, surprisingly enough, emphasised.
 The structural analyses and the classification of the projects offer insight 
into the reciprocal relationship between building and construction techniques 
and the design of brickwork façades. The answer to the question, ‘Why does 
a brickwork façade look the way it does?’ is also implicit therein. The design 
intentions of the architect cannot be seen separately from the way in which 
the façade is made. From the abstraction of the volume to the expression of 
the brickwork façade as a textile encasement, from a ‘cave’ to a ‘tent’, in order 
to arrive at a consistent and convincing image, the architect must incorporate 
structural and construction technique into the architectural design. This rela-
tionship between the design and technique of brick façades will come even 
more clearly into focus in the coming years as a result of two developments. 
On the one hand as a result of increasing attention regarding sustainability, 
and on the other hand, due to the increasing technical possibilities in the 
production of bricks and the prefabrication of brickwork.

 BETWEEN SUPPORT AND CLADDING
 Since the introduction of the Dutch building law, requirements have 
been set with regard to energy performance. In 1991, this established a require-
ment for a minimum insulation value of Rc 2.5 m2 K/W. Over the years, this 
requirement has almost doubled to the 2015 requirement of Rc 4.5 m2 K/W. 
These rising requirements have led to increasingly thicker and technically 
better insulation materials in recent years. Until now, this has only influenced 
the distance between the inner leaf and the brick outer leaf of a cavity structure 
and, therefore, on the transfer of wind load by means of the wall ties. However, 
a break-even point is approaching. With the increasing perfection of the insu-
lation, interruptions in it will determine the ultimate performance of the entire 
façade. Isokorbs for anchoring balconies and galleries, and the secondary 
steel structures supporting brickwork façades, will begin to form the thermal 
weak points of the façade. In Swiss building practice, the use of such interrup-
tions has already become practically impossible with the MinErgie / EcoPlus 
standard. The question also increasingly arises whether steel structures with 
a limited lifespan are desirable in a brick façade with an inherently much longer 
lifespan. The ultimate sustainability of a façade is, indeed, determined by the 
weakest link. Under pressure to make façades more sustainable, the usual 
‘traditional’ solutions using secondary steel structures to keep the brick dress 
upright will eventually become impossible. The practical ‘solution’ of directly 
gluing 3cm-thick brick strips on insulation materials are already being adhered 

elements that fulfil no structural role, but which arise from the design of the 
façade. The combination of brick and concrete harks back to the use of natural 
stone elements in brick buildings. Elements such as lintels, sills, weather cor-
nices, string courses, plinths and reveals of doors were often executed in natural 
stone for technical, practical and aesthetic reasons. The combination of brick-
work and concrete was also a separate category for Van der Steur. Brick was 
seen as a ‘filling’ element of a concrete main load-bearing structure. Insulation 
and thermal breaks did not yet play a role in that. This combination developed 
into concrete elements that fulfil a secondary structural function in the façade. 
The technical construction of the façade does not actually differ from a tradi-
tional brickwork façade. The limited structural possibilities of half-brick façades 
and the need for expansion joints in the façade continue to exist. 
 In the fourth category, there are prefabricated brickwork elements, 
mostly lintels and wall supporting string courses, combined with brickwork 
made in situ. This combination is frequently applied in practice. The prefab-
ricated elements consist of concrete elements into which whole bricks are 
embedded, or onto which brick slips are glued. The Dutch practice of pointing 
the brickwork joints creates an almost invisible transition between prefabri-
cated elements and brickwork made in situ. In the case of a maximum of three 
stories, the prefabricated elements have a structural role as lintels above the 
openings. With higher buildings, a secondary façade support is necessary 
every two stories. In this case, the prefabricated concrete parts are connected 
to the main load-bearing structure of the building, as a result of which a sep-
arate secondary structure with steel wall supports is unnecessary. From the 
viewpoint of the design, a motive for this form of prefabrication is the homo-
geneity of the appearance. For example, one can avoid visible steel profiles 
above the window openings. The construction of special brickwork patterns, 
such as vertical brickwork, is labour intensive. Therefore the application of 
prefabricated elements with these patterns is also beneficial for the speed of 
construction and the costs involved. 
 In the last category, the brick façade consists entirely of prefabricated 
elements. In the façades, the brickwork is ‘mounted’ and no longer constructed 
in situ. The prefabrication of façade-filling brick elements was mainly developed 
in the postwar residential building production in the Netherlands. The building 
method with ‘heavy’ façade-filling elements was especially interesting from 
an economic and production perspective. Although this building method fit 
well in the modern idea of industrialisation, architects in the postwar years were 
unable to come up with an architectural design answer to this application. When 
opting for prefabrication, design and construction techniques are intertwined 
in a far-reaching way in recent examples. The decision for prefabrication is 
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façades emphasise the textile qualities of brick as a cladding material. The 
previously mentioned inclination for decoration and the use of patterns among 
architects and the greater public will only further reinforce this development. 
A next, spectacular step in this direction is visible in the research and work of 
the Swiss architects Gramazio & Kohler at the ETH Zürich.21 As a result of 
the efforts of a robot that stacks bricks on the basis of given coordinates, it is 
possible to develop patterns in brickwork that avoid the traditional brickwork 
bonds. The bond is necessary when processing bricks by hand, because it 
determines exactly where the mason will place the following brick. Without 
a bond, the mason is helpless in a certain sense. By stacking with the robot, 
this need disappears and seamless patterns are possible. The traditional rep-
etition of stack-patterns in brickwork is making way for a façade-filling pattern 
without repetition. Graphic images are finding their way into brickwork façades 
that are comparable, for example, to paintings on a stuccoed façade.

 THE ELEGANCE OF A BRICK DRESS
 New buildings have to acquire a position in the history and development 
of a place. Brick is being assigned a mediating role in this by many Dutch archi-
tects. It connects the new to the existing in the city by means of the continuity 
of the material. Herein, to a certain extent, lies the significance of brick as a 
cladding material. The examples in this book demonstrate, above all, that 
this connection, within the restrictions that the material entails, offers archi-
tects the freedom to develop a personal and perceptible signature in the design 
of the façade without causing alienation from the environment. The brick 
dresses mediate, just like pieces of clothing, between the expression of the 
individual — both the building as well as the architect — and the conventions 
of the environment. 
 The limitations of the material, but also the possibilities that emerge 
due to the developments in the field of sustainability and prefabrication, make 
it clear that when architects design their brickwork façades, they must deter-
mine a position again and again at the interface of engineering, construction 
and design. ‘Design by the thinking of the making’ as the Smithsons pointed 
out. That is not new. It is a constant, if not the basis, in the development of 
architecture. It points to the collective domain of our field. All architects wrestle 
with the same problem. That collective wrestling offers a counterbalance for 
the Superdutch image of architecture as merely an expression of individual 
concepts and artistic ambitions. The materials used and the manner in which 
buildings are constructed determine to a substantial degree how they will look. 

to in practice. Viewed with suspicion by many architects, this development 
fundamentally questions the role of brick. As a result of the gluing, the inherent 
logic of stacking as the foundation for a brick structure, both technically and 
architecturally, has become obsolete. The trusted image from which brick 
derives its significance is disappearing definitively. ‘Anything goes’, just as 
with tiles. So why would we still act as if it were brickwork? Another objection 
to this development concerns the sturdiness of the façade, because this is 
determined by the insulation materials and not by the bricks. Many architects 
also doubt if glued brick strips will remain intact over time: a brick façade with 
dents is a nightmarish vision. An alternative solution could gain significance: 
the self-supporting façades that are described in the second category. These 
have no secondary structures and are thermally detached from the main 
load-bearing structure, which would create a high performance insulation 
without interruptions. This is possible, in principle, with a half-brick façade 
in buildings up to three floors, as is customary in Dutch building practice. 
Higher buildings require a thicker brickwork façade, and this, in turn, offers 
the potential to support galleries and balconies, as a result of which isokorb 
connections, for example, would be prevented. The extra investment is repaid 
in energy-saving, but also in practical sustainability. It delivers sturdy façades 
that withstand time well. From this perspective, the projects discussed here 
by Herman Zeinstra and Tony Fretton can be seen as possible precursors to 
a new development in Dutch architecture.
 Since the 1980s, brick factories have invested in further perfecting tech-
niques for producing brick. Specific project productions and specially shaped 
bricks and sizes are increasingly often the standard. This development also 
follows on from the recent desire for ornamentation and decoration in archi-
tecture. As a result of the use of specially shaped bricks, decorative patterns 
and the accenting of special elements of a building, such as in an entrance, 
are perfectly possible. The distinction between coarse and fine ceramics is 
blurring, and the market is changing from supply to demand driven produc-
tions.20 There seems to be no end in sight, for the time being, to the prolifer-
ation of possibilities that are forcing architects to choose, and therefore to 
further articulate a design. The processing of brick in prefabricated elements 
is also growing enormously. The examples of Heren 5 and Rudy Uytenhaak 
demonstrate the transition from traditional, heavy façade-filling prefabricated 
elements to a light filigree use of prefabricated brickwork. These prefabricated 
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 20 For a more extensive analysis of this, see also Louise Schouwenberg, De stad vertelt verhalen: Over 
technische innovatie in de baksteenindustrie en het veranderende beeld van de stad (‘The City Tells Stories: 
technological innovation in the brick industry and the changing image of the city’). Included in this 
publication.  21 For the research by Gramazio & Kohler, see also www.dfab.arch.ethz.ch
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In the projects presented, architects connect the design of brickwork façades 
to the constructional engineering preconditions that are dictated by the choice 
of material: architecture and engineering become inextricably linked in these 
inspiring examples. Again and again, architects seek out the precarious balance 
between structural consistency on the one hand, and the consistency of the 
sought-after architectural image on the other. 
 That precarious balance between technique and design, which the proj-
ects bear witness to, is recognisable to the observer and alludes to the concept 
of elegance.22 This is not elegance in the fashionable sense, although it is 
tempting to consider that in relation to a brick dress. It has more to do with 
the elegance that the mathematician Henri Poincaré saw in a mathematical 
demonstration. 

‘Es ist die Harmonie der verschiedenen Teile, ihre Symmetrie, ihr schönes 
Gleichgewicht; in einem Wort: alles, was Ordnung schafft, was uns erlaubt, 
die Dinge klar zu sehen und sowohl das Ganze wie auch zu gleicher Zeit die 
Details zu überblicken… Kurz, das Gefühl der mathematischen Eleganz ist 
nichts anderes als die Befriedigung, welche uns eine gewisse Übereinstim-
mung zwischen der gefunden Lösung und den Bedürfnissen des Geistes bietet, 
und auf Grund dieser Übereinstimmung kann uns die Lösung als neues 
Werkzeug dienen.’ 23

An elegance that arises at the moment when technique and design can no 
longer be distinguished from each other; when the solution to a technical 
problem — such as a banal expansion joint — and the overall design of the façade 
coincide. Elegance, in the words of Poincaré, is also a balance that liberates 
the needs of the mind. Not those of the architect, but those of the observer. 
The image only convinces when the arrangement of a brickwork façade can 
be understood from the greater whole to the smallest detail. And, following 
on from the idea of Poincaré, that the solutions which underlie this satisfying, 
elegant balance form the collective basis in order to be able to take the next 
step in the aforementioned development of brickwork. The ongoing devel-
opment of brick as a cladding material allows us to take up a position again 
and again between the firmitas and venustas of the façade. Finding a convincing 
image for brickwork, as the cladding of the structure, which simultaneously 
gives expression to the structure of the cladding itself.

 22 For an analysis of the concept of elegance, I would like to refer to Phillip Esch’s article, Die Überein-
stimmung von Form und Inhalt, Werk, Bauen + Wohnen 5, 2010.

 23 Henri Poincaré, Wissenschaft und Methode, Leipzig, 1914.
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 PRAGMATISM
 In the first place, there is a sense of level-
headedness in the way in which De Brouwer 
talks about the material. For example, he rec-
ognises that the affordability, availability and 
knowledge of execution by most builders are 
decisive factors. Simply because the choice to 
use brick means that there will also be money 
left over for other part of a project. ‘We often 
look for a mix of plain materials and materials 
with which we can add a sense of richness to a 
project. Brick belongs to the first category. It is 
a standard, affordable material; a good product 
as far as price is concerned.’ It is, therefore, a 
relatively easy to control component. Although 
De Brouwer points out that he regularly allows 
himself to be lead by unexpected situations 
when it turns out, for example, that the colour 
of the brick supplied is different than expected. 
In such a situation, he conforms to chance. That 

flexible and pragmatic attitude ties in with the 
design philosophy: ‘Above all, we want to sur-
prise. We would much rather do that than the-
matise or theorise; it is not an academic exer-
cise.’ Brick fits in wonderfully with that aversion 
against grandstanding. De Brouwer seeks the 
unique in the ordinary. ‘I want to make ordi-
nary architecture with fewer and fewer means, 
which becomes increasingly special. How can 
you strip down buildings while increasing the 
power of expression?’
 De Brouwer is, however, fully aware of 
expectations and continuous interpretation 
of both his work and the material. His prag-
matism is also apparent from the game that he 
plays with it: ‘They appear to be simple build-
ings visually, but on closer inspection it is com-
plex. You cannot understand a building at once. 
It is just like literature or film actually, where 
you have to read between the lines for the true 

Brick Dresses

Jaapjan Berg and Jan Peter Wingender

Jacq. de Brouwer’s (1952) relationship with brick can certainly not be called 
one-dimensional. Although the material occupies a prominent place in his 
oeuvre, the motives that he puts forward for its use vary. The way in which De 
Brouwer and his firm Bedaux de Brouwer Architects apply brick is anything 
but dogmatic. In fact, each project requires further elucidation or explanation. 
In spite of that partial unpredictability in the application of brick, there are 
clear consistencies in the work. Those become more or less specific per project. 
In this way, his oeuvre also gains in richness. 

Positions:

Jacq. de Brouwer

Positions: Jacq. de Brouwer

Office building, Tilburg, 2002
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meaning. There is more to it than the words 
you read or the images you see.’ Brick is a help-
ful ally for De Brouwer when creating and 
playing with expectations: ‘There is always 
an underlying history or tradition that gives a 
sense of depth to the building in which you 
apply it. Brick can also be used to create a sense 
of weight. Weight is a quality, but the negation 
of it too.’ Brick is an ingredient that you can 
play with as an architect. That paradox is char-
acteristic for his work. De Brouwer deliberately 
plays with the weight or mass of types, the cre-
ation of a sculptural volume, the contours of 
which are often made up of brickwork, and the 
simultaneous denial of that weight. Brick is 
cladding and he links that lightness of the clad-
ding with the mass of the buildings. The abstrac-
tion is of great importance therein. The work 
is sometimes reminiscent of the houses of the 
architect Gerrit Rietveld. The work is never lit-
erally heavy, but gains mass through the use 
of volumes and the emphasis on abstract planes 
in brick. The apartments of the Duikklok (Div-
ing bell) pavilion and the lawyer’s office, both 
located in Tilburg, are an example of this. At 
the same time, the literal weight is often denied: 
large openings, ‘floating’ brick surfaces above 
windows and balconies that appear to be sup-
ported by nothing; such as in the Woonhuis 
Steensel (Steensel House).

 ELEGANCE
 The lightness of brick can also be found in 
a different, applied manner in the choice of 
material. De Brouwer regularly uses brick due 
to its elegant character. ‘It is especially the small-
scale character that appeals to me. You can eas-
ily focus on bonds, structure and nuance in the 
brick. You can create variations in the colour 
and type of joint. You can thus create elegant 

choices.’ Brick offers a counterbalance to monot-
onous and massive-looking façades and vol-
umes. The paradoxical character of his use of 
brick is also recognisable here. De Brouwer 
appreciates the filigree-like appearance that he 
achieves with it, but the reference to mass also 
ensues directly. ‘Brick is a material that lends 
itself to both elegance and mass.’ Brick has an 
elegant character for De Brouwer, but he pre-
fers to express that in combination with the cre-
ation of mass. Examples of this combination in 
his oeuvre are the Cenakel Towers in Tilburg. 
De Brouwer is satisfied with the diffusing effect 
of stacked bricks obtained in this case. Both 
towers have nuanced and subtle details, like 
the rowlock courses in the balconies. But it is 
especially the mass, the robustness and the 
weight achieved with small elements that is 
visually dominant in the buildings.

 CASTLES AND MONASTERIES
 The envisaged marriage between mass 
and refinement stems emphatically from a pre-
dilection for sober architecture; both historical 
and modern. Countless castles, gates and mon-
asteries in line with this type of architecture 
mark history. However more recently, archi-
tects, especially from the modernist tradition, 
have also contributed to this typology. ‘I am 
fond of the typology of fortifications and cas-
tles. Buildings that are almost a type of land 
art. A brick world Aus einem Guss (from the same 
mould). Architecture that overwhelms you.’ 
However, the envisaged abstraction and reduc-
tionism in his own work must always be offset: 
‘You need to cram in additional qualities, oth-
erwise it will be an empty house.’
 De Brouwer is always wary of the ‘danger’ 
of an overly predictable building in his quest 
for an iconic form. Although creating an image 

and a sculptural statement is the primary aim, 
it should never become a pastiche. ‘We want 
to prevent our designs from becoming too eas-
ily digestible. Architecture must make a lasting 
impression and remain a source of amaze-
ment.’ De Brouwer uses this qualification to 
deftly circumvent the trap of an overly literal 
translation of his fascinations, a type of repeat-
ing of examples, which many ‘postmodern’ 
architects are guilty of. De Brouwer does not, 
therefore, only play with the material, but also 
with the expectations and references of these 
precedents. He continuously wards off the 
impending emptiness or lightness through the 
additional employment of robustness, weight 
and solidity. De Brouwer ultimately tries to 
find a balance between lightness and weight.

 ROBUSTNESS
 In that preference for robustness and the 
monolithic character of a lot of his work, an 
area of tension often arises through the use 
of brick. In a number of projects, such as the 
Cenakel Towers, the use of brick almost seems 
to be negated at first sight due to it’s a-tectonic 
application,. It even raises the question as to 
whether choosing another material was con-
sidered. In answering this, the desired ambiv-
alence between image, expectation and details 
is displayed once more. In these types of cases, 
De Brouwer explicitly chooses brick because it 
creates new conditions. ‘Brick is precise enough 
to fulfil the desire that the building reveals itself 
to you in steps.’ The spectrum covers the idea 
of an entrance gate to the city, an image con-
ceived as a scale model, as well as the revelation 
of the brick cladding of the building when you 
stand up close to it. ‘The primary aim of the 
brickwork is to surprise you still at a distance 
of five metres’ The robustness of De Brouwer 

can be dissected in steps both in an associative 
and physical sense. It is a game of expectations 
and surprises, which offers him the opportunity 
to both apply brickwork, in order to achieve 
the necessary solidity, as well as to accept brick 
facing strips, for vital details such as a lintel, 
in one building. In this way, the brick architec-
ture of Bedaux de Brouwer Architects contin-
uously discloses new information. The distance 
or the situation from where a project is viewed 
determines this gradual disclosure. In relation, 
it is not surprising that De Brouwer talks about 
qualities such as tactility, routing, passages 
and contrasts. The alleged robustness of much 
of the work is thus systematically adjusted with 
nuances and surprises.

 CONTEXT
 In the game that De Brouwer plays with his 
brick buildings, he is guided by the situation. 
‘We continuously look for a certain form of 
refinements in the relation between the build-
ing it’s direct surroundings and even on an 
urban level.’ The choice of brick and subse-
quently the colour is, for example, determined 
by studying the environment in which the build-
ing is situated. This includes landscape, urban 
plans and also existing buildings that flank the 
new building. ‘We base our choice on looking 
at the flanking materials, the complete colour 
palette of a project and it’s characteristic iden-
tity, now and in the longer term. For example, 
in the case of the residential towers in Tilburg, 
both the relationship with the adjacent mon-
astery and the landscape quality of the urban 
greenery were highly influential. The choices 
made regarding the pairing of both towers, the 
use of brick and the colour are each the con-
sequence of situational analyses. In addition, 
the harmonic option is not always chosen, 
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although refinement is always high on the wish 
list of this architect. ‘Strictly speaking, they 
can hardly be called beautiful. It is actually 
the lower limit of what makes architecture 
beautiful. However, that qualification is largely 
compensated by the suggested movement of 
the paired towers, as well as the contrast of the 
ensemble to the horizontal urban surround-
ings. The whole appeals to choices related to 
landscape, urban fabric and architecture.’
 Fashion or trends are by definition excluded. 
Instead of an attempt to be hip, De Brouwer’s 
choice of form, image and materialising is based 
on his analysis of the location. Only in this way 
can locations be brought to life, even the most 
hopeless ones. Above all, this approach offers 
a better guarantee of a sustainable final result. 
De Brouwer opts for precision: ‘It is also a type 
of urban surgery. Similar to repairing sick tissue 
by intervening. Sites often do not stand out if 

no building has been erected. In our professions, 
you have the opportunity to bring those types 
of sites to life by making the right design choices. 
You then turn them into significant places.

 ALLIES
 The dialogue with others involved in the 
design and building process is of great value 
to De Brouwer. When choosing a certain type 
of brick, the architect preferably involves the 
client too. The choice usually comes up for 
discussion when the preliminary design is dis-
cussed with the client. ‘I am not an architect 
who tells the client how I want things to be.  
I more often use a ‘salami tactic’ by dividing 
the process and qualities into segments. At 
the moment that certain themes are supported, 
you have built up sufficient credit and trust to 
come up with a unique brick at a later stage. 
They are made into a participant in a quest.’ 
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Duikklok pavilion, Tilburg, 2012

Duikklok pavilion, Tilburg, 2012
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De Brouwer also needs the dialogue with the 
client in order to arrive at an idea or refine that 
idea. He is not the type of architect to do some-
thing because there is no other way. He prefers 
to turn the client into an ally in these choices.
 De Brouwer points out that choosing a brick 
is sometimes a very extensive and intensive 
process. That is because qualifications such 
as worthiness, characteristic identity, attach-
ment, and the relationship with the surround-
ings and the city, play a role. It does not always 
help in this regard that in this delicate process 
there are countless ‘hands-on’ experts involved 
in the selection of brick. ‘It is different to the 
way in which, for example, a medical specialist 
can work. His authority applies a lot more in 
choices made. As an architect, you often do 
not have such influence. He would, of course, 
prefer to have that more often, for example 
due to his attention to the sustainability of the 

design and the material. He is not infrequently 
concerned about the ageing of his own work: 
‘You want your building to still reflect well on 
you years later.’ Sustainability is, therefore a 
very important factor when choosing the brick. 
‘It is often embarrassing to see how a building, 
which is only 10 years old, can already seem 
so dishevelled. Clients often think and act on 
the basis of different arguments.’

 TRADITION
 Another important aspect for De Brouwer 
is the meaning of tradition. He is, of course, 
aware of the connotation and significance of 
the material and the relationship to the work 
of the firm, and in particular to Jos Bedaux. 
However, he also does not allow himself to fall 
into the trap of uniformity and dogmas in this 
case. On the one hand, he recognises the deep-
ening effect of the history of the material: ‘By 

using brick, you explicitly relate to this. The 
nice thing about it is that it lodges so deep in 
your memory. It occupies an important part 
of it, because so much is built with it.’ In his 
eyes, brick also unavoidably appeals to the col-
lective memory. ‘Without having to abandon 
expressive forms and personal interpretations, 
you can always create a certain measure of 
familiarity with it. Application of brick makes 
it possible to give idiosyncratic buildings a 
friendly and pleasant appearance. Both archi-
tecturally and in terms of their relation to the 
urban surroundings.’ That softening effect can 
be consciously employed, but often arises by 
chance. The application of brick brings about 
a connection between the material and history. 
Through the combination of form and mate-
rial, a sense of recollection arises.
 On the other hand, tradition plays another 
pronounced role in the work of De Brouwer. 
Since he is a partner in the firm that already has 
a long tradition of using brick. The name of the 
firm established by Jos Bedaux is associated 
with brick architecture and De Brouwer is con-
scious of that. However, the articulation of the 
romantic element in the firms tradition in par-
ticular, which was opted for a long time, did not 
do justice in his eyes to other elements and the 
original underlying design philosophy. Con-
scious of the fact that the casting of architects 
is often based on what the firm has previously 
done, De Brouwer has step-by-step nuanced 
and enriched the firms profile of romantic brick 
architecture. That strategy had both personal 
and substantive motives: ‘At a certain moment, 
I began to have difficulty with the fact that our 
name was especially associated with brick.  
I really tried, for example, with the Villa Van 
Esch in Tilburg to escape from that brick stigma. 
According to De Brouwer he increasingly began 

to use the ‘toolbox of the old Bedaux’ for themes 
close to his heart. A step was made to utilise 
the rich tradition of the firm more broadly 
through analysis, as well as developing the for-
mal architectural language. De Brouwer hereby 
refers to the envisaged combination of archi-
tecture, urban planning and landscape design 
as an illustrative example. Brick architecture 
of Bedaux de Brouwer Architects strives for a 
balance between the disciplines mentioned, 
between tradition and contemporary develop-
ments and between the heritage of the firm 
and the interpretation thereof by a new partner. 
Those aims, and the results stemming from 
that, are satisfying for De Brouwer. ‘I no longer 
have the need to stray from this path, also out 
of respect for that tradition.’

Brick Dresses Positions: Jacq. de Brouwer

Cenakel Towers, Tilburg, 2000
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