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Introduction 

In state-of-the-art historiography on the construction industry, most studies focused on the few 

and larger enterprises that were involved in cities’ outstanding construction projects1. In 

Brussels, however, attention has recently been drawn to the understudied, yet persistent role of 

small-scale building actors throughout the city’s development2. From the late nineteenth 

century to date, the sector has consisted of a multitude of smaller companies and independent 

entrepreneurs that met the expanding city’s need for housing. Their reduced scale allowed 

contractors, carpenters, bricklayers or even suppliers to position themselves amidst their field 

of operation, nearby their clientele, homes and workforces. The industrial patrimony built by, 

and for the use of these construction enterprises still demonstrates their persistent local 

anchorage in Brussels’ dense urban fabric. Notwithstanding contemporary challenges like real 

estate development, gentrification and inconvenient zoning policies, a substantial share of the 

Brussels Capital Region’s former construction workshops has -unlike cities like London3- 

remainedError! Bookmark not defined.. 

The interdisciplinary research project ‘Building Brussels’4 explores, inter alia, building actors’ 

own patrimony as a methodological starting point to sketch an evolution in their spatial 

management. Doing so, a precedent article5 on timber-related construction workspaces 

highlighted the way economic and cultural strongholds were ingrained in the subsector’s 

remaining industrial patrimony. A typo-morphological and mapping analysis thereof, yielded 

insights in the interrelationships between the nature of different timber-related activities, their 

embedment in the city and the architecture of their workspaces. Likewise, it concluded why 

economic and functional motives had governed the design and geography of timber 

warehouses, how workshops were hidden in the urban fabric’s second order or the way small-

scale ateliers had been built as adverts of the carpenters’ own skills.  

mailto:Frederik.vandyck@vub.be


2 
 

This paper aims to further develop and contextualise these preliminary outcomes by deploying 

a similar methodology to construction workspaces in two of the region’s urban districts that 

developed from the late nineteenth century onwards. Rather than focusing on one specific 

subsector, this geographical demarcation aspires to broaden the palette of studied construction 

actors. Thereby, a case-based comparison is drawn on the architectural, locational and 

functional features of the patrimony built by (and for the use of) historical bricklayers, general 

contractors, electricians, plumbers etc. within similar geographical contexts. These insights, 

abstracted from a process of inventorying and categorization, resonate with the idea of an 

industrial vernacular where local cultures of building, economic influences and functional 

needs govern the design6. This ‘common-sense’ of building was -apart from the research on 

timber workshops- also revealed in the governing impact of stored goods on the architecture of 

historical urban warehouses7. Well-aware of the way new-built constructions met such 

demands, it is assumed that the workshops of carpenters, bricklayers or contractors were -more 

than other artefacts- ingrained with locational motives and infrastructural needs. Accordingly, 

the typological analysis thereof is mobilized as a knowledge instrument in ‘getting to know’ 

their spatial strategies8. 

Including the temporal mapping (1894-1969) in this triad of spatial dimensions (architecture, 

use and embedment) aims, moreover, to assess the different paths companies travelled and 

spatial strategies they adopted through time, precisely because their presence was challenged 

by urban issues like rising property prices and zoning policies. Furthermore, the exhaustive 

nature of this analysis unveiled tendencies in the general urban development, culture of building 

and technological innovations at stake. Therefore, this knowledge not only contributes to the 

fields of construction and urban history in general, but also to that of (small) business history.  

To meet these postulated outcomes, the following paper initiates with the selection criteria and 

introduction of the two case studies, followed by a concise state-of-the-art on the available 

sources and methodological framework. Thirdly, the temporal mapping analyses are discussed 

per case study after which the typo-morphological study elaborates on their architectural 

features. Eventually, the final part will conclude upon their comparison. 

 

Case study selection 

Recently, the in 1980’s established ‘visual inventory of industrial buildings’ (in French: 

Inventaire Visuel de l’Architecture Industrielle, or: Inventaire Visuel) has been digitised by the 
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archival institute that once coordinated the initial work. A group of five researchers then roamed 

the streets to scan for industrial heritage they deemed worthy of inventorying. Next to the 

building’s construction date, architect and concise typological description, the inventory also 

took record of its initial and successive use(r)s. To date, the Inventaire Visuel de l’Architecture 

Industrielle remains the most adequate and pragmatic entry to a collection of well-documented 

industrial buildings, despite certain questionable measures in the initial approach. Given its 

recent digitisation, it became possible to filter query the patrimony’s successive ‘users’ for 

construction-related activities. That way, a significant number of workspaces (ca. 250) were 

traced in the Brussels Capital Region, after which their addresses were geocoded on 

contemporary maps (see Fig.1). Displaying the inventoried construction workspaces in black, 

Figure 1 unveils concentrations alongside important historical routes, in proximity to the Canal 

Brussels-Charleroi and in two of the city’s dense urban fragments: Flagey and Montenegro. 

Cognisant that the canal area and stone roads have been subject to earlier research9, the mixed 

urban fabrics of Flagey and Montenegro are proposed as cases for this comparative research.  
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Figure 1.  Mapping of historical construction patrimony from the Inventaire Visuel. Created with the use of ArcGIS software. 

Figure 1 reveals that both urban districts lie within a similar distance from the historical centre 

of the city. However, given that its expansion was not incremental, the two urban fabrics stem 

from different periods. Whereas Flagey was positioned nearby a historically important network 

of routes and ponds, its development stems from well-before (late nineteenth century) that of 

the Montenegro district (early twentieth century). Situated in the valley of Brussels’ river 

Senne, the plane and vacant farmland in this latter area was rapidly developed due to the 

proximity of different good and rail stations. In stark contrast to the irregularly shaped streets 

and blocks in Flagey, this excellent location accelerated the unwinding of its rational street 

grid10. Unlike these substantial discrepancies, both urban fragments have, over time, been home 

to a significant share of Brussels Capital Region’s construction enterprises. Consequently, their 

functional and temporal mapping analyses are needed to unveil these actors’ underlying 

locational motives. 
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Methodology and sources 

Given that -for obvious reasons- the 1980’s Inventaire Visuel is non-exhaustive in terms of its 

geographical and temporal coverage, the historical mapping thereof could, potentially, be 

distorted. Therefore, Figure 1 is solely used and mentioned to formulate pragmatic arguments 

in the selection of comparative case studies. This case-based approach namely reduces the 

workload that comes with the digitisation and mapping of exhaustive historical sources into a 

manageable scope. For both areas, the national ‘industry and trade almanacs’ (l’Almanach du 

Commerce et de l’Industrie à Belgique)11 have been digitised, as they hold the professions and 

addresses of all entrepreneurial inhabitants on a provincial level. In the Province of Brabant, 

they were published between 1820 and 1969 on a yearly basis and in triplicate (ordered 

alphabetically by either name, profession or address). Conceived to be distributed in the city’s 

major railroad stations, these books covered the entire Brussels Capital Region. Due to its 

exhaustive nature and coverage of a long lifespan, the trade and industry almanacs form the 

backbone of this historical mapping analysis11.  

To normalize the comparative ground of this almanac-mapping, three important demarcations 

have been predetermined and require further explanation. Firstly, it should be noted that the 

umbrella of ‘construction enterprises’ is understood according to Nam and Tatum’s definition 

of the sector and involves all types of activities that relate to the building and renovation of 

immobile structures and facilities12. That way, the numerous furniture makers were -alike 

architects and engineers- excluded from the shortlist. Secondly, different time sections have 

been proposed with intervals of approximately 20 years to reduce the workload. This duration 

allowed for the overlap of one career in two time sections on the one hand and produced a 

reliable and manageable quantity on the other. Counting backwards by steps of 20 years from 

the final publication in 1969 produced the following samples: 1969, 1949, 1930 and 1910, as 

the 1929 edition was either inaccessible or never published. Thirdly, the gamut of almanac 

records per time section has been reduced to the streets and building blocks that manifested as 

concentrations in the earlier Inventaire Visuel mapping (see Fig.1). Analogously to the scale of 

the Brussels Capital Region, this pragmatic argument brought forward two in-depth cases in 

Flagey and in Montenegro. The almanac-mapping was thus respectively carried out for the ‘Rue 

Marie-Henriette’ and the ‘Rue de la Brasserie building block’ in Flagey and the ‘Rue de 

Belgrade’ and ‘Rue de Fierlant’ in Montenegro, as shown in Figure 1.  

This quantity of information on the geography and occupation of historical building actors is, 

thereafter, drawn in a comprehensible, infographic ‘atlas’ (see Figs 3-4). Such atlases allow to 
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read, in concentric circles, the succession of construction enterprises in a specific location and 

the geographical distribution of city builders at a specific time. Moreover, for each of the urban 

fragments, an overview graph identifies tendencies on the larger scale and optimizes the 

comparative ground for all case studies. 

On the typo-morphology of construction workspaces 

Whereas the mapping analysis of historical construction enterprises produces address points 

and building use(r)s in a quantitative manner, the following methodology is applied in the 

architectural and typological analysis of their industrial patrimony, in search of the underlying 

infrastructural needs. In analogy to De Fossé’s research on historical urban warehouses that 

elucidated the way stored goods governed the design and embedment, this typo-morphological 

analysis aims to unveil logics in the architecture of former construction workshops. Caniggia 

and Maffei refer to such ‘common-sense’ of building as the spontaneous consciousness with 

which the artefact is culturally and economically inscribed13. Well-debated architectural 

theory14 refers to this notion in the understanding of ‘building typology’ as ‘a structuring idea 

that is inherent in a series of comparable buildings’15. Accordingly, the typological approach 

can be mobilized as a knowledge instrument in ‘getting to know’ the spatial strategies16.  

The typo-morphological analysis of the encountered patrimony is based upon a variety of 

sources as it involves different scales and an extensive time period. Firstly, to reconstruct the 

broader context in which construction enterprises have settled and how their embedment 

evolved, historical cartography17, cadastral sketches18 and historical aerial imagery19 were 

combined. Secondly, at the level of the parcel and construction, original building permits20 were 

consulted and compared with historical photographs and recent site visits.  

Temporal mapping of historical construction enterprises 

The temporal mapping of historical building actors made important fluctuations become 

apparent in time. Whilst the slums in Flagey’s Rue de la Brasserie were torn down to make 

room for a structured city plan, Rue Marie-Henriette already accommodated two general 

contractors and one carpenter in the 1890’s. As depicted in Figure 2, these early construction 

enterprises were positioned amidst the expanding urban fabric, in proximity to their field of 

operation, clients and homes. The persistent local anchorage is, once again, shown in the 1930’s 

overview as, by the time, the entire urban district had been constructed by the numerous builders 

in the area. After these heydays of urban construction activity, a general decrease is noticed 

between 1949 and 1969. This downturn complies with the era in which the largest part of the 
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city’s expansion had already been constructed and when political zoning instruments were 

introduced. Nevertheless, it was seen that a substantial share of city builders remained active in 

the area, presumably, focusing on the renovation of the built stock.  

Due to the lack of historical cartography in the Montenegro area, a similar reconstruction falls 

beyond the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, it can be concluded that in Rue de Belgrade a 

similar upscaling and consequent downturn has been observed. Contrarily, in Rue de Fierlant, 

the number of workshops in the final section equalled that of 1949 and even today, many 

construction enterprises are found. 

 

Figure 2. Mapping of construction enterprises on historical maps21 per time section in the Rue Marie-Henriette and Rue de 
la Brasserie building block in Flagey.  

From the eclectic atlases (Figs 3-4), was seen that the nature and magnitude of construction 

activities differed in both case studies and can be attributed to the disparate mobility contexts, 

urban morphology and cultures of building. Whereas Flagey’s building actors had a pronounced 

focus on the finishing stages of the construction process (electricians, plumbers, carpenters and 

plasterers), Montenegro was home to entrepreneurs in the preparatory stages of building, like 

ground works, metal constructions and the importation of goods. Whilst the spatial needs of the 

former were relatively small, the heavier freights of the latter activities required other 

infrastructural conditions, as could be found in Montenegro’s proximity to the railroads and 
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canal. Flagey’s dense urban fabric, on the other hand, provided a broader and higher-standard 

clientele that needed skilled craftsmen. 

These findings correspond with Alfred Weber’s least cost theory22 who stipulated the 

correlation of a product’s weight and the geography of its production place. In his conception, 

weight-losing activities (lumber yards, large warehouses etc.) tend to position themselves 

nearby the supply end and weight-gaining activities (bricklayers, general contractors etc.) are 

usually closer to the target market. This logic seems to confirm the locational strategies of larger 

distributors (Gésibois, Dequevy and Wauts) in Rue de Belgrade and is echoed by the large 

number of warehouses and factories in this area -whether related to construction or not-. 

Nonetheless, in both case studies it was observed that suppliers of smaller quantities (Sipido, 

Timmermans etc.) were positioned near their customers, being private individuals and small 

building enterprises. In the cases we came across, i.a. Sipido and Timmermans, these points of 

sale functioned as pull-factors for other construction activities to position themselves in their 

proximity.  

The notion of local anchorage was, furthermore, unveiled in the analysis of construction 

companies’ lifespans and the trajectories they travelled through time and space. In 

Montenegro’s Rue de Belgrade, enterprises like Marchot, Dequevy or Van Wichelen repeatedly 

unveiled the street’s beneficial location, as they moved several times within its extents. Each 

relocation was another step in the quest for larger workspaces. Their steady growth and 

determination to safeguard the strategic location, thus emphasised the importance of city 

builders’ local anchorage in urban areas.  

Another sort of embedment can be found in Rue de Fierlant where different surnames 

reappeared within streets and across different time sections: Marchot (2x), Vandenbosch (2x), 

Vande Cruys (2x) or in the Flagey area, where family ties were explicitly mentioned in the 

denomination of the company: ‘Dupont Brothers’, ‘Doyen & Son’ and ‘Scorneaux & Son’. 

Moreover, the temporal mapping highlighted their structural presence throughout time, being 

in strong contrast to the many smaller building actors that only stayed for shorter terms. Apart 

from Rue Marie-Henriette’s large turnover of companies in early times, other case studies 

revealed that the eldest companies -often family businesses- managed to stay significantly 

longer than more recent ones. 

This observation can partially be attributed to the relationship between the industrial patrimony, 

its physical embeddedness and the activities that it accommodated. Cognisant that the urban 
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development corresponded with the predominance of woodworkers and general contractors 

(see overview graphs in Figs 3-4) allowed these building actors to have extensive spatial 

footprints. Unlike more recent enterprises that occupied (hybrid) row houses or smaller-scale 

workshops, early craftsmen were able to acquire vacant urban land and organize their 

considerable spatial needs the way that suited them best. Likewise, the typological analysis (see 

below) highlights certain buildings as billboards for the companies’ skills, others as rational 

industrial sheds or even to develop real estate. These privileged conditions and investments that 

came with it, led to more bondage and, therefore, longer survival of early city builders in urban 

areas.  

Unlike the inheritance of family businesses and the accompanying patrimony, Rue Marie-

Henriette’s workspaces were repeatedly used and/or acquired by different construction 

companies. Likewise, the original wood joinery of the Dupont brothers was re-used and even 

the small workshop of a wood merchant (Esch) was brought back to life later onwards. 

Moreover, Wattier’s productive buildings had altered function in each time section made. 

Originally conceived to house a general contracting firm, the architecture of the ensemble also 

suited an electrician, a plumber and two woodworkers over time. This considerable demand for 

urban workspaces emphasizes how well their architectural setup and location suited the needs 

of construction firms on the one hand and gives an indication of their uniqueness on the other. 

This notification stresses the need for typological research on the architecture of construction 

workspaces. 
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Figure 3. Temporal mapping of historical construction enterprises in Rue Marie-Henriette (above) and the Rue de la Brasserie 
building block (below) in Ixelles, Brussels. Data based on historical Almanacs11, created with GIS-software. 
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Figure 4. Temporal mapping historical construction enterprises in Rue de Belgrade (above) and the Rue de Fierlant (below) 
in Forest, Brussels. Data based on historical Almanacs11, processed with GIS-software. 
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Interpreting the architecture and embedment of urban construction workspaces 

As depicted in Figures 3-4, the almanac-mapping forwarded some sixty buildings that were 

subject to a typo-morphological analysis. Doing so, the iterative process of abstracting and 

categorizing this gamut yielded five types of buildings to which the larger part of cases could 

be attributed. Generally, the main discrepancies between these five were manifested on three 

important aspects: the building’s contextual embedment, its degree of mixity and the ways 

goods are transported within. Apart from the ‘monofunctional hall’, the other building types 

have only minor, yet relevant, distinctions in their architectural setup, as they were conceived 

as derivations of the basic ‘row house’. In the discussion below, certain exemplary cases are 

shown to situate the more abstract idea of these building typologies. 

A first type of industrial patrimony stands out for the monofunctional program it 

accommodated. Despite their generic floor plans, these halls were conceived for the use of one 

construction activity only, thus without the incorporation of dwellings. The wide facades 

(openings), open floor plans and large ceiling heights perfectly fitted the storage of goods 

(Gésibois and Dequévy) or temporary parking of heavy equipment (Merckx). Consequently, 

the architecture of these single storey warehouses significantly attributed to the industrial 

character of Montenegro’s Rue de Belgrade and to a lesser extent that of Rue de Fierlant. In 

Flagey’s mixed-use urban fabric, none of these buildings occurred. 

 

Figure 5. Left: drawing of timber warehouse in Rue de Belgrade, based on site visits and historical imagery. Right: ARC-
AAM-071-029 from the Inventaire Visuel © AAM / Fondation CIVA Stichting, Brussel. 
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Figure 6. Left: drawing of hangar/warehouse in Rue de Fierlant, based on 1931’s building permit TP11.106. Middle: ARC-
AAM-048-008, Right: ARC-AAM-100-023 from the Inventaire Visuel © AAM / Fondation CIVA Stichting, Brussel. 

Opposed to the industrial halls in Rue de Belgrade, the other side of the spectrum shows many 

workshops that were built and used by smaller-scale construction companies in Rue de Fierlant 

and the whole of Flagey. Contrarily, these complexes accommodated a mix of activities on one 

parcel entity. In doing so, gated row houses in the alignment of the streets gave access to hidden 

workshops that were/are situated in the building block’s second order. Interestingly, this 

widespread typology can be subdivided according to certain organizational and architectural 

characteristics that correspond with the building’s initial use. It was, for example, observed that 

in the patrimony of carpenters and general contractors, the front house was separated from the 

workshop by an inner courtyard that allowed goods to be moved efficiently. As ground floors 

were generally used to install heavy machinery (carpenter De Laet), store raw material or 

temporarily park mobile equipment (general contractors Doyen & Son and Vandenbosch 

brothers), the actual workspaces were located at the first floor. At this height, the wide doors 

and windows facilitated the (un)loading of finished goods and enabled much daylight to reach 

far into the ateliers (Figure 7). Whereas some second order buildings followed the width of the 

front house and parcel (Figure 7), others largely extended that (Figure 8). This latter 

subcategory hints to the real estate development activities of historical construction enterprises, 

who acquired a rectangular shaped parcel that had the width of their envisioned workspaces and 

then developed residential building(s) in front.  
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Figure 7. Left: drawing of row house and workshop of carpenter De Laet in Rue de la Brasserie, produced by author based 
on building permits and recent site visits. Middle: ARC-AAM-0023-014. Right:ARC-AAM-043-026 & 28 from the Inventaire 
Visuel © AAM / Fondation CIVA Stichting, Brussel. 

   

Figure 8. Left: drawing of row house and workshop of contractors Doyen & Son in Rue de la Brasserie, based on building 
permit and recent site visit. Right: photograph by author (2018). 

City builders, occupied with heavier materials like iron and steel in Montenegro, conceived 

their row house-workshop ensembles with different architectural features. The considerable 

weight of the ‘produced’ goods namely excluded the possibility of organizing workspaces over 

multiple storeys. Therefore, these hidden sheds only consisted of one major volume of which 

the ceiling height (co-)determined the maximal length of the constructed elements. The larger 

the workspaces (and access), the broader the range of possible construction works. Through 

these high ceilings, daylight was captured by the roof’s zigzag shape (Figure 9).  

   

 

Figure 9. Left: drawing of iron foundry Vande Cruyse in Rue de Fierlant, based on permit TP487. Middle: ARC-AAM-0048-
033. Right:ARC-AAM-048-034 from the Inventaire Visuel © AAM / Fondation CIVA Stichting, Brussel. 
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A fourth, specific type of workspace was only constructed by contractors (Wattier) and 

carpenters (Leclerc) in rue Marie-Henriette. However similar in setup to the previous typology, 

its perception was fundamentally different. Consisting of a semi-detached row house, an inner 

courtyard and a multi-storey workshop in the back, the industrial activity became apparent in 

Rue Marie-Henriette’s streetscape. The wide entry gate not only enabled the manoeuvring of 

larger goods and enough parking space after working hours, also visual access was created for 

potential customers from the street. Moreover, the ballast and potential nuisance for the semi-

detached house was reduced, as the industrial buildings formed islands by themselves. 

    

 

Figure 10. Left: drawing of general contractor’s workspace Wattier in Rue Marie-Henriette, based on historical imagery: 
ARC-AAM-0032-019. Right:ARC-AAM-032-014 from the Inventaire Visuel © AAM / Fondation CIVA Stichting, Brussel. 

Generally, it can be concluded that the typological analysis of the industrial patrimony stressed 

the correspondence between function and form and demonstrated that these ingrained insights 

can be unveiled through their typo-morphological categorization. The larger share of these 

studied buildings -with the exclusion of the hybrid row houses of electricians and plumbers- 

namely fell within the notion of the above described building types. Their geographical 

distribution reaffirms the economic logics of Weber’s least cost theory on the one hand and 

produces situated knowledge about the case studies. It was seen, for example, that the general 

density was too high in Rue de la Brasserie for the semi-detached row houses like in Rue Marie-

Henriette, as in the former the density of the ensemble largely exceeded that of the latter. 

Furthermore, it was seen that the parcelling structure and reduced development interest in 

Montenegro allowed for more industrial kinds of buildings.  

Conclusion 

In general, it can be concluded that the mapping of historical building actors mutually informed 

the typo-morphological analysis of their construction workspaces. Firstly, the presumed 

historical importance of small building enterprises was once again affirmed in Flagey and 

Montenegro, through their large quantity on the one hand and important spatial legacy on the 



16 
 

other. Furthermore, their geographical mapping allowed to produce preliminary insights in the 

locational motives and tendencies at the larger scale and in-depth knowledge on specific 

trajectories and lifespans of local building actors. Holding the results in the light of the built 

patrimony aimed to investigate the interrelatedness between architectural form, use and the 

geography of construction workspaces. By doing so, their categorization unveiled types of 

buildings that were specific to a given context or activity and others to be generic. Their analysis 

made clear that, even today, the studied streets function as silent witnesses of city builders’ 

(former) presence, however threatened by contemporary challenges. It was concluded that their 

production of space was not the least limited to the object of their metier, as their proper 

workspaces and development of real estate significantly weighed on the outlook of (parts of) 

the city. Further research is needed to upscale these situated outcomes to the entire Region of 

Brussels. 
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