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INTRODUCTION
Understand what to keep from the perspective of a Bricoleur

In order to intervene responsibly within the site-specific situations 
and inhabitants, it is important to study the context of the area. 
Analysis of architectural language and appropriation of the space 
results in “localization” of a certain context and helps to under-
stand the cultural traditions and the identity of the place. Archi-
tectural language, when studied in different time regimes, shows 
the evolution of architectural motifs. The reading of the language 
is not limited to just the level of a building, but is being extended 
to the perspective of the entire street, which represents the image 
and idea of a place. We have to understand the composition of the 
facade in order to indicate the hidden archtiectural rules to follow.
Additionally, the way people feel in the built environment reflects 
in their activities. Investigating human appropriation of space is 
a continuing concern within urban and social disciplines and has 
received much attention recently. It is important to study this mul-
tidimensional concept of appropriation, in order to design spaces 
where people feel positive and balanced relationship with their 

surroundings, the same as places that have a potential to be posi-
tively appropriated rather than alienated. 

We joined the topics of architectural language and appropriation 
under the statement “the street is a bricolage”, meaning that the 
street is a composition of both. Our case study is a zoom in of this 
statement showing that a house is a composition of architectural 
and appropriation items that all have a potential to be a spolia. 
Case study is also a definition of different ways of appropriation 
in public and private spaces under the influence of typology, user-
ship and ownership. Appropriation and architectural language are 
tightly connected with each other, because appropriation usually 
emerges from the physical environment, the same as the archi-
tectural language is affected by people habits and usage of the 
space.
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DEFINITIONS
Bricolage, Appropriation and Architectural language

Bricolage. Bricolage is a result of mixed harmonious and intru-
ding elements of different essences (time and place-wise) that 
coexist together. Bricolage could be understood and studied on 
different levels – from the perspective of a house, street, neigh-
borhood or city. An element without a context does not have po-
sitive or negative connotation and cannot be labeled neither as an 
alien or regional. Consequently, in order to understand the level 
of localization, the comparison on different levels should be con-
ducted. The levels are as following: typological, historical, social, 
economic and cultural.

Architectural language. Architectural language is the vocabulary 
of diversity composed by basic architectural elements, such as 
roof, windows, doorways in buildings, particularly constituent 
elements of the facade. The language contains motifs and mea-
nings about specific time and geographical context, that ensures a 
coherent and unity in an ensemble of a building. 

Appropriation. Appropriation is generally understood as a physi-
cal action that one proceeds to take surroundings into possession.  
It is a prevailing multi-dimensional concept in studying urban-so-
cial landscapes and it is tightly connected with the theoretical fra-

mework of assemblage. Temporary appropriation could be under-
stood as an identification of elements and actions through which 
people make something their own. While assemblage thinking is 
looking at the relations between those different components. Yet 
the term appropriation of the built environment is not completely 
defined in the research studies of the urban design. However, it 
is agreed that by the means of appropriation people inhabit the 
public space. The appropriation is what gives citizens the right 
to fully use and manage their everyday life within the urban en-
vironment. 
There is also a legislative definition of appropriation being an act 
of making a private property, but this is not going to be examined 
here. Besides physical action, there is psychological appropriation 
that is interiorized at one’s thoughts. If the regulations or various 
prohibitions does not allow individual to take an action of appro-
priation, the intention stops at one’s thought level and it could 
result in “any further interest in the built environment” or even 
be expressed “through the forms of vandalism, destruction and 
so on”.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

- What is a ‘bricolage’? According to the definition, is the 
street a bricolage? 
-        What is the visual logic among the facades in the street in 
terms of architectural language? 
-        What are the patterns of appropriation in the site? Why do 
people appropriate spaces?

- What is a Spolia? What are the criterias for an object to be 
spoliated?
- What are the factors that influence architectural languages and 
appropriations on facades?
- What are the relationships between architectural language and 
appropriations?



8 9

THE STUDY OF RUE DES BASSINS
Duality, permanence and transformation

8 9

Rue des Bassins was a street that demonstrated “duality” in terms of permanence in the buildings. In the northern side of the street, 
which belongs to a residential plot, buildings are more ‘stable’,while the southern side of the street, as it is a mixed-used plot of 
residential and industrial uses, transformations are more rapid as the industrial buildings are more vulnerable to changes and rapid 
rebuilding occurs. These different rates of transformations across the same street resulted in an interesting streetscape that is very 
different from the other streets from Anderlecht. 
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FRAGMENTATION OF THE STREET
The order of bricolaging in the street

For the typical street of terraced houses in Brussels, each house tries to adapt to the language of the neighbours in the street by 
picking up the rhythm, facade frame proportions and composition despite of their variation in style and materials. This order ties 
all the building along the street to create a bricolage: that each individual building are articulated differently but still responses 
with each other.  
 
Due to the mixed typologies in Rue des Bassins, fragmentation happens in the street when the facades reflects different uses of 
spaces which the openings serve. For example, a factory building like Rotor requires a relatively longer, horizontally stretched  
window to illuminate the large space it contains, while a residential building usually have smaller and vertical windows for the 
rooms that are comparatively in scale. In the following part, we will investigate the compositional logic and contraditions in Rue 
des Bassins from facade analysis in rhythm, facade frame and composition. 

Typologies and Street elevation 1:400

Northern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Southern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Living
Mix-use
Working
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COMPOSITIONAL LOGIC
Street elevations 1:400

Northern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Southern Side of the Rue des Bassins



14 15

COMPOSITIONAL LOGIC
Rhythm 1:400

Northern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Southern Side of the Rue des Bassins
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COMPOSITIONAL LOGIC
Facade frame 1:400

Northern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Southern Side of the Rue des Bassins
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COMPOSITIONAL LOGIC
Composition 1:400 

Northern Side of the Rue des Bassins

Southern Side of the Rue des Bassins
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SERIATION OF ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS 
Elememts of architectural language and its evolution

Catalogue of windows

41, Rue des Bassins
First Floor

32, Rue des Bassins
Second Floor

11, Rue des Bassins
Second Floor

5, Rue des Bassins
Second Floor

16, Rue des Bassins
First Floor

64, Rue des Bassins
First Floor

Despite the variation in style and materials in each building, the coherence and unity of the assamblage is ensured with the aid of ar-
chitectural elements from the basic elements of railings, doorways and windows. This part of the research displays the catalogue of 
architectural elements that are found from rue des Bassins, to demonstrate the the vocabulary of diversity in the area while forming 
a lineage. 
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SERIATION OF ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS 
Elememts of architectural language and its evolution

Catalogue of entrances

43, Rue des Bassins 41, Rue des Bassins 60, Rue des Bassins 32, Rue des Bassins 24, Rue des Bassins 64, Rue des Bassins
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HOW TO CREATE STREET AS A BRICOLAGE
Stretegies - Working block hidden behind living block

Rue des Bassins 30, 1070 Anderlecht

In this building, the facade facing the street adopted the materiality of 
bricks in response to the neighbouring domestic terrace houses. 
The garage door is placed in the facade, which provides access to the 
industrial part at the back through a courtyard.

In order to create a street bricolage, an individual building should respect the order of the street regardless of their typologies and 
use. By understand the rhythm, proportions and facade frames in the street, there are two ways of treating the facade in mixed-use 
buildings in order to corrulate with the architectural language of the others. 
The first solution could be done by placing the working space behind the living area, which the disproportioned facade of the 
industrial part of the buidling could be hidden from the street facade. This buildings usually have a separate entrance to the working 
space in the street facade. Since most of the buildings in the street of Rue des Bassins are domestic buildings, some of the mxied use 
buildings in the street adopted this strategy in order to adapt to the context. 

Rue des Bassins 11, 1070 Anderlecht

This facade not only adopts the materiality of the neighbours, but also follows the 
proportions and rhythm of the neighbours with a symmetrical composition and 
alignment with the neighbours with ornaments.
People who live and work in this building share the same entrance.  
The workers access the industrial building behind through a courtyard.
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HOW TO CREATE STREET AS A BRICOLAGE
Stretegies - Contradiction between facade and interior space

Ancienne fabrique de cigarettes Saint-Michel
Rue Lambert Crickx 24, 26, 28

Some buildings are designed with ornamented facades which does not express the dimensional logic in the interior space, such that 
The facade did not ‘honestly’ reflects the different uses of spaces which these windows serve. For example, the Cigarette factory 
in Anderlecht picks up the order of the street with the aid of ornamentation and architectural elements from domestic buidlings. In 
another factory buidling in Rue du Compas 33, the facade have 4 high vertical windows that maintain the order of the street, de-
spite of the large and undivided industrial space behind. Both buildings demonstrated the ‘discontected relationship’ between the 
facade and the interior space, that one could hardly tell the difference between industrial buildings and domestic buildings

Rue du Compas 33, 1070 Anderlecht, 1923
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HOW TO CREATE STREET AS A BRICOLAGE
Overview of the north elevation of Rue des Bassins

Facade Frame

Rhythm

Composition

Appropriations
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HOW TO CREATE STREET AS A BRICOLAGE
Overview of the sorth elevation of Rue des Bassins

Facade Frame

Rhythm

Composition

Appropriations
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APPROPRIATION VS. ALIENATION
Traces of appropriation and alienation of the area

Appropriation usually emerges from the physical environment, the 
cultural context and regulations that allow to occupy the space. 
Every trace of appropriation is stamped with an affective mark 
which indicates either the attraction or rejection (alienation) of a 
space.

32 33



34 35

MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the locomotion through the space
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the personalisation of the space
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the means of expropriating
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the means of making the space more habitable
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the means of rematerialisation

42
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the means of conveying rules

44
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MODES OF THE APPROPRIATION 
Appropriation by the means of marking off as possesed
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APPROPRIATION OF PUBLIC SPACE
Corner cafe

Traces and habits (fieldwork sketch) Traces of appropriation

Non fixed (temporary) elements of expropriation - cans, leftovers, 
boxes. Easily removed, changed, picked up. Indicates that the 
space is used often, but not looked after.

Fixed elements of appropriation - awnings, additional lights, 
roller shutters. Appropriation by the means of making the space 
well maintained during the different times of the day and different 
weather conditions. The change of those additive elements is rare 
and low.

Semi-fixed elements of appropriation - promotional signage. 
Appropriation by means of place-marking. Semi-fixed additions 
designed to encourage people to enter. The change is moderate, 
usually depends on the owenership. 

Non-fixed elements of appropriation. Appropriation by means of  
locomotion as well as violating the rules. Indicates much vehicu-
lar traffic nearby, as well as not enough parking spots.

Time spent observed: 30min. Usership: 14 adult men gathering, 26 people passing by, 4 cyclists passing by, many cars. 
Ownerhsip: Moroccan man who lives in the neighbourhood.
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APPROPRIATION OF PUBLIC SPACE
Corner

Traces and habits (fieldwork sketch) Traces of appropriation

Non fixed (temporary) elements of appropriation - parked bikes, 
cars, motorcycles. Easily removed, changed, picked up. Indicates 
that the space is used often and hanges quickly. Defining space as 
appropriated by distributing personal items.

Non fixed (temporary) elements of appropriation - warning sig-
nage. Appropriation by the means of ndicating a potential hazard, 
obstacle or condition requiring special attention. Located because 
of the good location and visibility for the drivers.

Non fixed (temporary) elements of appropriation - locomotion 
through the space. Appropriation by means of occupying space 
by activities. 

Non-fixed elements of appropriation. Appropriation by means of  
maintaining.

Time spent observed: 30min. Usership: 3 adult men and 2 women sitting and talking, 1 senior sitting and smoking, 5 kids and 11 
adults passing by, 5 cyclists passing by, many cars. 
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APPROPRIATION OF PUBLIC SPACE
Corner shop

Traces and habits (fieldwork sketch) Traces of appropriation

Non fixed (temporary) elements of appropriation - market stalls. 
Easily removed, changed, picked up. Indicates that the space is 
commercialized. Defining space as appropriated by distributing 
personal items.

The appropriation by means of rematerialisation shows the way 
people adjust space according to their needs and understandings 
of aesthetics (personalisation). Rematerialisation usually happens 
within the changes of ownership. 

Semi-fixed elements of appropriation - promotional signage. 
Appropriation by means of place-marking. Semi-fixed additions 
designed to encourage people to enter. The change is moderate, 
usually depends on the owenership.

Non-fixed elements of appropriation. Appropriation by means of  
maintaining..

Time spent observed: 30min. Usership: 5 adult men and 8 women buying groceries, 2 of them with kids, 2 young girls buying fruits, 
12 adults passing by, 6 cyclists passing by, many cars. 
Ownerhsip: Moroccan family who lives in the neighbourhood
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APPROPRIATION OF THE STREET
Residential vs. Industrial

Appropriation of residential street - Rue des Bassins (Northern side)

Appropriation of mixed street - Rue des Bassins (Southern side)

Appropriation of industrial street - Rue Prévinaire (Eastern side)

Visual complexity analysis indicates that the level of appropriation is more intense on the domestic street -  Rue des Bassins (North-
ern side). The intensity of positive appropriation diminishes as the typology changes to the industrial. Finally, tn the street of Rue 
Prévinaire (Eastern side) the appropriation shifts to alienation. It could be speculated that domestic street is appropriated more posi-
tively than industrial one in terms of ownership and usership. Industries in this area changes considerably often meaning that owners 
do not invest into making the space attractive for a long term, there is no attachement between subject and object. Additionally, users 
of the space are mainly workers from outside of the neighbourhood, thus, they do not invest in something that does not belong to 
them. Clients are not supposed to stay in the area for a long time, therefore, there are no public places for gathering that needs plea- 

sant environment around them. If the user has a feeling that the space belongs to someone other than himselft, this results in aliena-
tion of the facade and the space around it. However, if the business is owned by the people from the neighbourhood (usually, small 
businesses in the ground floor of the building), the positive appropriation increases. In the residential streets the appropriation is 
tightly connected with the self-realization that also affects the itensity and the variety of the appropriation process. In conclusion, 
the intensity of appropriation is tightly connected with the typology and modes of property. It is important to mix working and living 
functions in order to avoid alienation of the street.
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APPROPRIATION OF THE STREET
Rue des Bassins
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CASE STUDY
Architectural language of facade
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CASE STUDY
Appropriation of facade
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CASE STUDY
Architectural language of plans
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CASE STUDY
Appropriation of plans
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CASE STUDY
Architectural language of plans
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CASE STUDY
Appropriation of plans
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CASE STUDY
Architectural language of section
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CASE STUDY
Appropriation of section
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CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating

CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating
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CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating

CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating
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CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating

CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating
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CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating

CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating
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CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating

CASE STUDY
Potentials of spoliating
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CONCLUSION
Influences
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CONCLUSION

- The street is a bricolage in terms of the relationship 
between the architectural language and different modes of appro-
priation. At first sight, signs of appropriation seemed to be aliens 
in an existing context with a strong architectural tradition. Howe-
ver, after the analysis, the appropriation is just another layer of 
architectural language that coexists with the built environment. 
- Every trace of appropriation is stamped with an affective 
mark which indicated either the attraction or rejection.  This is 
influenced by the physical environment (architectural language 
and typology) as well as modes of property (ownership and 
usership). The dynamic changes in those dimensions affect the 
atmosphere of public space resulting in a low level of appro-
priation. Consequently, in a studied street, the highest intensity 
of appropriation happens behind the façade throughout which 

people choose the level of distancing and self-expressing.
- Everything has the potential to be as spolia, as long as it 
could be recontextualized without diminishing its social, econo-
mic or historical value.  The capability to be reused increases the 
potential of becoming a spolia. 
- Identifying different ways of appropriation helped to under-
stand the causes why people neglect some spaces. The main rea-
son is the rapid change of typology and architectural language in 
relation to usership and ownership. This leads to a disconnection 
between the inhabitants and the space. The more people appro-
priate the space the tighter connections are being set.

EXISTING MODES OF APPROPRIATION
What are the different modes of appropriation in the Rue des Bassins?

- Appropriation by personalization - defining space as owned and appropriated by distribution of personal items.

- Appropriation by means of making space habitable. Reshaping the space according to the different requisites of the inhabitants.

- Appropriation by means of maintenance.

- Appropriation by means of distancing.

- Appropriation by social activities.

- Appropriation by locomotion.

- Appropriation by means of providing guidance - defining space as owned by means of regulations of  transport strategy.

- Appropriation by means of burglary prevention - defining space as owned by means of marking off as possessed property and 
showing that it is being protected  from vandalism and burglary attempts.

- Appropriation by means of indicating the location of a safety feature.

- Appropriation by means of marking off as possessed - either temporarily or long term.

- Appropriation by means of decorating and domesticating.

- Appropriation by means of utilitarian purposes.

- Appropriation by means of the need of being informed, educated and entertained.

- Appropriation by means of place-marking (defining space as owned and appropriated by the means of signs).

- Appropriation by means of expressing reachability.

- Appropriation by means of conveying rules - defining space as owned by means of regulations.

- Appropriation by means of laying waste.

- Appropriation by means of personalization of space. Defining space as owned and appropriated by distribution of personal items.

- Appropriation by means of rematerialisation.

- Appropriation by means of locomotion through the space.

- Appropriation by means of expropriating.
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