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The collection of the VAi goes back 
to the late 1980’s, when the province 
of Antwerp established its regional 
architectural archives.
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The great modernist complex was originally designed 
by Leon Stynen and is one of his many modernist 

pieces in the city of Antwerp 
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In this enclave, the VAi is found 
tucked towards the back of 
deSingel, in one of the rooms 
of the extension designed  by 

BEEL Architecten 

The VAi
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These spaces, however, account only for 
the offices. With the much larger depot 

being located deeper into the city
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“To enrich the knowledge of the public through the act of holding, preserving, restauring and 
stimulate the engagement with valuable architectural works of the past.” 
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(Archi)ving:

How to increase engagement in a place where engagement must be limited?
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The Story of the Archive
Archiving (Archi)ving

What aspects of the original story of the 
archive must change in order to create 
angagement with the public?

What is the current story the archive 
tells about itself?
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The Story of the Archive

In the archive, this is the moment where the
User goes from passive to active, initiating
their advances towards the collection.

Currently, this process is haulted at very early
stages by the Archivist, who becomes the 
User's only means of communication with the
depot and the collection. This removes most of
the agency from the User, hindering both the 
flow of the archival narrative and the quality
of the spatial experience.

This stage of the narrative needs more
sources of stimuli that can drive the User
from passive to active, giving them more choices 
for action initiative in the space.

The actions performed by the Archivist are varied, and they permeate all the levels of the archive experience.

These actions are many times highly specialized functions beyomd the acces of the User, and are typically 
out of sight at the restricted areas of the archive.

These actions shed light on the level of professionalism and the amount of work that goes into running an
archive, and should be visible to those who visit as a token of appreciation for the work of the Archivist.  
Restaurations, cleaning, digitization and other functions performed by the Archivist should be displayed along
the full experience of the archive.

The Archivist is the most active character of the current Archive narrative. They execute a variety of actions,
which are related to the five main tasks they must perform:
- Identify and acquire new collections
-Preserve and safeguard the archival contents.
- Research
- Presenting and guiding
- Public participation

Spatially this can be coordinated through the way thresholds are crossed, the approach to the collection's storage and display, and 
the available methods of interaction between the User and the Collection.

This is a consequence of conservation measures, which aim to reduce contact with the collection's contents. A solution
to this issue may come from introducing layers of access to the User, where the depot space becomes progressively more
accessible through the actions of the User and their research aspirations. These layers of access can be leveraged to an 
user agreement system between the archivist and user (similar to a set of "user subscriptions"), providing lower and higher
access options to the User, with pre-established conditions agreed upon between the User and the Archivist.

More choice for action initiative would look
something like this stack of actions in this
diagram type

Before the story of the archive can even
start being told, the User must have a really
good reason to enter the archival building.

This establishes a very strong cut-off for 
entry. This is one of the main culprits for
the disconnection between the archive and 
the outside world.

An attractor must be introduced to counter 
this reality.

This moment should reflect a revealing
experience, where things start showing
themselvs to the User in order to capture 
their attention and imagination.

In the typical archive story, however, this
first contanct is a mostly uneventful 
moment, and the contents and escence of
the Archive are kept hidden. (Both the 
VAi and the Niewe Institute are examples
of this)

A wider range of actions/events pertaining
the archive must become available
in this section of the narrative.
(i.e: Enters the archive building> Sees A,B,C>
Reads D,E,F> Does G,H,I

If the previously mentioned layered access system was in place, however, the user would have more agency in iniciating this 
re-engagement process, as they would be provided with a new set of possibilitites to reframe their search. For instance,
if a User finds themselves stuck an needs more access to material, they can request to move up a level of access to 
more swiftly search through material without needing to place new material requests to through the Archivist and await 
processing and set up times.  This enriches the archival experience and the relationship between user and Archivist.

This increased engagement and angency by the
User can play an important role in maximizing 
climatic moments down the narrative line.

This point of the narrative is very interesting from the User perspective. It creates a loop, which is a form of re-engagement
with the archive. If the User does not find what they look for they can re-strategize their serach method and try again.

In the current archive story, however, this process is time consuming and discouraging for the user, as they are burdened 
by complicated searching methods, long waiting times, and more request placements.

At this point of the current narrative, the Archivist conceeds some agency to the User, providing them with 
the ability to manipulate and study artifacts of the Collection. 

This partial relinquising of control, however, is still quite strict, as it is one of the Archivist's duty to 
ensure the safety of the contents in the archive, thus requiring a fair amount of oversight. 

Finding a way to transfer more agency to the user in a safe maner would challange the Archivist to go against their 
protective instincts, but can make them more available to invest more resources in some of their other tasks like Public participation, presenting archival work, and researching.

This can prove to be a valuable realocation of human resources, as it is the archive's goal to become more visible and build a stronger public presence. 

Now, upon leaving the archive, the user leaves no impact on the archive 
as an institution. The efforts they placed into uncovering new findings in
the collection leave with them as soon as they cross the exit door.

The user should have an opportunity to leave behind their individual 
contribution to the institution, and have the ability to transform their 
actions and their findings into new active content in the archive.

This gives the User the oppotunity to become themselves a part of the
archival collection, as they are able to eternalize their research
contributions within the institution in a way that future researcher may
find as useful as the architectural collections stored in the building.

Currently, inspite of how hard the Archivist works, their efforts and 
fruits of their labor go largely unrecognized. There is value to be attributed
to their work, the structure of the archival narrative is just not put together
to show it.

The Archivist is the bridge between the User and the Collection, and the
success of the archive as an institution relies on the roles executed by them.
Redisgning the archive also means redesigning the Archivist as the
grand articulator of the space, highlighting their importance and reframing
the tasks they perform.

If Archivist's role is properly reframed, the consequences of their actions will
have stronger reverberations in the archive, and the entire archival environment
can turn into a more dynamic typology. The archivist may become more creative,
more interested in their own work, more engaged in curatorial practice, more 
investigative.

User becomes 
a bit of an Archivist

Archivist becomes 
a bit of an User

There are a few interesting points about this step of the narative from the Collection's perspective. 

1) The midpoint strongly devides the story of the collection into two parts: Its life before the depot and its life at 
the depot. The first part is maked by the laborious dialogue between the Archivist and the new collection, and 
reffeers directly to the hidden innerworkings of the archive before it becomes "available" to the public. 
The second part is the "public life" of the archive, where it becomes open to dialogue with the User. 

2) The Midpoint in the Collection's narative is the begining of the User's narrative.

This division can be spatially interesting, separating the parts that are within the reach of the User and the parts 
that are beyond reach and should be revealed differently.

In the current narrative, the collection relies almost entirely on the Archivist to become 
accessible. Althought at this stage of the narrative the contents of the archive are available 
for public consultation, they do not reveal themselves as if they wanted to be found. 
Yet, one of the purposes of the collection is to be useful to research, and have its contents ready 
for dicovery, and is in fact only useful if it is pursued by the User for consultation. 

The collection wants to be discovered, and it needs to be organized and displayed in such a way 
as to become the vehicle for its own revealing.

Finding an answer to a research question or connections that clues you
towards a new exciting direction is a cathartic moment, and it can be
powerful in keeping the User engaged and encourage their return to the
archive in the future. 

The power of this moment, however, is not well harnessed by the space 
in which it occurs, and the archive could benefit from using its space to
highlight and ecourage these important moments. 

Important discoveries can be elevated and displayed at the exhibition
room, important connections can be shared into a "hall of findings". 
Sahring these important moents can become a valueable tool for research
and can ecourage people to partake in a "culture of finding". 

The climax of the Archivist's expereinece in the archive is related to the successful conclusion of their core tasks.
And because the Archivist executes multiple lines of action, they experience multiple forms of catharsis.

Interestingly, the Archivist's catahartic expereince is related to the three characters of the narrative;
 the User, the Collection and the Archivist. I.e:

- Helping the user achieve their research goals and make a discovery can be cathartic for the Archivist
- Neetly organizing a newly acquired collection in the depot after a long cycle 
of processing work of can be catahrtic for the Archivist 
- Seeing their research exhibited and their work recognized can be cathartic for the Archivist

In the current narrative of the archive, however, these moments happen in the background and do not have 
proper spaces to be highlighted/ appreciated

This is certainly the most problematic section of the archival narrative. Effectively no User action happens 
here and this is the moment of peak user activity in this narrative sequece. Most of the actions are 
performed by the archivist, keeping the depot and its contents out of reach for any visitors.
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THE CLIMAX
As the story progresses, the climax

becomes the focal point. The actions of the
character start converging towards both an 
ultimate challenge and an utimate event. 
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for the User

Assists the user in manipulating collection
items, provides research suggestions,
advises on next steps

Leaves archive building

Returns contents of the collection to
the depot

Has archival work recognized 
by the public

Display material at exhibition roomCurate educational material 
for the public

Distil research findings for 
educational purposes
(at workstation or conference room)

Finds answers

Quarantine triaged material
at quarantine room

Clean post-quarantine
material at lab

Restaur items at restauration lab I.D, label, catalog and locate 
the new items in the depot

Unload new collections 
at loading area

Sorts through online requests
(at workstation)

Process newly acquired collections
(at workstation & depot)

Provides archival instructions to
newcomers and those seeking 
higher clearance levels

Receive in-person requests/
Grants access levels/
Receives visitors
(at front desk)

Do research work
(at workstation & depot)
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uses the depot
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3.43.2 4.1

3.3

3.0

4.2.14.2

7.1

6.15.14.2.44.2.34.2.21.0

3.4.1

2.0 4.3 5.2 6.2 7.2

7.0

8.0

5.0 6.0

6.26.1

4.6.1

4.6.04.4.0 4.5.0

4.4.1

4.3.0

4.3.1

2.6

Sees Archivists working on
restaurations

1.0 Arrives with a request/
curiosity

2.0 Enters the archive building

Archivist handles material
(Second hand analysis)

5.1 Realizes more access 
is necessary

Does not find Answers5.0

Takes material to study room Realizes more access 
is necessary

6.0 Finds Answers

Archivist handles material
(Second hand analysis)

4.2

Handles material
(First hand analysis)

4.1

8.0 Leaves archive buildingInteresting discoveries are 
curated in exhibitions at the
exhibition room

Share Findings on the 
"Hall of Findings" Leaves a contribution to 

the archive
7.0

Scan Items of interest and add them 
to trolley for safe transport

Explores spaces ands contents 
within different storage types.

4.2

2.3

Sees an opening between 
two compactus shelves
leading deeper into the 
building

2.5Arrives at magnet program2.4

2.1 Gets a glimpse of the 
depot on their way in

Passes through many shelves 
displaying highlighted works
(hall of findings)

2.2

Receives material at study room4.04.0 Waits for request

5.1

Receives instructions about the usage 
of the archive and is granted an access
level based on their interest and 
experience (becomes aware of their
level of agency)

5.0 Does not find Answers

3.1 3.2 User receives level 1 clearance to 
the archival space

Enters Depot4.1
User receives level 3 clearance to 
the archival space

Places request with archivist

3.4

3.3 User receives level 2 clearance to 
the archival space

Enters the Archivist's den

Inquires the Archivist/
Requests Material

3.0

Scan Items of interest and add to 
personal request list

6.0 Finds AnswersReceives material at study room Handles material
(First hand analysis)
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The moment at which the character's

 perception of the events and their

 role within them changes. 

This event leads the character into 

a new course of action

THE INCIDENT
The moment at which momentum rises.

More agency is given to the character, and 

a new plethora of actions and events 

becomes available. This section of 

the narrative comes with an incresed

sense of curiosity and intreague.It also

brings new obstacles to be overcome by 

the character. This moment is illustrative of the

crossing of thresholds (be them physical or

methaphysical)

RISING ACTION THE MIDPOINT
Turning point where the character

 faces a significant challange. This

 moment leads the character to rethink

their role and their course of action.

THE CLIMAX
As the story progresses, the climax

becomes the focal point. The actions of the

character start converging towards both an 

ultimate challenge and an utimate event. 

This convergence leads to a point of catharsis, where

the whole character development pays off.

END
This is where the consequences of the character's 

actions through the storyline are layed out. This is a moment

of resolution and must provide a satisfactory sense of value to 

the actions performed by the characters throughout the narrative. 

CONCLUSIONINTRODUCTION
The defining moment which 

will prime the user to the events 

to come. What is there to see, do, discover?

START

Passes through triage 
for items of interest at triage room

3.0 Is unloaded at loading area 5.2Enters the Depot4.6 5.0 Sits at the depot waiting to be 
of use to someone's curiosity

Is retrieved from the depot 
by the Archivist

Is discovered by the user as
 a possible resource

5.14.5 Gets an I.D, lable, is added to
the archive's catalog, and is located 
within the Depot space

4.4 Items are restaured at 
restauration lab

Sorted between materials in need
of restauration and materials in 
good conditions

4.34.2 Taken to the lab for 
professional cleaning

Goes to quarantine room4.1 6.0 Answers a question/
Provides an insight/
generates an epiphany

8.0 Return to the depot7.0 Enriches the academic discourse
on the discipline and perpetuates the
cultural value of its items.

5.45.3 Is taken to a study room Is analyzed by the User or the Archivist2.0 Enters the archive building

COLLECTION

Arrives at the archive1.0 4.0

Retrieves requested material/
uses the depot

Do research work
(at workstation & depot)

Receive in-person requests/
Grants access levels/
Receives visitors
(at front desk)

Provides archival instructions to
newcomers and those seeking 
higher clearance levels

Process newly acquired collections
(at workstation & depot)

Sorts through online requests
(at workstation)

Unload new collections 
at loading area

I.D, label, catalog and locate 
the new items in the depot

Restaur items at restauration labClean post-quarantine
material at lab

Quarantine triaged material
at quarantine room

Finds answers

Distil research findings for 
educational purposes
(at workstation or conference room)

Curate educational material 
for the public

Display material at exhibition room Has archival work recognized 
by the public

Returns contents of the collection to
the depot

Leaves archive building

Assists the user in manipulating collection
items, provides research suggestions,
advises on next steps

Prepares materials at study room 
for the User

Enters the archive buildingArrives for work

Organizes new collections in 
the depot

Identify materials in need 
of restauration

Triage newly acquired material 
at triage room

7.1

1.0 2.0

5.0 6.0

8.0

7.0

7.26.25.24.3

3.4.1

4.2.2 4.2.3 4.2.4 5.1 6.14.2 4.2.1

3.0

3.3

4.13.2 3.4

4.0

6.26.1

4.6.1

4.6.04.4.0 4.5.0

4.4.1

4.3.0

4.3.1

2.6

Sees Archivists working on
restaurations

5.1 Realizes more access 
is necessary

Does not find Answers5.0

Realizes more access 
is necessary

6.0 Finds Answers

Archivist handles material
(Second hand analysis)

4.2

Handles material
(First hand analysis)

4.1

5.15.0 Does not find Answers

Places request with archivistScan Items of interest and add to 
personal request list

6.0 Finds AnswersReceives material at study room Handles material
(First hand analysis)

3.0 Inquires the Archivist/
Requests Material

Enters the Archivist's den

User receives level 2 clearance to 
the archival space

3.3

3.4 User receives level 3 clearance to 
the archival space

4.1 Enters Depot

User receives level 1 clearance to 
the archival space

3.23.1 Receives instructions about the usage 
of the archive and is granted an access
level based on their interest and 
experience (becomes aware of their
level of agency)

Waits for request4.0 4.0 Receives material at study room

2.2 Passes through many shelves 
displaying highlighted works
(hall of findings)

Gets a glimpse of the 
depot on their way in2.1

2.4 Arrives at magnet program 2.5 Sees an opening between 
two compactus shelves
leading deeper into the 
building

2.3

4.2 Explores spaces ands contents 
within different storage types.

Scan Items of interest and add them 
to trolley for safe transport

7.0 Leaves a contribution to 
the archive

Share Findings on the 
"Hall of Findings"

Interesting discoveries are 
curated in exhibitions at the
exhibition room

Leaves archive building8.0

Takes material to study room Archivist handles material
(Second hand analysis)

Enters the archive building2.0Arrives with a request/
curiosity

1.0
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