
Research origin
 One day, I went to the seaside, to a place where people can hide from their own lives and where I 
had passed by countless times but never stopped over before. Considering now, I was (and still am) the 
revenant, returning there every now and then. On that dreary day, and all the other days I went back, this 
place made me think of my careless childhood of which a fair part took place by the seaside—my 
grandparents lived by the sea for a signifi cant part of their lives.  Th e memories I have from that time were 
the main mode of operation in my Master dissertation project and still are vital in the current research. Th e 
site is one of the sole left  dune areas, located alongside the Belgian coastline. Several possible cases in coastal 
areas were explored before I eventually found this site. Most of these dune landscapes are small and 
densely surrounded by high-rise apartment blocks. Hence it seemed like a self-evident decision to try and 
fi nd another site, by the seaside but in a way somewhat less aff ected by human presence. Th e exploration of 
this site happened through several walks, journeys, on which elements such as wind fondling the skin and 
dune grasses and mosses mottling the sand (a strong focus was put on the outspoken haptics and 
tactilities that are inherently present there), sounds, historical artefacts (e.g. ruins) and existing 
architectural typologies (high-rise buildings, site specifi c sea cottages), were taken into account. Ideas 
cultivated from the fi rst perception of the site, meditations upon initial thoughts or a reconsideration of the 
existing topography would later become the framework for invention (Holl 1989) and intervention. Th e 
visualization of my fi ndings on these explorative walks (journeys) happened through the making of 
topographic maps (with drawing techniques borrowed from archaeology) and what I call prospective images 
(Fig. 1). Prospective because they are part of an exploratory, preliminary process, images because they are not 
merely photographs, they are converted and an intensive process of making lies beneath the visible surface of 
the paper.

   Sometimes my style of writing will shift  to a more poetic phrasing because I fi nd it necessary for the reader to be immersed in my 
strictly personal stream of thoughts from time to time.  
   Elegant sea cottages, built before the war, with views on the water from under covered terraces in front of the houses, so people could 
enjoy the views and clean fresh air while being protected from the sun.
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Aft er years of replacing dune landscapes and valuable houses   by buildings with unambiguous, uniform 
allure (high-rise apartment blocks)—something we can call liberal pragmatism according to Marc Dubois 
(Dubois 2015)—left over areas are preserved because governments impose it. Nowadays, it is expected that 
these topographies—in this fi rst case natural but by expansion also cultural landscapes, urban areas or 
historical sites—are preserved and left  untouched, as if an invisible glass bell is placed on top of them. It 

Figure 1: Example of a prospective image.
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   Th is stands in diametric contrast with the ‘Concrete Stop’ that the Flemish building master and government want to introduce by 2040. 
Th ereby building in open spaces will no longer be allowed.
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Subsequently, the same subject—whether it is a topographic map, a section, a detail or a plan—was 
consequently and repeatedly redrawn, forming a cycle of drawings (Critical Sequential Drawing or CSD, 
Van Den Berghe, Sanders and Luyten 2018). Every sequence produced more improved and more accurate 
versions of and mereological dialogues between the previous drawings, even when there was just the slightest 
diff erence in appearance. In this manner of working, the sequential application of (the) analogue 
architectural drawing was able to cause critical shift s in thinking, hence in the design process. By drawing a 
speculative design proposition that questioned the existing typologies—the high-rise apartment blocks—that 
habitual ways of seeing and collective memories seem to qualify as ‘normative,’ the potential of architectural 
interventions in this (fragile) topography has been investigated. According to Steven Holl, “ … architecture 
does not so much intrude on a landscape as it serves to explain it; illumination of a site is not a simplistic 
replication of its ‘context’; to reveal an aspect of a place may not confi rm its ‘appearance.’ Hence the habitual 
ways of seeing may well be interrupted” (Holl 1989, p. 9). Th e question arose, if an architectural intervention 
could add cultural value to a fragile topography hence largely ‘illuminate its nature’.  Th e current doctoral 
research is banking on the fi rm belief that architectural design has a strong potential to do that. I am ending 
this paragraph with the same subject as the one I started with; the site. Th is intriguing, gently rolling and 
gradually changing dune landscape that was my main anchoring point, a fascination and the source for the 
illumination of my memories in the (relatively short) timeframe of this process. I was wondering how long it 
would take before this place would outlive my memories, and it soon became clear that it never fully would.

 In the current doctoral research, which is situated in the fi eld of Design Driven research, it is the 
intention to investigate—through the selection of additional research cases—the possibilities and potential of

Figure 3: Detailed drawing of a ruin in the dunes at the Belgian coastline, drawn with methods borrowed from archaeology.
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Architectural practice seems to be 
under a moratorium, avoiding to 
build in fragile topographies and 
hesitating to critically question 
this moratorium by formulating a 
strong cultural argument, e.g. ar-
chitectural design as added cultural 
value. Architects are expected to le-
ave these topographies untouched. 
In my Master dissertation project, 
The Remembered, The Experien-
ced, The Imagined, situated in one 
of the few remaining dune areas 
alongside the Belgian coastline, 
I have questioned this moratori-
um. Contrary to the predominant 
existing typologies at the Belgian 
coastline—the formations of high 
rise apartment blocks—refuges are 
designed (speculative architectural 
designs) that are not in contradicti-
on with the true reasons why pe-
ople come to the seaside. Walking, 
writing and especially drawing are 
the main and base research actions 

through which I established this 
research. They will be further devel-
oped and refined in future research. 

Based on this framework of 
thoughts, this research in its actual 
stage operates from a twofold: (1) 
architecture in fragile topographies 
and (2) the act of drawing. The dia-
logue between these two parts has 
been activated. The research is si-
tuated in the field of Design Driven 
Research and aims to investigate—
through the selection of additional 
cases—the possibilities and poten-
tial of architectural interventions 
in fragile topographies and to do 
so by drawing design speculations 
(hypotheses) that question existing 
typologies that our habitual ways 
of seeing and our collective mem-
ories seem to qualify as normative. 
In these speculative designs, a 
search for adding cultural value 
(Van Den Berghe 2010) to these 

topographies, is the underlying 
purpose. A film was produced and 
published. The making of the film 
is a self-reflection on the previous 
research and an unlocker of up-
coming research steps. 

The development of additional re-
search cases is critical with regard 
to how and to what extent alterna-
tive typologies, generated through 
speculative architectural designs in 
differentiated contexts, can open 
gateways to the aforementioned 
added cultural value. The additional 
research cases have to be selected 
on the basis of a range of robust 
criteria. These can be cases in na-
tural as well as in cultural landsca-
pes, like historical sites (heritage) 
or urban contexts.
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