Book Tower Images

Visualizing Henry van de Velde’s
Ghent University Library Tower



Emile Sergysels, 1943-47

Belgian photographer Emile Sergysels (1889-1967) mostly
worked in the Brussels area, photographing both tradi-
tional and modernist buildings. In line with the conventions
of architectural photography, he depicted them without
people, focusing entirely on the structural and formal fea-
tures of the architecture. He also worked in other Belgian
cities including Ghent where he photographed well-known
buildings such as the Museum of Fine Arts, the Post Office,
the “Plateau” Faculty Building of Engineering (close to

the library), and also the Book Tower. Sergysels's pictures
were often published in architectural journals such as
L'émulation, L'Ossature métallique, and Bétir. Many of his

photographs of the Book Tower appeared in a 1943 issue
of Bouwkunst en Wederopbouw as well as in La Technique
des Travaux in 1948.

He photographed the tower on at least two occasions
as one series shows the belvedere under construction and
another one when the building was finished. Capturing
every side of the building, he surprisingly never photo-
graphed it frontally. Even though the building is highly
symmetrical, he preferred to photograph both the exteri-
ors and interiors in a 45-degree angle.
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A TOWER OF PICTURES:
Visualizing Henry van de Velde’s Library Tower

STEVEN JACOBS

Joris Minne, Henry van de Velde, 1933
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A library tower: a Borgesian notion that sparks the imagination
but also an actual building standing on Blandijnberg, a small hill
in the center of the Belgian city of Ghent. Converging a magni-
fied bookcase and a miniaturized Tower of Babel, the building was
designed by Henry van de Velde in the mid-1930s. Working and liv-
ing in Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands from
the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries, Henry van de
Velde (1863—1957) developed into a leading European artist, archi-
tect, and designer whose career ran from his experiments in Art
Nouveau or Jugendstil in the 1890s to an idiosyncratic form of
modernism in the 1920s and 1930s that combines classical restraint
with sculptural expression.

In 1933, the Belgian government commissioned Van de Velde
to design a new library for the State University of Ghent. Already
early stages of the design process show a monumental building
complex with a remarkable tower, which would become locally
known as the “Boekentoren” or “Book Tower”.! A key work in his
late oeuvre and an early example of a high-rise construction of rein-
forced concrete in Europe, the building combines a library with an
institute for art history and archaeology (HIKO)— a department
where Van de Velde himself lectured on the history of architecture.
Assisted by Gustave Magnel (a leading expert in concrete technol-
ogy) and Jean-Norbert Cloquet, Van de Velde created a modernist
monument, combining an almost brutalist fascination with con-
crete masses with a Deco predilection for sculptural plasticity of
rounded corners and a classicist preference for order in the static
rhythms of columns and window openings.

Its piéce de résistance is the 64-meter tower of reinforced con-
crete with twenty floors, which tallies with his fascination with
towers expressed earlier in his 1925 designs of a skyscraper city
for the Left Bank of the river Scheldt in Antwerp. In addition, a
1933 drawing by Joris Minne shows Van de Velde’s face in a graphic
montage of spires and tower structures, one vaguely similar to
what later would become the Book Tower.? |p.16] The tower was
not only (literally) a giant book stack, its skyscraper look also stood
for an impressive piece of modern machinery equipped with a sys-
tem of pneumatic tubes sending request forms to the upper floors
and a command center on the ground floor furnished with lamps,
bells, and handles.® Last but not least, the tower is crowned by an
impressive belvedere, its function first and foremost ceremonial
although Van de Velde once had had the (highly impractical) idea
to install a “museum of the book” on top of the tower.* Its mere
representational function (apart from offering a magnificent pan-
orama of Ghent) is emphasized by the pillars, vaguely reminiscent
of ancient Babylonian or Egyptian architecture—at the time the
building was nearly finished, Van de Velde published La Colonne,
expressing his interest in the column as one of the origins of archi-
tecture.® [p. 18] With its large windows, rows of pillars, and wooden
wainscotings, the belvedere appears as an orientalist dream space
within the concrete mass of the tower.
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at different moments: before it was finished (by Emile Sergysels),
in a sloppily altered state in the early 1990s (by Candida Héfer),
or at several moments, revealing the far-reaching effects of certain
changes (by Walter Vorjohann). In addition, details in the images
such as parked cars, the clothes of pedestrians, or pieces of urban
infrastructure such as street lamps link the photographs by Sys,
De Mulder, and others to specific moments in history.

Other architectural photographs attempt to situate the monu-
ment in its urban context, though in various if not opposite ways.
Several pictures present the modernist building as a Fremdkorper,
clashing with the houses and towers of the medieval city. Or the lit
tower appears as a spectral presence in the nocturnal city. |pp. 88,
90, 91| Some Lucien Hervé photographs, for instance, emphasize
differences in scale between the tower and the adjacent houses,
including one with ancient stepped gables. [pp.60-63] Likewise,
some 1930s paintings by Piet Lippens, who became locally known
for his topographical views of Ghent, feature a massive tower, still
under construction and cropped at the painting’s top side, which
dwarfs the surrounding buildings. |p.45] Other images, however,
evoke a kind of organic bond between the tower and the surround-
ing cityscape, even hinting at a kind of “picturesque” appeal of the
tower, which is situated on top of a hill. This is particularly the case
in several perspectives from Muinkkaai, showing the river in the
foreground and a hill with a wide variety of irregular constructions
crowned by the Book Tower, which almost appears as a cathedral
organically integrated in the urban fabric. A drawing, published in
the Ghent socialist daily Vooruit in 1955, shows the tower in combi-
nation with the sixteenth-century house, the so-called “kasteelken”
or “little castle of Emmaus.”*? |p.80| Likewise, Frans Masereel
depicted the tower in 1948, crowning a hill of densely built struc-
tures. |p.26] These images evoke the multitude of drawings, paint-
ings, and postcards that were made of this site since the eighteenth
century, showing the baroque St Pieters church rising on top of
the slope. Later, the church’s dome offered a perfect platform to
photograph the Book Tower against the Ghent medieval skyline, as
Walter De Mulder did in the late 1950s or early 1960s. |p. 771

Also other photographers and artists have pictured the library
tower as an element in the surrounding cityscape. From the 1980s
to the recent restoration, Michiel Hendryckx has for instance
photographed the tower from various viewpoints throughout the
city, often presenting it as an integral part of the medieval skyline.
Ip. 84] Jan Peeters, too, in his double-screen film /meine heimat|
(2012), has dealt with the tower and its urban and rural contexts by
juxtaposing a storyline of a university librarian looking for books
on one of the top floors with that of an old pigeon fancier awaiting
the homecoming of his pigeons, interconnecting both micro-narra-
tives by images of birds as well as the book tower. |p.128|

Architectural photographs usually present buildings as new,
empty, with no traces of occupation, and immaculately tidied. They
are depicted “in the ideal situation of a zero hour” as Urs Stahel
described the moment when a building is finished, cleaned, and

32.Lode Sanglet, “Het
Casteelken van Emmaus,”
Vooruit (26 June, 1955).

33.Urs Stahel, “Preface,”
Concrete: Fotografie und
Architektur / Photography
and Architecture. Winter-
thur: Fotomuseum, 2013, 10.

34.Colomina, 293.
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Walter De Mulder, Office of the Chief Librarian, 1950s

ready for use.*® All secondary elements are suppressed in order to
bring the design and the structure of the spaces to the foreground.
Evoking the modern, the contemporary, the now, and the new,
modernist architecture photography, in both its most abstract and
most commodified manifestations, presents architecture as a fixed,
newly completed, and unsullied ideal. The conventional architec-
tural photograph, then, is directly associated with types of absence.
At most, its spaces seem recently abandoned or on the point of
being occupied—Beatriz Colomina noticed that photographs of
Loos’s interiors invoke the idea that someone is just about to enter,
whereas in Le Corbusier’s someone has just left.>*

Many more recent architectural visualizations precisely go
against this disembodied model of architectural visualization. A
member of the architects’ team that was responsible for the resto-
ration of the library, Jolien Naeyaert is highly critical of computer
graphics used for architectural rendering as clients sometimes
expect the same perfection in the actual building as in the render-
ing—akind of digital equivalent of the aforementioned skepticism
vis-a-vis architectural photography expressed by Harry Stuart
Goodhart-Rendel and Adolf Loos. That’s why Containment, the
2023 film she made in collaboration with Ezra Veldhuis focuses
on bodily presence, the physicality of spaces, and the sensory
aspects of light. |pp.100-101] Entirely consisting of a series of still
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Anon., 1970s
p.55: Piet Ysabie, 1982
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Michiel Hendryckx, Henry van de Velde (1933) by Emiel Poetou, c.1985
p.72: Eric De Mildt, Courtyard with Karel Aubroeck’s Runenleester and
Frank Van Den Berghe’s Window, 1991
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Walter Vorqjohann, Fldchen und Tiefen, 2021
Jolien Naeyaert & Ezra Veldhuis, Containment, 2023, film still
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Hoppla! (Wolfgang Kolb & Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, 1989),
Production still by Herman Sorgeloos

In 1989, the large reading room of the Book Tower pro-
vided the backdrop for Hoppla!, an award-winning film by
Wolfgang Kolb, combining two choreographies by Anne
Teresa De Keersmaeker based on music by Béla Barték:
Mikrokosmos and Quatuor No. 4.

Created in 1987 as part of a larger piece, Mikrokosmos
presents a “pas de deux” on seven parts of Barték’s epony-
mous piece for two pianos. In the film, the two grand pianos
face each other, emphasizing the horizontal strip of grey
marble behind them and resonating with the dark clothes
of the female and male dancer. Often evoking structural
analogies between music and dance in many of her earlier
pieces, De Keersmaeker’s choreography now also relates
to the geometric principles of Van de Velde's architecture.
Apart from a row of chairs, the room remains empty,
animated by the natural light that enters through the large
windows. The symmetrical interplay of lines spread across
the marble floor patterns provides the stage for the dancers,
following the lines, crossing them, or spinning around on
them. At the end of this section, Kolb also rotates the camera

180 degrees around its axis in the middle of the room.

The film’s second part reinterprets the 1986 piece
Barték/Notes, a choreography on Barték’s fourth string
quartet with four girls in school uniforms. Marked by Kolb's
fast-paced montage and abundant use of close-ups, this
piece is more energetic, its playfulness perfectly evoked in
Herman Sorgeloos’s photographs. In a striking interlude,
the dancers catch their breath beside the monumental
bookcase, which reveals for the first time in the film the
space’s function as a library. The combined attention to
both geometric structures and small human gestures is
perfectly in line with Van de Velde's architecture that also
combines formal uniformity with expressive plasticity.

De Keersmaeker’s exploration of the Book Tower was
her first choreographic as well as cinematic take on the
architecture of Van de Velde. In 1997, his Technical School
in Leuven (now also a library) featured in Thierry De Mey'’s
film adaptation of Rosas Danst Rosas.

Charlotte Dossche 99



Dirk Braeckman, Penelope, 2017, film stills
p.105: Dirk Braeckman, EE.m.WP.(t)here.2021 1/1, 2021
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Belgian artist Dirk Braeckman (b. 1958) captures places
where time seems to stand still. The photographs shot
inside the Book Tower during restoration are no exception.
Dark corridors and gutted interiors present the library as
an empty shell. A lonely chair and a quarter-turned latch
emphasize this, suggesting that people have long left the
scene. The only one who is truly present is Braeckman him-
self. By having the flashlight of the camera reflect in the
windows, the artist reveals both his own presence and that
of the photographic apparatus.

However, Braeckman does not consider these photo-
graphs as part of his artistic oeuvre. They are simply raw
footage of a tower under construction, preparations for
a film. In 2013, the artist created a black-and-white film
for the autumn/winter show of the Belgian fashion house
A.F. Vandevorst. Sporting a giant wig that conceals her face,
Lisbeth Gruwez dances on the terrace and marble staircase
of the belvedere. Medium shots alternate with close-ups
while the camera takes up dizzying positions. Not time, but
space is the dimension Braeckman focuses on. He transforms

the Book Tower into a dynamic stage on which Gruwez
moves like a living mannequin. A similar approach can be
found in the film Penelope, which Braeckman created in
cooperation with Voetvolk as a reinterpretation of Gruwez’s
dance during the play Odysseus. Een zwerver komt thuis
(2017). Gruwez dances hypnotizing pirouettes in the grand
reading room. Once again, her face remains hidden. This
time, there is no wig, but only the speed of her movements
and the gray color tones, adding a dark layer to the film.
Time and space come together in the in situ work
EE.m.WP.(t)here.20211/1, installed in the library’s small
reading room, formerly the “room for periodicals.” It is
now both the subject of and the showroom for Braeckman's
work, reflecting the rectangular windows. lts elliptical
shape breaks with the rigid lines of the architecture.
By simultaneously resisting and adding to Van de Velde's
geometric architecture, Braeckman opens up a new archi-
tectural conversation with the Book Tower.

Ine Engels 105
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Aglaia Konrad, B.T. 4, 2021
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