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Cutting 
the context.

In the tranquil Flemish village of Hooglede, located in the 
scarred landscape that was once a battleground of the First 
World War, architects Gijs Van Vaerenbergh have created ‘Six 
Vaults’, a new entrance pavilion for a German war cemetery. 
In a series of stills, photographer Piet-Albert Goethals frames 
the spatial qualities of the pavilion. His images bring a clarity 
to the complexity of this dynamic structure. What’s more, 
clarity and complexity are not the only unexpected opposites 
at play here. The pavilion looks both sacred and playful, rough 
and refined and one could spend some time contemplating 
whether it is art, architecture, or both.
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Pieterjan Gijs and Arnout Van Vaerenbergh’s practice creates 
work that is riddled with double meanings. Their projects 
leave room for interpretation and explore the space between 
architecture and art. They describe the acts of drawing, 
cutting, bending, assembling, and mirroring as crucial 
interventions to their thinking. It allows them to start the 
design process in a boundless way. The resulting structures 
and solutions they create, are clear and logical, and shed new 
light on what we already know. 

Classical shapes, like the roman arch, feature in previous 
work by Gijs Van Vaerenbergh and at the Six Vaults pavilion 
they appear again. The sculptural structure is the result of 
a process that involved cutting arches from a solid volume. 
Here, what visitors encounter is an interplay of views that 
frames the concrete structure itself as well as its surroundings. 

Pieterjan Gijs: ‘In collaboration with landscape  
architects Lama, we won a competition to provide  
better infrastructure to the cemetery in Hooglede.  
On the one hand, we created a fragmented concrete  
‘floor’ for general access and parking. On the other, the 
site needed a new entrance pavilion. When we started 
working on Six Vaults, we were focused on cutting, 
and how it creates space. At that time, we were also 
busy with the Labyrint project at the C Mine site in 
Genk, a large steel labyrinth with cut-outs that create 
views and surprising spaces. At Six Vaults we started 
off with a solid volume in concrete. It was sort of a 
bunker that we dissected from all sides with arched 
cut-outs. We played with various dimensions until 
one of the columns was large enough to transform 
it into a hollow space, which now hides a toilet. 
Our playful approach did not only steer the design, 
it also provided a good solution for a challenging 
programmatic hurdle.’



98 99

‘Another good reason to work with the typology of the 
arch in this project, was the presence of the ‘Ehrehalle’, 
an existing ceremonial structure located at the far end of 
the cemetery. This classical looking volume in solid stone 
has certainly contributed to the language of our pavilion. 
We set out to use a classic motif to create something 
surprising and new. Our aim was to investigate a refreshing 
contemporary addition to the site.’ 

The pavilion by Gijs Van Vaerenbergh is, like their other work, 
subtle in nature and does not aim to impress. That down-to-earth 
vision translates into the concrete finish of the pavilion, which 
is not perfectly smooth and also leaves the visible traces of the 
timber moulds and screws, a deliberate move to show the human, 
hand-made side of the project. 

The broken floor of the parking space and entrance came into 
existence in a similar process of cutting, adding and removing.
 

Pieterjan Gijs: ‘Again, the design process started in a very 
practical way. We created a scale model with a concrete 
floor that we literally broke into pieces. It looked like a 
pattern with broken tiles. To allow for green areas we 
removed certain tiles. Overall, we applied a logic of using 
a harder surface at the entrance and gradually removing 
more tiles when approaching the cemetery itself. It created 
a sort of fragmented gradient. Now, visitors read it as a 
scarred landscape, a relevant link that makes sense seeing 
the history of the site.’


