BP

BX €19.95 DE €19.95 IT €14.95 CHF 30 UK £14.95 JP ¥3,570 KR WON 40,000

THE GREAT INDOORS
Nº123 JUL — AUG 2018

WORK. WHEREVER

62

PORTRAITS

MILESTONES

Home
Body

‘Atypical architect’ VINCENT
VAN DUYSEN gives five
examples of milestones
in his career that blur the
boundaries between cultures
and design typologies.
Words
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‘I WAS NOT ALWAYS held in good favour as an
architect – not even in my native land,’ says Belgiumborn Vincent Van Duysen. ‘At the start of my career
– and even now, for that matter – I wasn’t easy to
figure out, being too involved with interior, design and
products for an architect. But I don’t think in boxes.
For me, it’s about complementary results.’

1998-2000
CONCORDIA OFFICES

At the age of 23, shortly after graduating
from the Architecture Institute Saint-Lucas
in Ghent, Van Duysen left Belgium for Milan,
where he worked for Italian designer Aldo
Cibic. Despite the connection he felt with
the Mediterranean country and its culture,
he eventually returned to his homeland,
where he’s seen as ‘somewhat of an Italian
Fleming’. Pragmatic northerners viewed the
ode to beauty embedded in the southern
culture as ‘something to approach with care
if you didn’t want to be pigeonholed as a
decorator’. Soon after establishing his studio
in Antwerp, Van Duysen got the opportunity to prove his talent as an architect.
A commission to renovate and extend the
Concordia Offices in Waregem – headquarters of a Belgian textile manufacturer
– was the chance to further develop his
design language, methodology and vision.
The design – monolithic and sculptural, as
well as transparent and spatially impressive – reveals the architect’s creative DNA,
marked by an interaction between void and
mass, between internal and external. Call it
modernism with a brutalist touch. ‘When
a young architect with a limited portfolio
collaborates with a client who offers him a
chance to work on a large-scale project like
this one, it’s absolutely a milestone.’

MILESTONES
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Van Duysen’s multidisciplinary way of working has
been a determining factor in his oeuvre. ‘The very
fact that I’m an atypical architect has steered my
studio through trying times. When you have experience in a range of creative endeavours, you can
always find a way to remain professionally active.’

The design of the Concordia Offices – monolithic
and sculptural, as well as transparent and spatially
impressive – reveals Van Duysen’s creative DNA,
marked by an interaction between void and mass,
between internal and external.

2000

The interior of Van Duysen’s first apartment
in Antwerp appeared in Elle Decoration
UK, bringing the architect international
recognition; images of his current residence
(pictured) circulate daily on social media.

PRIVATE RESIDENCE
‘As an architect, it’s always an enormous challenge to build or renovate a home for yourself
and to design the interior as well,’ Van Duysen
met the challenge head on, however, and the
design of an interior for his private residence
was to play an important part in his portfolio.
Located in Antwerp, the apartment and its
interior were spotted in 1986 by Ilse Crawford, then editor of Elle Decoration UK. ‘Actually, Crawford’s presence in my life has been
significant to my career. She wrote a cover
story in which she spoke of “sensual living”
and defined my work as “the new simplicity”.
All those years ago – pretty special, eh? Sober
interiors with a soul are still my forte. That
publication led to a series of projects abroad,
which included many private residences.’
It’s no wonder that Van Duysen
paid equally close attention to his second

Antwerp home, which he purchased in 2000.
There was one catch, however: a hermit
lived in the 19th-century property, a former
employee of the ground-floor notary. A
notarial deed gave him permission to remain
in his digs even if the building were to be
sold. Not a problem for Van Duysen, who
looked at the recluse as an interesting story
tied to his new home and did nothing to
uproot him. After stripping the dilapidated
premises, the architect transformed his
residence into a calm and spacious oasis.
‘Nothing gives me a sense of relaxation like
my own home, and the intensity of my work
demands a peaceful environment. Moreover,
images of the place where I live circulate
daily on social media, which means that both
the energy and placidity I get from my home
reach people worldwide.’ »

Alberto Piovano
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‘I wasn’t easy to figure out,
being too involved with
interior, design and
products for an architect’

FLOS STAND
LIGHT + BUILDING
Despite years of experience as an architect,
Van Duysen still finds it important to get out of
his comfort zone on occasion. Working with
Flos did exactly that. Although he’d designed
lighting before accepting the Italian company’s proposal, a project on this grand scale
– ‘an instant plunge, and then for a leader
in the segment’ – was a first for the Belgian
architect. CEO Piero Gandini put Van Duysen
on his guard from the word go. ‘Gandini is
a forward-thinking visionary, but also a bit
rebellious. He likes to ruffle your feathers.’
Even in his work for Flos, Van Duysen
managed to merge architecture and interior,
in both his product design – a Bauhaus-

2011-2017

Vittorio Radice plays a major role in Van Duysen’s
career. Following commissions for Selfridges, Radice
asked the architect to design the façades and atrium
of Rome’s iconic La Rinascente flagship store.

Van Duysen is not a newbie to the retail
sector. After designing a shop for fashion
house Natan in Brussels in the 1990s, he was
commissioned to do interiors for Sportmax
(Milan), Alexander Wang (London), Aēsop
(Hamburg) and Calvin Klein Jeans (Hong
Kong). The work he’s done for department
stores represents the quintessence of his
career. ‘Ilse Crawford, now a very good
friend, introduced me to Vittorio Radice,
formerly associated with Selfridges,’ he
says. ‘I designed the men’s shoe department
for Selfridges’ Oxford Street location.’ His

contact with Radice didn’t stop there. When
the influential retailer became CEO of La
Rinascente, he asked Van Duysen to design
interiors for stores in Milan and Padova
(2007-2009). Radice’s next request – for the
iconic La Rinascente flagship store in Rome
– elevated operations to the next level. ‘The
project went beyond a single store. This was
a renowned Italian department store, and
I was responsible not only for the façades
but also for the most important public areas,
including the atrium.’ Inspired and slightly
intimidated by the store’s monumentally

designed halls and escalators, Van Duysen
got down to business. ‘As a prime example
of crisscrossing the space with escalators, I
thought of Le Bon Marché in Paris, designed
by Andrée Putman. I wanted to come up
something just as imposing that would bear
my own “rational” signature while befitting
Rome and its history.’ He achieved his goal
with references to Italian architecture, from
Bramante’s Cloister to modernist buildings
of the 1920s and ’30s, as well as with the use
of materials: a combination of warm travertine and dark-bronze panelling.

C41 Studio

LA RINASCENTE
DEPARTMENT STORE

inspired multifunctional lighting series called
Infra-Structure – and in his design for the
Flos stand, which featured at German trade
fair Light + Building.
Impressed by the give and take that
went on between Gandini and his team, Van
Duysen applied the same management style
to his own studio. ‘In his own inimitable
way, Gandini is anarchistic,’ says Van Duysen.
‘Communication at Flos is open and interactive, not one-way traffic. Designers working
with Flos have their own ideas, but under
Gandini’s supervision they become kindred
spirits who complement one another.’ Joining the Flos family means entering into a

long-term relationship. The same is true of
Van Duysen’s studio. ‘I have a very horizontal
organization. I communicate with a 23-yearold intern in the same way that I talk to a
team member who’s worked here for 15 or 20
years. I choose these people, and they choose
me. They’re part of a group of designers and
architects that I consider my family. They’re
part of who I am.’ »

Flos gave Van Duysen the opportunity
to design lighting – a first in his career.
Infra-Structure was introduced at
German trade fair Light + Building; Van
Duysen also designed the Flos stand.
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Courtesy of Molteni

When the Molteni Group appointed Van Duysen as its
creative director in 2016, the Belgian architect decided
to present the Italian company’s furniture in architectural
and domestic settings, which he does at Salone del
Mobile. The 2017 stand is pictured.

2016

MOLTENI&C AND DADA
Two things highlight Van Duysen’s appointment in 2016 as creative director of the
Molteni Group. The first is the fact that
an Italian family-owned enterprise with a
prodigious heritage entrusted the role to an
‘outsider’ – and to a Belgian at that. The second thing is that someone who had worked
primarily as an architect was invited to add his
input to an eminent furniture company. ‘Apart
from its idealization of products, I sensed
Molteni’s appreciation of architecture. Right
from the start, I pushed hard for a presentation of the furniture in architectural and
domestic settings, rather than in a stereotypic showroom.’ Van Duysen’s vision can
be seen in everything he’s accomplished for

Molteni&C, from flagship stores and trade-fair
stands to the company’s brand photography
– and it’s not over yet. After two years of considerable financial success – ‘a tremendous
jump in turnover’ – Van Duysen’s contract
was renewed, ‘with great enthusiasm from
both sides’. A shared passion for perfection
between Carlo Molteni, CEO of Molteni&C
and Dada and the man Van Duysen refers to
as il dottore, makes for a proactive collaboration – a process of cross-fertilization that
unites Van Duysen’s architectural pragmatism
and Molteni’s Italian flair.
Van Duysen’s decision to take on the
role of creative director for Molteni has had
a huge effect on his studio. ‘I had, and still

have, a full-time job as an architect. Add to
that an enormous responsibility.’ He’s happy
with the current size of his team and has no
plans for further growth. ‘I’m very selective when choosing projects. I want to be
involved right down to the details, to have
a firm grip on everything. If you take on too
much, you face the risk of starting to think
and work in a commercial direction. That’s
not what I want.’ ●
vincentvanduysen.com

