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AT HOME IN
THE WORLD

Antwerp, Belgrade, New York,
Tokyo, the Swiss Alps,
the Scottish Borders & Beverly Hills

OF THE
ESSENCE
The Belgian
architect Vincent
Van Duysen is
known for rigorous,
spare design that
retains a sense
of life. Captivated
by a once-stately
house in Antwerp,
he distilled it to
its elements — and
made it his home.

BY TOM DELAVAN
PHOTOGRAPHS BY DAVID SPERO
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NATURAL SELECTION
The spare, spacious
living room is anchored
by two custom-made
Atelier de Saint-Paul
tables, designed by
Vincent Van Duysen, and
old Chinese stools,
and softened with
a hand-woven Iranian
carpet and a deep Axel
Vervoordt sofa and a
Pierre Jeanneret
chair. An artwork by
Tadashi Kawamata
hangs behind the table.
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While many architects
are reluctant to outfit
their designs with anything
other than 20th-century
classics, Van Duysen
is as likely to use a
slouchy club chair as a
Le Corbusier chaise.

REFLECTIVE
SURFACES Van
Duysen, framed
by a Congolese
figurine and an art
piece by Thomas
Houseago on
the wall of his
bedroom, looks
out over the
garden, where an
ailanthus tree
shades the pool.

EVERY DAY, ON HIS WAY to his

studio not far from the center of
Antwerp, the architect Vincent Van
Duysen would pass by a stately 19thcentury building. Unlike most of the
narrow brick structures commonly
found in his native Belgium, it had
an expansive white facade with large
neo-Classical windows. Although
it was clear to Van Duysen that the
structure had good bones, it was
shrouded in graffiti and neglect.
One day he noticed that the house
seemed to be unoccupied; he made
some inquiries and discovered
that the house was for sale, and for
a surprisingly reasonable price.
ëëThere is one catch,íí the lawyer
for the estate said. ëëThere is a hermit
living in the attic.íí Apparently, a clerk
who once worked in the notary offices
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on the ground floor had taken up
residence in the house at some point,
become increasingly agoraphobic
and now was a permanent fixture
in a dark corner of the attic. The
offices had since closed, yet the
bearded old man remained. He lived
in what was little more than a box,
ëësurrounded by vials and bottles and
little papers,íí Van Duysen recalls.
And the resident hermit wasnít
the only problem. ëëThe house was
very, very ugly,íí he says with a
grimace. The ground floor was a
rabbitís warren of small dark offices.
The stairs were covered with layers
and layers of carpet and linoleum,
a palimpsest of previous renovations
in the 1940s, í50s and í70s.
But Van Duysen, perhaps more
than anyone, could see through the

mess. In 1999, when he bought the
house, he had already made a name
for himself at the age of 37 with a
number of influential buildings and
residences, and was identified with
a distinct style, one of architectural
rigor that is still pleasing to the
senses. Van Duysen is often referred
to as a minimalist, but he rejects
the label categorically. This house,
in particular, reveals something
more complex. ëëI try to reduce
things to their essence,íí he says,
ëëbut not at the expense of comfort
and soul.íí While many architects
seem to think of furnishings as
an afterthought, Van Duysen takes
a more holistic view. ëëI think of
the furnishings at the same time as
I conceive the space.íí
This is not surprising, given
his background. Van Duysen has
designed everything from door
handles to skyscrapers. Dozens
of furniture companies have
commissioned him to design
products, from tiles and sinks for
Obumex to furniture for B&B Italia
and chandeliers for Swarovski.
He owes this sensibility in part to
several formative collaborations with

interior designers, including the late
Belgian decorator Jean de Meulder,
who taught Van Duysen what he calls
ëëlíart de vivre.íí De Meulderís
sophisticated international clientele
required an understanding of
luxurious comfort that Van Duysen
has incorporated into his own work.
While many architects are reluctant
to outfit their designs with anything
other than 20th-century classics, Van
Duysen is as likely to use a slouchy
club chair as a Le Corbusier chaise.
Van Duysen worked for Aldo
Cibic, one of the founders of the
1980s design collective Memphis and
a significant figure in postmodern
design. He was also influenced by
deconstructivism and minimalism,
which were both emerging as
important movements in architecture
at the time. In 1988, he returned from
Milan to Antwerp, where he began
to make his own mark. Ilse Crawford,
then the editor of Elle Decoration,
became a champion of his
understated style, publishing photos
of his Antwerp apartment, where
he used the natural woods and linens
that Belgium itself has since become
known for. Van Duysen bemoans the

A SIMPLE PLAN
Delft tile lines
the kitchen,
furnished with a
La Cornue stove,
a custom-made
table, Chinese
farmer’s chairs and
a light fixture from
Workstead in
Brooklyn. Ceramics
designed by Van
Duysen are stacked
on the stove.
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The biggest challenge
was the staircase, one of
the few interior elements
Van Duysen chose to
save. His solution was
to change the flow of the
entrance entirely,
creating a slow reveal.
fact that elements of his personal
style have become ubiquitous.
ëëThings that were the opposite of
fashion became fashionable,íí he says
with a frown.
Like his work, Van Duysen himself
is a study in contrasts. In photos
he appears somber, almost menacing,
but in person he is warm and
engaging, almost effervescent. ëëHe
is a very cuddly guy,íí says Julianne
Moore, a great admirer of his work
who has become a good friend. His
shaved head and lean physique
suggest the efficiency and precision
of an architect, but his compact frame
seems unable to contain his energy,
which spills out in an excited chatter
and peals of laughter. ëëI have some
Mediterranean blood on my motherís
side,íí Van Duysen explains. ëëYou can
see something in my work that is
Northern European, almost Calvinist,
but there is something else.íí
Undaunted by the prospect of the
renovation and the squatter in the
attic of the house he coveted, Van
Duysen purchased it and set to work.
The transformation, which took more
than two years, was remarkable.
ëëPeople would stop and stare
as workers restored the exterior to
perfection,íí Van Duysen says.
An imposing front door was
painted a flawless black gloss finish.
Inside, he started by peeling away the
less thoughtful previous renovations.
One of the first things he uncovered
was a small central courtyard,
which he painted a gleaming white
and surrounded with large windows
so the light from above illuminates
the adjacent rooms. ëëItís my own
little James Turrell,íí he says. A lone
Japanese maple provides a dash
of green that offsets the bone-colored
poplar floors and walls.
The biggest challenge was the
staircase, one of the few interior
elements Van Duysen chose to save.
ëëI had many sleepless nights about
it,íí he remembers. ëëI didnít want it to

THE ART OF LIVING
A Nan Goldin
photograph hangs
over the master
bed. Opposite:
Gaston, one of Van
Duysen’s two
dachshunds, stands
before the 1940s
staircase.

dominate, to become too important.íí
His solution was to change the flow of
the entrance entirely, creating a slow
reveal. Before, you passed through
the front door and were immediately
presented with a formal entryway
and staircase, but Van Duysenís
design keeps you in suspense. By
blocking the immediate view of the
stairs with two floor-to-ceiling
doors, he created a featureless cube
illuminated by a single light bulb. The
doors guide you to a room to the
right where your eye is drawn to the
internal light well, and only after
passing through this space do you
find yourself in front of the stairway,
bathed in a soft light, the spacious
living room to your left.
Next, Van Duysen turned a
number of small offices into one vast
living room. Unstained poplar floors
and stuccoed walls provide
a monochromatic backdrop for a
massive abstract Thomas Houseago

sculpture on a rosewood slab
pedestal. The artwork, strong enough
to overwhelm most spaces, is on
equal footing with the architecture
and the scale of the room.
Here, and throughout the house,
there is a balance between the highly
structured and the almost haphazard.
Two large unadorned oak tables and
a row of 13-foot-high windows along
one side of the room give it a monastic
feel; on the other side lies a vintage
rug with deep chairs and a sofa
that begs to be slept on. The clean,
simple geometry of the architecture is
tempered by heavy linen curtains
that pool on the floor. One wall of the
garden is covered in a perfect
rectangle of ivy; on the other is a
looser arrangement of wisteria, ferns
and a 150-year-old ailanthus tree.
The second floor contains
the private quarters of the house,
including a master suite and a
guest room. In order to get to the
bedrooms, you must first pass
through a room painted charcoal,
striking in its contrast from the rest
of the house, and signaling an entry
into a part of the house that is
private and intimate, even hinting at
decadence, with a dark gray velvet
sofa, tables piled with books, moody
photographs by Dirk Braeckman and

Robert Mapplethorpe, and a
television that disappears discreetly
into a black wall.
And what of the inherited tenant?
On the third floor of the house is the
apartment that Van Duysen created
for the hermit, who has since passed
away. Apart from the installation
of a skylight, the rest of the attic has
not yet been renovated. But Van
Duysen has already imbued the room
with an accidental beauty. Neat stacks
of old interiors magazines have faded
to a pale cerulean blue, and light
streaming in from the skylight casts
shadows on the drapery of a dropcloth
tossed over a pair of Van Duysenís
own prototype leather chairs.
Van Duysen points out the corner
where the hermit was holed up
when he first visited the house. While
many would have sought to evict
the old man, the architect instead
struck up a tenuous friendship. ëëHe
started reading about me, following
my career,íí he says. ëëHe would write
me beautiful letters, telling me about
the history of the house, about the
tree in the backyard.íí As it turned
out, Van Duysen may have more in
common with the hermit than he
once thought. ëëI can spend days in
this house,íí he muses. ëëSometimes
I donít want to leave.íí
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