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Dedication

Ak [22

To my father, Charles Montois,
sculptor, teacher of sculpture at the Ecole d’Architecture
Saint-Luc in Tournai.

Carving oak, boxwood, ivory, natural stone, blue stone and the
beautiful dark-grey stone of Tournai, he directed a stonecutter’s
workshop, building religious monuments and ecclesiastical
furniture — altars, pulpits and images of Mary and Jesus for
religious organisations in Belgium, France and elsewhere.

Because my father was a born sculptor and artisan, it is not
surprising that I, his son, should become an architect. I am an

architect and will remain an architect; it is an immense source of

satisfaction to me, and I hope it will continue to be so for as long
as possible.

This book is for him.

Henri Montois

A mon pere Charles,
sculpteur, professeur de sculpture a I’'Ecole d’Architecture
Saint-Luc a Tournai

Sculptant le chéne, le buis, 'ivoire, la pierre blanche, la pierre
bleue, la pierre grise de Tournai sombre et belle, il gérait un
atelier de taille de pierre, il érigeait des monuments et du
mobilier religieux, autels, chaires de vérite, vierge et christ pour
les collectivités religieuses en Belgique, en France et ailleurs.

Né sculpteur artisan, son fils Henri sera architecte, ¢’¢tait une
évidence.

Je le suis devenu, je le suis pour mon plus grand bonheur et, je

I'espere, pour le plus longtemps possible.
Ce livre est pour lui.

Henri Montois

Dedication
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Introduction

by Laure Eggericx and Charlotte Mikolajczak
Fifty years of architecture, 1950-2000
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1950 - 2000: F + £ & 3 5 [
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In the records of the Brussels architectural firm of Montois
Partners the dawn of the 21st century will always be highly
symbolic. In the year 2000 it celebrates half a century of continuing
success.

On such an important occasion, it is only fitting that the Montois
team should stop a moment to look back on its productive past and
forward to a promising future. Because it is undoubtedly true that
images — pictures rather than plans — capture architecture most
effectively, we have chosen to include a wide variety of illustrations
in this volume. By bringing together more than a hundred of the
company’s most significant achievements, we have created a
composite picture of what Montois Partners is and will be. Because
it is an intentionally subjective selection, the originality, the
creativity, of the firm’s work becomes all the more apparent.
Dividing their production into themes enables us to appreciate its
diversity. And, finally, the chronological presentation of each
broad sector highlights the overall trends and their progress over
the years.

Naturally, Montois Partners neither can nor wishes to diminish in
any way the role of its founder, Henri Montois, nor to slight the
two organisations that preceded the present firm: Henri Montois
under his own name, from 1947 to 1979 (with architect Robert
Courtois until 1959), and as a company starting in 1980 under
the name of Bureau d’Architecture Henri Montois.

[t could be said that this work has two main objectives: to tell the
story of a life and to acknowledge the work of a team.

The Early Years

Born in Tournai in 1920, Henri Montois grew up in the same
building where his artist father taught and where he learned the
rudiments of architecture. After graduating from the Saint Luc
School of Architecture in Tournai in 1943, the young Montois
went to live in Brussels. Following a period of apprenticeship, first
with architect Jean-Jules Eggericx, then with Yvan Blomme, he
joined forces with fellow student Robert Courtois in 1947.

In the following years, Henri Montois travelled widely, took part in
various competitions, studied with Le Corbusier and Auguste
Perret, finding inspiration in the Modernist movement of the
1920s and 1930s.

Gradually, Montois began to receive more and more commissions,
at first concentrated in his home town: two small houses near the
Grand Place, then the Trois Suisses factory in 1957. For the factory,
Montois and Courtois added an original line of office furniture'",
designing the desks, chairs and other items. In time, they found
work in Brussels, including the design of two private houses (the
G. Dewit Villa®, 1957), apartment buildings (the Montois® and
Prigogine buildings) and the A. De Backer factory'” at Zaventem,
1957.

Eventually, Montois gained the international recognition he
had been seeking: among other honours, he won the 1958 R.S.
Reynolds Memorial Award, awarded by the American Institute
of Architects for ‘the outstanding contribution in aesthetic and
structural use of aluminium in architecture’.

The Montois—Courtois partnership gained wide prominence
with the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair, a major springboard for a
generation of young, creative talent eager to take on large-scale
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projects. Among the outstanding new faces were Thierry and
Frédérique Hoet-Segers, Jacques Goossens-Bara, Robert Moens de
Hase and the engineer Abraham Lipski. Together with these
young architects, Montois and Courtois built the awarded
Transports Pavillion®, a 70-metre-long structure with a wing-
shaped, aluminium roof. It was a bold gesture that symbolised the
different types of transport in a fluid space, with clear continuity
between the inside and the outside. It was praised by the leading
architects of the period, Neutra and Nervi, and represented the
real launch of their careers, although they agreed to go their
separate ways.

Courtois returned to his roots, while Montois visited the United
States, an experience that encouraged him to continue in his
separate architectural direction — resolutely Modernist — and to
set up his own firm in Brussels.

Two ambitious projects helped to define Montois’ architectural
profile and provided evidence that he had actually begun to make
a name for himself. The Solvay Research Centre® in Brussels
(Neder-over-Hembeek) in 1966, sometimes described as a harp
made of concrete — the preferred building material of the period
—and the Hilton Hotel™, one of the first high-rise buildings in
central Brussels (1967) in accordance with a simple concept and
sober composition. These two imposing achievements — which still
make an impressive statement today — respond to a complex plan
and the necessity of employing new techniques and materials that
are both original and efficient.

At approximately the same time, Montois and his team worked
on the Botanic Building (1965), one of the first Belgian high-rise
buildings with curtainwalls; the Texaco Research Centre in Ghent
(1967), the wholesale market for fruit and vegetables in Liege
(1963) and the laboratories of Omnium Chimique in Brussels
(1964), all buildings that are the products of their time, at one
with the same town-planning values and aesthetic sensibilities.

Mid-career

The post-war economic boom and the optimism of the Western
world in general had a direct influence on the Montois firm,
which gradually earned the confidence of the public authorities
and private businesses, and gained a solid reputation for
reliability.

In time, the firm came to employ some 30 persons as the
commissions began to arrive thick and fast: industrial plants,
national and international company headquarters, hospitals,
universities and research centres. This was the era of major public
projects and ambitious new buildings, efficient and functional
above all. Among these (literally) groundbreaking programs was
the campus of the Université catholique de Louvain (UCL),
spread over 45 hectares in Brussels in 1967-76, as well as many
other university buildings for other institutions, including the
faculty of medicine, teaching and research laboratories,
auditoriums, libraries, veterinary facilities and the Saint Luc
Hospital™
faculties of science and medicine, teaching and research
laboratories, on the campus of the Plaine (1972-76). In addition,
there were the Omnichem research centre at Louvain-la-Neuve
(1980), the Clinique Notre-Dame de Grace in Gosselies (1976)

. For the Université libre de Bruxelles (ULB) there were
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and the new morning market in Brussels (1969). In a collaborative
effort, Montois prepared the plans for the Citadelle hospital in
Liege (1978).

The key words that sum up the Montois approach at that time are
simplicity, efficiency and standardisation, resulting in buildings
notable for their sober, deliberately repetitive approach, following
the modular logic that characterised the avant garde movement of
the preceding decades.

By the mid-1970s, Montois had gained valuable experience in

the construction of hospitals and hotels. It was time to go abroad.
Over the following 20 years, Montois and his team undertook
missions in Africa, the Middle East and, later, Portugal and
Eastern Europe. Between 1968 and 1988, he visited 32 countries
and studied 120 projects. Naturally enough, as a Belgian he began
with Zaire, then Burundi, Rwanda, Gabon, Cameroon and Nigeria
before travelling on to Kuwait and China, finally returning to
Europe. As a result of these trips, Montois signed a number of
important contracts; among them was a government ministry
building in Yaounde, Cameroon that blended European
techniques with the local community’s traditional tastes. Others
included hospitals in Yaounde (1985), in Loubomo, Congo-
Brazzaville (1989), and, nearby, the Pedro Hispano Hospital® at
Matosinhos in Portugal (1995). But there were also many projects
that did not get beyond the planning stage: a number of
international-standard hotels in Brazzaville, Kribi and Dakar; some
multi-purpose complexes such as Giza Tower in Cairo,
administrative buildings such as the those for the Unifert
company in Beirut, and finally a number of housing projects
(prefabricated houses in Jeddah, a residential site in Teheran).

In Kuwait City, Montois ran an agency for eight years, Geteco
(Groupe d’Etudes techniques de la Construction), in association
with Professor Paduart and the engineer De Jaegere. Among its
achievements is the imposing mosque of the late Sheik Nasser Al-
Sabbah” (1980). A symbolic, pyramid-shaped monument, it was a
successful adaptation of Western technical know-how to the
requirements of a different culture in a different world (and
different climate, materials, ways of thinking).

Back in Brussels, the city had changed radically. The rapid pace
of modernisation in a single generation had turned it into an
international metropolis, the capital of Europe and of the federal
state, as well as of the new city-region.

In the mid-1970s, in one of its most prestigious avenues, Brussels
witnessed the construction of the Blue Tower"" (formerly Tour
S.A.LF.I, 1976), a symbol of the new urban landscape, a soaring,
severely elegant skyscraper based on the modular system. This was
also the period of the Louise-Claus building'® (1974), the CFE/
Orban 10 building (1974) and Fina/Science 37 building'?
(1974).

At first, Montois and company played an active role in the rapid
development of business properties, the multiplication of high-
rise buildings and vast single-purpose complexes, all part of the
Modernist concept that would have wiped out the past altogether.
A good example of this spirit was the highly controversial proposal
in 1975 — later rejected — to build a long horizontal structure to
replace the row of 19th century neo-classical houses in the Rue
aux Laines.
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Architecture at this time was adapating to the new needs of

the environment, a new urban culture and respect for certain
inherited standards. This change of direction was based on a re-
examination of traditions rooted in the history of the European
city, a desire to balance Modernism with Classicism, while seeking
creative inspiration in contemporary values.

The renovation of old buildings or their conversion to new
purposes played a part in the emerging movement; for example,
a multi-purpose building on the Boulevard Adolphe Max (1983),
combining apartments and shops in a major artery of the city
centre, was typical of the 19th century, in the spirit of Baron
Haussmann’s radical approach to town planning in Paris. With
this new trend, architecture was becoming less austere, more
flexible. It had learned to exploit the diversity of materials (brick,
wood, slate, marble) and colours, to delve into the past to
broaden its vocabulary without, however, falling into the trap of
what Henri Montois calls ‘wallpaper architecture’, the decorative
tendency typical of the postmodern movement of the 1980s.

In the building in the Square Orban in Brussels, built for the Fina
Company!"”, Montois integrated a new building in an historic
neighbourhood, part of the city’s heritage. Far from merely
attempting simple historical mimicry, the architectural style
continues to reflect the firm’s founding principles of simplicity
and clarity. Modern without being either flamboyant or ascetic
within the context of its surroundings, Montois’ plans adapt the
rules of composition and the rhythms of the other buildings,
reinterpreting them with both strength and sensitivity. The result
is a prefabricated concrete facade that blends in with a listed site.

Continuity

The following years, until the new millennium, saw the
continuation of the trends and activities launched during the
previous period. The three key sectors of the construction
industry thrived without interruption during the 1980s and 1990s:
the perennial office building, the renovation of old buildings and
the major projects.

The Montois firm remained faithful to its basic architectural
principles: no unnecessary decoration, efficiency, sobriety,
flexibility. Its efforts were concentrated primarily in the area of
the Avenue Louise (Louise 240" and the Residences
Dautzenberg, 1992) and the Quartier Léopold (the Rue Jacques
de Lalaing, 1988; the Square Frére Orban 1986; the
headquarters of the Permanent Representation of Italy to the
European Union, 1990; the Embassy of the Grand Duchy of
Luxembourg?; Avenue de Cortenberg, 1997; the Eurosquare
building, Rue de la Loi, 1999).

The international dimension of Montois™ affairs is as active as ever

with, among other office buildings, Regus House in Budapest
(1998), the Bokserska Distribution Centrum (2000) and the
Business Center Bitwy Warszawskiej'” in Warsaw (2001).
The firm is also presently active in Turkey.

Respect for the nation’s architectural heritage and concern to

integrate the new with the old are especially apparent in the more

densely populated neighbourhoods of the downtown area. This
tendency emerged near the end of the 1970s, when Modernism
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Introduction continued

and the International Style came into disfavour, and public
opinion called for a positive re-appraisal of the cultural and
architectural traditions of the city. More and more frequently, the
cities of Europe and elsewhere showed a distinct preference for
the renovation or conversion of existing buildings.

Montois Partners have responded to this rising demand, carrying
out various commissions for the restoration, renovation,
rehabilitation or transformation of existing buildings, or
sometimes in conjunction with new structures. Good examples of
this trend are the headquarters of the Banque Indosuez"™ (1992)
and the nearby Espace Benelux (1995), where the benefits of the
latest technologies have been incorporated into buildings that
make historical reference to certain classical standards or to the
palazzo of the Italian Renaissance.

Many other works, both at home and abroad, illustrate the extent
and broad applicability of this new approach (the renovation in
1995 of the Deutsche Bank in Budapest, built by the architect
Joseph Hild in 1840, as well as office space, housing projects and
shopping areas). In some cases, the proposals may even concern
listed buildings or recent buildings that have been declassified. As
examples of renovation that virtually reproduces the original we
have in Brussels the Malou townhouse (1991), the residence of
the ambassador of The Netherlands (1997), a mixed use building
in the Square de Meets (1989) and the Cyprus embassy in the
Square Ambiorix"" (1994).

In the category of recent Brussels buildings that have been
declassified there is the renovation of the headquarters of Swiss
Life (Rue de la Loi, 1994), the Régent 44 (1997) and the
Montbourg building (Rue Montoyer, 1998), as well as the
astonishing transformation of the Charlemagne building (dating
from 1967, now completely refaced for the Commission of the
European Union in accordance with an idea conceived by the
architect Helmut Jahn, 1998).

This concern for re-adaptation to current trends has led to the
introduction of changes in major projects designed by the firm
itself: one of the Brussels” most important post-war buildings, the
Blue Tower on the Avenue Louise, has seen its public areas
renovated and enlarged®” (1997).

But the activities of Montois involve much more than the
reworking of existing buildings. Montois and his team are
responsible for the design of such prestigious new projects as the
complex of five buildings in Auderghem, beside the Herrmann-
Debroux viaduc (1990-1995), consisting of the CGU Insurances,
the Dutch embassy, the Debroux B Building, the headquarters

of the CFE Company and a Delhaize supermarket. Not far from
there, along the Boulevard de la Plaine, Montois designed two of
the six buildings in the complex known as La Plaine (1995-2001);
that is, Citibank®" (1995) and Plaine 17% (2001).

Finally, on the outskirts of Brussels, in the spirit of the recent
tendency of many young companies to set up their businesses
outside the city centre, Montois has created ‘green offices’ as,
for example, the Park Lane Business Park (1999-2000) and the
Hermes Square (completion by 2003).

Among the biggest, most ambitious projects is lh( Brussels
International Aupoll (Zaventem, 1994-2001). Carried out in two
stages and developed in collaboration with the architects
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