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LUC DELEU & T.O.P. OFFICE
FUTURE PLANS 1970-2020

‘I see it as a task of the architect to help design an image of the future for the Earth
in which everyone can live in any idiosyncratic form of housing.’

Luc Deleu, Bouwrobotten—Wereld heroriéntering—Architecture Libre!, 12.02.79

Half a century of T.O.P. office constitutes the breeding ground for this exhibition. In 1970
architect-artist Luc Deleu and his wife Laurette Gillemot founded T.O.P. office, a studio
for architecture and urban planning. Like no other, they are aware of the social power

of architecture, but also of the art and urgency of using it. Architecture as an uncompro-
mising means of interpreting and continually questioning the scale of the world. For 50
years already, together with a changing team of collaborators, they have been creating
unsolicited architecture as an answer to a range of social issues.

Today, the home and workplace of Deleu and his wife in Antwerp’s Cogels Osylei has
become a living archive. With this retrospective exhibition, the Flanders Architecture
Institute is taking the many models, drawings, sketches, photos and videos out of their
familiar habitat. Curators Peter Swinnen and Anne Judong were given unlimited access.
The result is an exhibition hall that is bursting at the seams.

The archive of T.O.P. office presents itself in Future Plans as a free space in which critical
humour and pleasure are important forces. Which projects, whether conceived in the
1970s or 2000s, retain the intelligent promise of a future plan? And how can they inspire
the designers, architects, urban planners, ecologists, legal experts, administrations and
policymakers of today and tomorrow? A future plan in itself.

FUTURING THE LEGACY

Luc Deleu

Ever since childhood I've been absolutely fascinated by mobility. I still vividly remem-
ber early impressions of train rides from Duffel to my grandparents in Wevelgem or to
my uncle and aunt in Kuurne. The transfer in Mechelen under the black steel roof, win-
dowless because of bombings, across the footbridge over the tracks with the trains and

steaming engines was an amazing experience. So was getting off in Antwerp or Brussels.

Antwerp was impressive on account of its outsize station building, its windows intact,
blackened by smoke from the engines. The brand-new station of Brussels North was
modern and had escalators that I took for the very first time. Back then we mostly used
to travel by train, but I could sometimes go for a ride in Kuurne with my uncle. He had
a Pontiac and a Jeep, and I was struck in particular by the Jeep’s sobriety. Being allowed
to ride in it was electrifying.

Several times a year we also went to Koksijde, which means that I've known the sea
from a young age. That experience was majestic — high and low tide, waves, sand and
beach. It left me with a lifetime fascination for the distant horizon, with now and then
a ship in the distance. I never feel homesick when I'm by or on the sea, and being away

from home fascinates me — different customs, languages, landscapes, street patterns,
sights and new emotions. At the same time, I'm also drawn to all those tools that make
travel possible — on land and at sea, in the air and in space with, above all, Spaceship
Earth.

In Antwerp, on the pedestrian terraces along the Scheldt, I gazed at ships from up close,
but experiencing architecture at home in Duffel wasn’t bad either. We lived next to my
grandparents. Our houses were connected and had initially been built in mirror image
to each other. I could spend hours wandering up and down the two staircases in a loop,
while in my mind I tried to reconstruct the initial symmetry through the similarities and
differences between the two houses.

T.O.P. OFFICE

Means of transport, infrastructure and indeed architecture are the themes that have been
defining T.O.P. office’s research by design for more than 50 years. Half a century ago,
assuming that architecture and urban planning were not a one-person business but the
affair of a band, I decided to operate under the (stage) name T.O.P. office. Imagine, the
Order of Architects still prohibited the choice of a company name at the time! While

to me it is obvious that T.O.P. office can’t be hustled up hierarchically, fate elected Luc
Deleu as the figurehead of a group with changing members. But with Laurette since half
a century, and with Isabelle and Steven since a quarter century, we have played together
at T.O.P. office without interruption and with few or no false notes.

It all began with a series of proposals with which we wanted to present a new way of life
and a fresh urban and social context where future urban planning and architecture could
develop. These proposals now appear rather prophetic, but I can’t take any credit for
that since, like dreams, they are gifts from the deepest, innermost recesses of the subcon-
scious. But the thoroughness with which T.O.P. office propagated the proposals during
many years and continues to study them in depth makes us proud.

Once this framework had been set out, formal building themes could be put (back) on
the agenda. And again the muses gave T.O.P. office an overwhelming theme, this time

in New York, on the roof of one of the WTC’s Twin Towers. The muses whispered that

it would be a lot more exciting if one of the two towers were laying horizontally. Scale &
Perspective later proved to be a primal architectural theme, as universal as symmetry and,
although difficult to implement, it surfaces regularly in our work as a design strategy,
sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly.

The political wrangling surrounding the high-speed train in Belgium was the spark
needed to develop work around public space, public transport and infrastructure. We see
these three themes as structuring elements for city and landscape. From Europe Central
Station via Nautical Mile to the imminent Darling Springs, public space, public transport
and traffic infrastructure form the guiding theme within the work of T.O.P. office.

DARLING SPRINGS

With Darling Springs we are currently building a digital laboratory-model, something
unprecedented. Darling Springs is not a design for a new utopian city, but a virtual 3D
scheme of a city, as general as possible and indeed charming. Due to all sorts of consid-
erations and decisions, Darling Springs is not located on a plain, but on the challenging
cuesta of the earlier Landforms model. Darling Springs has been kept at the schematic
stage, which doesn’t prevent the use of existing typologies in a brand-new way.

For instance, the ring around Darling Springs is in fact an enlarged (schematic) baroque
interchange, a grid city is sublimated in the Hippodamus park, and a linear city was
integrated as the Playstation quarter.

Just as The Unadapted City offers a simple urbanistic instrument to determine the rela-
tion on the one hand between housing and urban equipment, and on the other between
urban equipments mutually, Darling is also intended as a device for researching urban
space virtually. Now, in these disruptive times, when the number and nature of means
of transport has exploded and the use of public space is changing radically, roads,
streets, avenues, squares and sidewalks are still being dug up before being patched back
up with little or no overall strategy. Isn’t it most particular that, with the current digital
means, the relaying of the public space still remains a stupid ad hoc and unguided
experiment, without, for instance, fundamentally reorganizing traffic flows? Darling
explicitly raises public space to the core of urban planning. T.O.P. office is further
developing Darling as a general spatial lab environment in which paradigms for struc-
ture, clarity and poetic power in public space can be developed noncommittally and a
systematic process to imagine and represent possible outcomes can be outlined.

ART OF URBANISM

T.O.P. office keeps its gaze focused on people, the planet and the future, and feels good
doing so. We focus deliberately on so-called paper architecture — I prefer to speak of
conceptual or theoretical architecture. In doing so we preserve our freedom, place urban
planning outside the issues of the day, and keep our activity independent of normative
politics, economy or sociology. As a result, the projects remain open, fresh and unbiased,
and they can transcend the usual (spatial) concepts. Architecture — (art of) urbanism is a
far more accurate term today — is transcendental and building is not indispensable to it.
Building does not inevitably lead to urbanism. T.O.P. office’s conceptual (art of) urban-
ism shows examples, possibilities and alternatives that are not something you take or
leave, which is unfortunately the case in ad hoc urban planning.

LE CORBUSIER

It's logical that T.O.P. office’s oeuvre also contains many references and homages to
Corbu. They are deliberately clear and explicit, because his work is the pre-eminent
source for a (still) visionary urbanism in which human beings come first. Corbu helps
to expose false architecture prophets and to distinguish what matters most from what
matters less. He made me the architect I have become. He shows everyone how gener-
ous and unselfish architecture or urbanism can be, and he considers both as art. He also
demonstrates how an umbrella concept can let life and architecture flourish more. He
was the first to instil the idea that urban planning doesn’t have to be restrictive but can
be stimulating, open and attractive. He creates a possibility for compact housing with a
lot of public space and sufficient discretion in a new urban environment. It is astound-
ing to observe how often those principles are disregarded while they are highly topical
for the housing of a “sustainable’ society. Were he still alive, he would certainly think in
planetary terms. Bravo, Corbul!

Hergé gave me a taste for adventure, Willy Van Der Meeren taught me how to be a
proletarian, Bob Dylan inspired me to be rebellious and free, Bucky showed me what
life is on Spaceship Earth, Marcel Duchamp taught me to use coincidence and humour,
Panamarenko helped me to keep going, and T.O.P. office makes everything possible and
has steadily been building up the oeuvre over the past 50 years. Going deeper rather
than wider.

Because our adage “to build little or not at all’ gains in strength with every passing
hour, T.O.P. office is ready and equipped for the future, and sets a clear example for

future generations.

From: Peter Swinnen & Anne Judong (ed.), Luc Deleu & T.O.P. office Future Plans 1970-2020
(Antwerp, Flanders Architecture Institute, 2020), 263-266
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