
ALFONS HOPPENBROUWERS 
 
Alfons Jozef Jan Hoppenbrouwers was born on April 27, 1930 in Antwerp as the eldest son 
in a family of eight: four boys and four girls. His father, Filip Hoppenbrouwers, was an 
economist at the Commercial Court. He regularly visited museums together with his eldest 
son and also took him to concerts. He dedicated himself to painting as well. 
Hoppenbrouwers’ mother, Anne Catherine Tordeur, was a housewife. She had an outspoken 
love for music, which she tried to pass on to her children. As a child, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
learned to play the violin and sang Gregorian chants with the boy’s choir of O.L.V. Bijstand 
(Our Lady of Perpetual Help) in Antwerp. On 7 September 1946, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, 
then 16 years old, joined the Brothers of the Christian Schools as 'brother Veron'; on August 
10, 1958 he made his eternal vows. As he wanted to take engineering studies at the 
University of Leuven, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers moved from the community in Ghent to the 
one in Schaerbeek. He would live and work there for most of his life until his sudden death 
on 16 February, 2001. He was buried on 24 February, 2001 at the Kloosterkerkhof in Groot-
Bijgaarden. 
 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers' professional life encompassed two major periods: an initial period 
dedicated to pedagogy that ended with his resignation as director of Sint-Lukas Brussels and 
a second period, entirely dedicated to painting, which was still in full development at the time 
of his death. The activities he developed throughout his life were very diverse, yet never 
separated from one another; as such, they must always be understood within the two 
aforementioned perspectives.1 
 
Education 
 
Because of the war years, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers started his secondary studies with some 
delay. After joining the Brothers, he went on from secondary school to the normal school, 
where he obtained the diploma of teacher in 1951. Driven by his interest in science and his 
love of teaching, he took a teacher's training in academic subjects. At the same time, he also 
attended courses in architecture at Sint-Lucas in Ghent. Upon the advice of Brother Urbain, 
the then director of the department and himself an engineer-architect, he was sent to the 
university after obtaining his teacher's credentials in engineering studies in 1953. Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers' repeated requests to be allowed to take painting classes were not granted 
by his superiors.  
 
At the time, at the engineering college in Leuven, practical exercises mostly consisted of 
context-less programmatic problems. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers was only moderately 
interested in this approach and rather turned his focus on the relationship between 
architecture and its environment and the way architecture transcends the purely functional. 
Since the architectural development and elaboration of his study projects were not in line 
with the strict functionalism of his supervisor Paul Felix, he repeatedly ran into conflict with 
the latter. Disappointed with both the theoretical and practical assignments in the training, 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers turned to self-study to further his personal development. A whole 
new world opened up to him when he came into contact with the ideas of the twentieth-
century avant-garde through the art courses at Sint-Lucas which he attended during his 
holidays in the monastic community in Ghent. He devoted himself to analysing the writings of 
the Bauhaus, the Style, Futurism ... whereby he always tried to find the most original sources 
so as to get direct access to their theories, away from any interpretation. In addition, he 
undertook various architectural tours on his own, including to Paris, Ronchamp, Basel and 
England. In his last year, he combined his engineering education with an urban design 
training at Sint-Lucas in Ghent. He obtained a certificate for the first year, but never finished 
his second year. In 1959, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers graduated as a civil engineer with a thesis 
on spatial acoustics. 



 
 
 
1 See De Boeck, L. & Janssens, N. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers: pedagoog-architect. p. 5. 

 

 
 
Education and pedagogy 
 
In 1957, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers interrupted his studies for a year: he was commissioned by 
the friars to set up secondary art school courses at Sint-Lukas in Schaerbeek, which was to 
develop the two-year preparatory architecture programme into a full-fledged secondary 
school curriculum. His model was inspired on the English 'tutor' system whereby students 
lived–those who wanted could attend the boarding school–and studied on campus under the 
guidance of a kind of private teacher. 
Together with a number of teachers from the Sint-Lukas staff, he developed both a training 
concept and a programme for this new school. In 1959, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers redefined 
the subject of Composition. Together with Colour Study, it became the main subject in the 
programme and comprised more than half of the curriculum. Inspired by the 'Vorkurs' of 
Bauhaus teacher Joseph Albers, students were given composition exercises; first in black 
and white and then in colour on paper, followed by compositions in bas-relief, and finally 
three-dimensional form studies. As a prime architecture graduate, Luc Berghmans was hired 
to teach the course. From the start, he himself was also responsible for the courses in 
Descriptive Geometry and Initiation in the Visual Arts, which culminated in Art Theory, taught 
in the final year. He interpreted this subject very broadly. In this way, it included, aside from 
various theoretical texts and manifestos, also visual perception psychology and colour 
theory. The inspiring lessons and Alfons Hoppenbrouwers' charismatic personality had a 
major impact on the final theses in the course. For many students, architecture school was a 
logical continuation of their artistic training at secondary school level. 
 
From 1959 onward, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers also started working in the architecture 
department of Sint-Lukas in Schaerbeek. Immediately after his appointment, he introduced a 
new course in the first two years of the programme: Design. This course was an extension of 
the eponymous course in the secondary art school programme, yet since many of those 
students continued onto architecture school, the content was interpreted more freely. All 
exercises were formulated at the start of the year and were to be independently developed 
by the students, who were given interim feedback. In order to make the results comparable 
and open to discussion, the boundary conditions in terms of dimensions and materials used 
were strictly defined. 
 
The magazine VORM was published from January 1964 onward. It was created by Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers as a forum for substantive debate and was open to both teachers and 
students. 
It contained articles about industrial design as well as architecture, film and music and 
contributions from, among others, architecture historian Francis Strauven, scenographer Luc 
Dhooghe and A.J. Lode Janssens who would later become director of Sint-Lucas. The 
magazine was short-lived, only four issues were published. 
 
The development of the Design course in both the art programme at secondary school level 
and the architectural training, as well as the creation of the magazine VORM, reflected an 
interest in design, art and architecture that was not only typical of the spirit of the time but 
also transcended the boundaries of the school itself. In the 1970s, under the influence of 
Patrick Labarque, Design evolved towards exercises that were immediately executed in three 
dimensions. From purely formal problems—specific to the zeitgeist of the time—the 
profession evolved further into thinking through design. Form was increasingly seen as a 



carrier of meaning and knowledge. The Design course, later Expression and now Mixed 
Media 2, was given a special place in the curriculum and defined the profile of architecture 
courses at Sint-Lucas in Ghent and Brussels for a number of decades. To this day, the 
course is an important component in the curriculum of the architecture and interior 
architecture courses at the Faculty of Architecture of the KU Leuven 3 and has a major 
impact on the determination of the research that is developed in its Architecture 
Department.4 
 
Through teaching Design, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers gained a clear understanding of the 
developments in the regular design studios of the architecture course. From 1967, he himself 
had a studio in the top three years. Together with Willy Vandermeeren's studio, it was 
considered experimental and characterised by a student-centred approach and a great level 
of freedom and openness with regard to the proposed assignments. Although Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers had a reputation for being very demanding and strict, his studio was very 
popular, even with those who did not officially take his class. The door was always open and 
everyone was welcome to participate in the debates and exercises. 
 
In 1978, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers became director and was responsible for the architecture, 
interior design and construction courses in Schaerbeek. Under his policy, the architecture 
and interior design training courses were thoroughly reformed. Design became the main 
subject and the practical workshop the core of the programs, which until then had been more 
commercially oriented. The first years of the course focused primarily on general knowledge 
and technology, while actual designing was only addressed in the higher years. The reforms 
came about when disgruntled students and young teachers went on strike as a sign of 
protest and formulated their grievances with regards to the contents of the course in fierce 
debates. In so doing, they created new impetus and vision.5 Without the support of the 
students from the secondary art school programme who were familiar with design because of 
their prior training, this radical reform would never have taken place. The on-going reforms in 
the educational landscape made that the Architecture Institute Sint-Lukas Schaarbeek was 
administratively merged with its sister institute in Ghent in 1987. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
continued to head the department in Brussels until 1990. 
 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers continued to teach even after leaving his position as director. He 
taught Architectural Theory, which to him "[was] a mental activity that tries to explicitate, 
evaluate, improve the prejudices and examples of the current typical architectural vision and 
architecture."6  
 
 

2 The umbrella name of the course was changed into 'mixed media' about ten years ago as a result of the last major curriculum 
change. 
3 Since 2013, the Architecture and Interior Architecture, Urban Planning and Spatial Planning programs and the international 
Master of Architecture at Sint-Lucas Brussels and Ghent have been transferred from the LUCA School of Arts to the KU Leuven 
as a result of the academisation of the architectural education. The courses became part of a separate faculty within the 
Science and Technology group: the Faculty of Architecture. The Engineer Architect course, which already existed at KU 
Leuven, is still part of a different faculty: Engineering Sciences. 
4 The Department of Architecture is responsible for research in architecture, interior architecture, urban design and spatial 
planning that is carried out at the Faculty of Architecture (Brussels and Ghent) and the Faculty of Engineering Sciences 
(Leuven). 
5 The preparatory policy work of A. J. Lode Janssens, who brought together the debates concerning interior design into a 
coherent vision and work plan, constituted an important substantive contribution to the final reforms. 
6 Hoppenbrouwers, A., cited in De Boeck, L. & Janssens, N., Alfons Hoppenbrouwers: pedagoog-architect, 
Brussels, 1993, p. 14. 

 
The course evolved from a critical analysis of original texts and ideas—often these were 
temporary monomaniac fixations that followed current events and his own interests at the 
time—to a morphological study of space as a door to the history of architecture and a 
reflection on the future of architecture. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers regarded architectural theory 
as the research in architecture par excellence. He has always advocated conducting this kind 
of research from within the architectural domain and not from related disciplines such as, for 



instance, history since these would only approach architecture in a peripheral manner. This 
in contrast to art, which according to Alfons Hoppenbrouwers would allow to think and 
communicate about the essence of architecture. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers saw art and 
architecture as closely related and inseparable disciplines. Since education can only use 
architecture as a means to illustrate architectural theory, he turned to the arts and used his 
own work to convey his thinking in a visual manner and make clear how this thinking could in 
the future lead to a different kind of architecture.7 In this respect, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
used to say: "I am an engineer and I am an artist, hence I am an architect." 
 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers continued to dedicate himself throughout his life to the continued 
development of architectural education. In line with his role in education, he also wanted to 
offer opportunities to young people in whom he believed. He did this through the purchase of 
their work, the commissioning of assignments or the creation of professional opportunities. In 
this context, he founded the non-profit organization Sint-Lukasstichting and the Sint-
Lukasgalerie in 1979 to promote and support young artists such as architects, painters and 
photographers, sculptors, filmmakers and graphic designers. To this day, the Sint-
Lukasgalerie remains a forum for contemporary art. Promising young artists such as Geert 
Goiris, Luc Deleu, Richard Venlet and many others exhibited in the space. Several 
generations of artists, theorists and architects recognize Hoppenbrouwers' importance for 
their work or career. 
 
Monument conservation and the St. Lukas archive 
 
In 1963, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers set up the modern Dutch-speaking Urban Planning 
department of the Higher Sint-Lukas Institute in Schaerbeek, replacing Gaston Bardet's 
French-speaking Institut Supérieur National d'Urbanisme Appliqué (ISNUA). 8 When the 
Dutch architect Herman Hertzberger was invited to participate in a jury, he wanted to seize 
the opportunity to visit a number of modernist and art nouveau buildings in Brussels. At that 
time, both art and architecture history only paid attention to the periods before the 
Neoclassicism of the beginning of the nineteenth century. In search of relevant buildings, 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers started to systematically explore the streets of Brussels. The index 
cards onto which he collected his findings can be regarded as the actual start of the non-
profit association Sint-Lukasarchief (Architecture archive), which was officially established in 
May 1968. 
 
The Sint-Lukasarchief held a pioneering role in the revaluation of Art Nouveau, neo-styles 
and Eclecticism. Initially, it focused on the architecture of the Art Nouveau and the inter-war 
period in the Brussels conurbation, but it soon became apparent that these currents could 
only be understood in the light of the building styles that preceded them, as well as within a 
general evolution that was not limited to the metropolitan region. In this way, the archive 
came to include the entire nineteenth century and its geographical range was extended to 
the whole of Flanders. 
 
7 For an extensive description on how plastic works were situated in the pedagogy of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, see: Couchez, 
E., Gestures Make Arguments. 
 Performing Architecture Theory in the Studio and the Classroom 196x-199x, Gent, 2018, p. 120-151. 
8 The French-speaking department moved to Sint-Gilis. In 1972, the name was changed in the Institut Supérieur d'Urbanisme et 
de Renovation Urbain (ISURU). 

 

In the early nineteen seventies, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers came into contact with the then 
Minister of Culture, Hugo Weckx, through his participation in the Brussels Council for the 
Environment  (BRAL). 
These contacts led to the request of the Minister to have the Sint-Lukas Archive draw up an 
urgency inventory of the architectural heritage of Brussels in the framework of the 
Monumentenjaar (Monument Year) of 1975. This inventory, just like the archive, was worked 
out on the basis of a visual selection, according to well-defined predefined criteria, without 



systematic study of bibliographical or archival sources. A selection from the complete 
inventory was eventually brought together and published in a book 9 which to this day 
remains an important reference work in terms of heritage care in Brussels. In 1978, Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers assumed the chairmanship of the BRAL for a short period and in the early 
1980s he was a member of the Royal Committee for Monuments and Sites, the body that 
advises the government on the conservation and restoration of valuable built heritage and 
landscapes. 
 
In his architectural practice Alfons Hoppenbrouwers occasionally had to deal with monument 
conservation. His main achievement in that area was undoubtedly the drawing up of a 
Special Plan of Construction (Bijzonder Plan van Aanleg - BPA) for the historically valuable 
Zurenborg site in Antwerp (1971, in collaboration with Rudi Somers, Patrick Labarque, and 
Jos Vandenbreeden), which includes the centrally located Cogels-Osy area. The plan aimed 
for the maximum preservation of the patrimony in combination with the construction of public 
green spaces and parking zones, as well as a new traffic flow. The plan was eventually 
accepted thanks to a model that visualised the proposal and has saved the district from 
further speculation and large-scale demolition. 
 
 
Architecture 
 
"When you teach future architects in and about architecture, you yourself have to practise a 
minimum of architecture" stated Alfons Hoppenbrouwers. His built oeuvre, however, 
remained relatively limited because of his many other activities and his focus on education, 
but is nonetheless quite distinctive. It includes a number of schools, cultural buildings and 
private homes. The majority of his assignments were located in Belgium, but he was 
sporadically commissioned for projects abroad.11 
 

Alfons Hoppenbrouwers did not see architecture as an autonomous art form. For him, it was 
the task of the architect to act as a catalyst; he had to "make popular wishes possible 
through design."12 
For Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, the people were no longer the great anonymous mass of post-
war Modernism, but a specific individual. In his view, architecture and urban planning were to 
be tailored to concrete people in a concrete context. Architecture and urban planning had to 
create a background against which the complexity of life could unfold in complete freedom. 
Both the client-owner and the environment were therefore very decisive in the genesis of his 
architectural projects. 
 
Already during his studies, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers drew up the design for his first realized 
building project: the Lemmens house in Helchteren (1960). 
 
9 See Apers, J., Hoppenbrouwers, A., Vandenbreeden, J., Bouwen door de eeuwen heen: urgentieinventaris 
van het bouwkundig erfgoed van de Brusselse agglomeratie, Ghent, 1979. 
10 See De Boeck, L. & Janssens, N., Alfons Hoppenbrouwers: pedagoog-architect. Brussels, 1993, p. 5. 
11 For the Brethren of the Christian schools he undertook the modernization of the general secretariat of the congregation in 
Rome, he created an unrealised design for a home in Texas and the design for a dike house in Zuidzande in the Netherlands, 
which was only fully realised after his death. 
12 See Beekaert, G. & Strauven F., Bouwen in België: 1945-1970, Brussels, 1971, p. 321. 

 

The house shows striking similarities with the architecture of the Louisiana Museum in 
Humlebaek (Copenhagen) by Jorn Oberg Utzon. This realisation shows how Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers tried to bring the environment into the interior of the home and sought a 
milder, more poetic interpretation of the functionalistic idiom of his training. 
 
In the early sixties, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers fell under the spell of the honest approach and 
material use of the so-called New Brutalism. His architecture in that period was inspired by, 
among others, the work of Alison and Peter Smithson and James Stirling in England, but also 



the realisations of Le Corbusier from the fifties and sixties in France. The influence of the 
Smithsons in Hoppenbrouwers' work is clearly visible in the Filip Neri Lyceum (1962) in 
Houthalen, the design for the OLV Bijstandkerk (1964) is clearly indebted to the architecture 
of the La Tourette Monastery of Le Corbusier (1960), and the windows at a 45-degree angle 
of the Labarque house (1966) are reminiscent of Stirling's university building in Leicester 
(1963). 
 
In the mid-sixties, the architectural designs of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, such as the 
unrealized design for the first Orshuis in Kapellen (1964), evolved from an orthogonal 
structure to a more organic geometry in both the interior and the enveloping volume. An 
important factor in understanding this transition, aside from the aforementioned architecture 
of Le Corbusier and James Stirling, are the writings and designs of Hugo Häring from the 
1950s—including his research for the Family Houses I to XII. The prime exponent of this 
search for a new geometry, however, was Hans Scharoun's Berliner Philharmoniker (1963), 
which, because of its informal spatial structure with randomly sloping walls and façade 
elements, made a big impression on Alfons Hoppenbrouwers. The project had a major 
impact on the design of the Westrand Meeting Center in Dilbeek (1968-71, in collaboration 
with Rudi Somers). Freed from the formal geometry of the envelope, the open plan structure 
was used to develop an architectural walk that merges with the topology of the landscape 
and connects the different functions of the meeting centre. The visible concrete and the 
rough cement plaster in both the interior and the exterior of Westrand still clearly refer to 
Brutalism, although Alfons Hoppenbrouwers had planned for a decoration with figurative and 
colourful elements and warm, soft materials, inspired by Pop Art. This "soft and colour[full] 
environment", as Alfons Hoppenbrouwers himself called it, was never realised for budgetary 
reasons.13 In other projects such as the home for doctor Maertens in Oostduinkerke (1979), 
however, these ideas taken from Pop Art were fully exploited.  
 
The building for the Sint-Aloysius School of Economics (1987-1993, his last phase in 
collaboration with Jos Vandenbreeden) in the city centre of Brussels was one of the last 
major projects realized by Alfons Hoppenbrouwers. The building was a contemporary 
interpretation of the opposing historical façade of the Saint Hubert Gallery (1847) and fits in 
perfectly with Leon Krier's postmodern urban planning concepts. The choice for a striking 
green colour for the joinery and purple for the pilasters, is inspired by the newly finished 
Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart (1984) by James Stirling and the yellow-brown polished 
ornamental concrete cladding was a reference to the projects of Ricardo Bofill. 
 
Despite his unwavering interest in formal expression in architecture and the clearly 
identifiable formal influences in his oeuvre, Hoppenbrouwers transcended any formalism by 
making the exploration of the morphology and the structure of the space his central 
preoccupation in every project. 
 
13 For a more detailed description of these plans, see the speech by Vandenbreeden, J., Over 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers en Westrand, Dilbeek, 27 September 2002. 
 

His architectural oeuvre and architectural theoretical thinking can be read as a relentless 
investigation into the relationship between figure and background. He continued to build on 
the theories inspired by Gestalt psychology that were formulated by, among others, Hugo 
Häring in the 1950s.14 
Häring argued that, since the Renaissance, formal thinking and geometry had dominated 
architecture. Häring saw this 'urge to give shape' (Gestaltung) as too constraining. This is 
why he argued for a natural relationship between architecture and environment (the 
environment can be both the surrounding landscape and the interior), whereby architecture is 
no longer developed as an autonomous figure in relation to its surroundings. Alfons 
Hoppenbrouwers regarded this strive for the elimination of the distinction between figure and 
background as a quest for alignment with the pre-geometric architectural expressions of our 
civilization, such as, for instance, menhir. Alfons Hoppenbrouwers saw these elements as 



anti-figures: figures that had not yet reached the stage of geometry. Despite this striving, he 
did not advocate a rejection of geometry in architecture. 
Like Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, he saw the superposition of geometries of Le Corbusier 
and the deformation of geometries by deconstructivists like Peter Eisenman as a way to 
undo the duality of figure/background and replace it with the unambiguous layeredness of the 
space. A layeredness that, through its observation, brings together several spaces that 
comprise and exclude each other. 
 
 
Visual work 
 
Shortly before his resignation as director, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers said "now, in five years, I 
am going to catch up twenty-five years."15 This statement not only shows his unfulfilled 
desire to become a painter, but also the enormous energy and motivation that would drive 
him to paint almost a thousand works in a period of a little more than ten years. Until 1989, 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers had made a large amount of graphic works on paper, but had only 
painted sporadically. He himself did not find the paintings from that period relevant, so only a 
few of them have been preserved. They were abstract compositions on canvas of surfaces 
and colour fields painted freehand, with blurry boundaries and a dark, unsaturated colour 
palette that was clearly inspired by abstract expressionism. Some of the works are 
reminiscent of the abstract work of Brother Emiel Vandermosten, who himself taught painting 
at the Sint-Lukasinstituut in Schaerbeek until 1981. Other works are more in line with Mark 
Rothko's colour field paintings from the fifties, but in contrast to American abstract 
expressionism, Hoppenbrouwers’ remained relatively small in size. 
 
Most of the works made after 1989 have a square format. Although the filling of the field of 
vision would require a painting to be wider than it is high, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers considered 
the ratio of 1/1 more neutral for geometric work in which the elimination of the opposition 
between figure and background is central. He used two sizes of square panels: large panels 
measuring 1x1m and small panels measuring 40x40cm. Initially, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
only worked on the large format. The choice of the unitary measure of our metric system for 
the large panels is unquestionably determined culturally, but for Alfons Hoppenbrouwers it 
was in the first place a consideration of a practical nature—a panel of these dimensions just 
fit in his car. Apart from that, the choice was entirely arbitrary. 
Because of his large production, he also started working on a smaller size from 1993 
onward. He used the small format for free exercises or for preliminary studies for large-
format work, but also for autonomous work. Often these preliminary studies are series with 
variations on the same theme or compositional principle. These preliminary studies were 
rarely copied literally; the large format work was rather a final variation on the compositions 
in the small works preceding it. 
 
 
14 See, among others, Häring, H., Von neuen Bauen. Über das Geheimnis der Gestalt, Berlin, 1957. 
15 Testimony of Hoppenbrouwers, M., printed in the booklet for the funeral ceremony of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, Laken, 24 
February 2001. 

 

In addition to the single panels, there were also multi-panelled works: works that are 
composed of a number of square panels that form a larger whole. His oeuvre also included 
so-called montages: paintings to which three-dimensional objects have been added or works 
that consist of several panels placed at a certain distance from each other. Finally, there 
were also deviating panels, often with a rectangular shape, such as AH1295 384 
(100x161,8). Gezichtsveld Dieptescherpte 47 cm. In the work 0995 371 (70x21,5) Half Torso, 
the panel in the shape of half a torso became the image in itself; as such, the panel acquired 
an organic shape. 
 
16 In contrast to the multi-panelled works, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers would allow the panels from a montage to be displayed 
separately. 



 
Most of the works are painted as compositions that start from the horizontal bottom side of 
the square (and hence not with the tip of two sides at the bottom as if it were a diamond). 
This orientation can be deduced from the notes and numbering that Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
made on the back of the painting. For a number of works, however, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
explicitly employed a different set-up. The panel of AH0495 335-I (100x100), for example, 
has been rotated 45 degrees to the usual position and the five-piece series AH0999 569 5 
(40x40) inversies I contains both panels that have to be hung in the conventional way as well 
as rotated panels. Still different is the work AH1199 570 (40x40) that is not to be presented 
flat against the wall, but at an angle.  
 
To avoid all formal hierarchy, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers painted separate, full colour areas 
next to each other. After dividing the plane, the individual fields were masked with paper tape 
and painted with flat acrylic paint.17 Parameters other than colour—translucent/opaque, 
matt/glossy or painterly brushstrokes—were not used systematically. The wood fibre board 
(Unalit) used as a base gives the paintings a pre-existing, uniform surface structure. To 
neutralize this, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers meant his paintings to be framed and displayed 
behind glass. He always used the same type of aluminium profile and personally chose the 
colour of the frame. In this sense, the frames must be regarded as part of the work. 
 
Although the formats and dimensions had no impact on the content of the works, they were 
decisive for the way they were composed. For Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, it was important that 
a work could be comfortably observed, which to him implied that one would be able to see 
the whole work at one glance without having to move the eyes. For the large-sized square 
works, he calculated that the ideal viewing distance would be 2,67m and that the centre of 
the painting should be 30cm below the horizon. He made these calculations based on the 
diagrams of architect Brian Avery that were published in 1994.18 Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
soon incorporated these diagrams in several of his own paintings: AH1095 379’ (100x100) 
Gezichtsveld, AH1095 379 (100x161,8) Gezichtsveld Dieptescherpte ∞, AH1095 380 
(100x161,8) Gezichtsveld and AH1295 384 (100x161,8) Gezichtsveld dieptescherpte 47cm. 
The work Alfons Hoppenbrouwers developed from 1989 onward is generally regarded as 
abstract geometric. 
 

16 See, for example, AH0300 585, a montage consisting of 8 panels, joined together as a multi-panelled work. 
17 In some of the works, he deviated from the flat-painted surface. See for example AH0994 307 '(40x40), in which he used a 
colour gradient. 
18 See Avery B., Physiological Beauty, in Architectural Review 194, 1994, p. 77. 
 

The work evinces a multitude of references to literature (word paintings), music (Johann 
Sebastian Bach, Johannes Ockeghem), visual art (Marcel Duchamp, Donald Judd, Theo Van 
Doesburg, René Matisse ...), architecture (Andrea Palladio, Le Corbusier, Dom Hans Van 
der Laan ... ) and fashion (Gohji Gamamoto). In most cases these references point to some 
form of abstract and/or geometric concept; as such, the work of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers can 
be seen as the artist's attempt to fathom and reinterpret these concepts.  
 
Among others, the counterpoint and canon compositions that Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
painted around 1996 and the series of inversions from 1999 are representative of the 
paintings that fall under the heading of abstract geometry. In each of these works, a specific 
mathematical formula, sequence or row, a dimensional pattern or diagram was used to 
create a characteristic basic grid or surface division for the space of the painting. A specific 
colour scheme was assigned to this basis through which the surface division is articulated. 
Sometimes this base layer remained unaltered and became the final composition of the 
work. However, by changing the parameters of the mathematical formula or applying 
geometric transformations to the base layer such as mirroring, shifting, scaling, projecting or 
folding, related variations can be generated, each with its own colour scheme. For the final 
composition of the layered paintings, multiple variations with corresponding colour schemes 
were superimposed, creating interference through overlapping grids or surface divisions. In 



those areas where the different colour schemes overlap, a colour was assigned according to 
a predetermined mixing rule that determines whether additive, subtractive or partitive mixing 
would be applied. The 'mixing' in this sense, consisted of the application of a colour rather 
than the actual mixing of paint. 
 
In the way that a score contains the information for the performance of a piece of music, or 
an architectural plan that of an architectural construction, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers would 
make notes for each painting in a note book, which also contained, apart from a date, a 
continuous numbering and sometimes a name 19, as well as the relationship systems, colour 
schemes and mixing rules that generated the work. The notes provide insight into the purely 
rational structure and composition of the works, but this is often not enough to foreshadow 
the actual work or for one to imagine the end result. 
Conversely, in the case of many of the works, it is equally impossible to derive the underlying 
structure on the basis of the finished work alone. It is precisely this rationally constructed 
unpredictability and the moment when it shifts towards becoming an aesthetic experience 
that Alfons Hoppenbrouwers sought to capture. 
 
In a letter to soul mate and composer Frans Geysen, Alfons Hoppenbrouwers wrote in 1998: 
"... I have made a few repetitive works. They can be seen as an intermediate step on the way 
to the discoherent dissipative space that I am looking for. How to achieve discoherence 
through rational systematics is not yet clear to me."20 In that same year, he formulated an 
assignment in the architecture course in which a dissipative space was defined as: "...a 
complex, decentered, emptied, actual space, whose organization is only visible as a part of 
an outside, real, visually transparent space."21  

And a few months before his death he wrote to Frans Geysen again, saying: "I am still 
looking for a dissipative space field. In the meantime, I have managed to fold this field, but I 
am not there yet." 22 
 
19 These data were processed in a uniform coding system. The first part of a code such as AH0999 567 '5 (40x40) 3/5 includes 
the initials of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers, followed by the month and year of production of the painting. This is followed by a 
sequential number according to its place in the total production. If an accent is included, the work is a preliminary study for 
another work.The third part shows that it is a montage of several works, followed by the format of each panel. At the end there is 
a sequence number for each panel within a particular montage. 
20 Hoppenbrouwers, A. quoted by Geysen, F. in a letter to Goossens, W., Korbeek-Lo, July 1, 2002. 
21 Unpublished text with assignment description: Hoppenbrouwers A., Chaosmos, Schaerbeek, 1998. 

 

The formulations Alfons Hoppenbrouwers used in these compact descriptions point to a 
frame of reference —which includes architect Peter Eisenman, his mentor Colin Rowe and 
the painter Robert Slutzky as main figures —reminiscent of the concepts on figure and 
background that already dominated his architecture. Although every word in itself allows 
many interpretations and is therefore seemingly meaningless, the words within this specific 
frame of reference have a very specific meaning. The elimination of the opposition between 
figure and background in which the absoluteness of geometry is rejected and forms are 
suggested or implied and no longer depicted thus remained the common thread throughout 
the visual oeuvre of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers. 
 
 
1963 saw the publication of "Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal", a text by Colin Rowe 
and Robert Slutzky. 23 This work was not only very important for Alfons Hoppenbrouwers 
because of the new architectural-theoretical insights it offered into the problem of figure and 
background in architecture, but also coincided with him becoming acquainted with the 
painting of Robert Slutzky. With a shared interest in Gestalt psychology, music and 
architecture, his work had a major influence on the work of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers. There 
are striking parallels, both thematically and formally, and in the theoretical foundation.24 
Alfons Hoppenbrouwers distinguishes himself through a serial approach, the frequent use of 
curves, the tightly defined geometry and a very idiosyncratic use of colour.  
 



A number of works, however, such as AH0990 117 Stilleven-Landschap-Liggend Naakt, 
AH0994 310' Klimop and AH0495 344 Matisse Achtergrond, on which are depicted, 
respectively, a vest by fashion designer Yohji Yamamoto, the motif of an art nouveau vase, 
and a woman's torso with a Matisse-like leaf, can strictly speaking not be categorised as 
abstract geometric work. These works sometimes conceal a concrete personal story. The 
works are built up with recognizable abstracted figurative elements and can hardly be seen 
as a contribution to the problem of figure and background. On the contrary, they reveals the 
artist's affinity with figuration that harks back to his earlier interest in Pop Art and 
Postmodernism. These works are rather atypical and incidental. 
 
In the past, Hoppenbrouwers' visual oeuvre was only exhibited to a limited extent. 
There were exhibitions in 1993 in Elsene (AKZO Belgium International), in 1995 in 
Schaerbeek (Sint-Lucas Architecture Department), in 1996 in Leuven (Lemmensinstituut), in 
1997 in Dilbeek (Linear Art Transfer) and in 2002, again in Dilbeek (Westrand). Recently, the 
oeuvre that was left to the Brothers of the Christian Schools was transferred to the M HKA, 
which plans an exhibition of the work of Alfons Hoppenbrouwers in 2019. 
 
Wim Goossens, Antwerp, 12 January 2019 
 
22 01 Hoppenbrouwers, A. quoted by Geysen, F. in a letter to Goossens, W., Korbeek-Lo, July 1, 2002. 
23 The text was already written in 1955, but was first published in an adapted version in Perspecta vol. 8, p. 45-54. 
 The text was widely distributed after a reissue in 1968 under the title Trasparenz. 
 See Rowe, C. & Slutzky, R., Transparenz, ed. Hoesli, B., Basel, 1968. 
24 For a short introduction, see http://archweb.cooper.edu/exhibitions/spectral/interview.html with excerpts from an interview 
with Slutzky (last visited December 20th 2018). 
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