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The Representation of Modern Domesticity in the Belgian Section of the 

Brussels World’s Fair of 1958 

 

The theme of the domestic interior in post-war Belgium has so far remained virtually unexplored. A 

few academic studies discuss the initiatives and design achievements of the then avant-garde, which 

included such designers as Marcel-Louis Baugniet, Jules Wabbes, Willy Van Der Meeren, Emiel 

Veranneman and Pieter De Bruyne.1 But there are no studies that explicitly focus on the shape 

modernity took in the homes of the fifties, a period of acute housing shortage and rapid 

industrialisation. The limited international reputation of post-war Belgian design and the 

unstructured internal debate on ‘good homes’ probably did not help. Whereas in the Netherlands, 

for example, the post-war domestic reform movement has been examined from the point of view of 

women’s studies,2 design history research is being carried out into the influence of socio-cultural 

phenomena such as the appearance of domestic electric appliances,3 and anthropological studies of 

the interior of the home have been initiated,4 research in Belgium is found only in the margins of a 

few architectural and art history studies, mainly on the work of designers. In response to this, this 

paper focuses explicitly on the domestic interior in Belgium in the fifties. Its intention is to show 

how the representation of domesticity in the Belgian Section of the Brussels World’s Fair of 1958 

was a reflection of the then national discourse on contemporary living. The research presented in 

this paper is part of a Ph.D. project that aims to shed a light on communications concerning the 

‘modern’ interior in post-war Belgium.5 On the whole this project deals with four clusters of actors 

that operated on a national level: avant-garde groups, socio-cultural organisations, national housing 

policy and the dwelling-related consumption industry. 
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Although it did not have a striking presence in the overall appearance of the event, the home was an 

important theme at the World’s Fair of 1958 or ‘Expo 58’. A range of exhibitions - in the Belgian, 

as well as in the International Section - dealt with dwelling issues. This is not surprising. Show-

houses were a very popular exhibition format and offered an adequate formula to express the central 

theme of the Expo: ‘Balance-sheet of the world for a more humane world’. Bearing in mind the 

human suffering caused by the war and its nuclear apotheosis, the organisers of the World’s Fair 

intended to promote the positive aspects of scientific achievements in the hope they would outshine 

the risks and dissipate anxiety.6 By means of exhibition houses, the hopeful promises of scientific 

progress for daily life could be illustrated in an almost tangible manner. Images of a modern, 

comfortable home, fit to house a traditional family, easily created a convincing alibi for a positive 

belief in the future. As a special form of habitat-presentation7 the model home was therefore 

considered to be a powerful form of public communication. 

In the Belgian Section of Expo 58 the theme of the home appears in a set of different exhibition 

groups: the Hygiene and Health Group, the Buildings and Dwellings Group, the Electric and 

Hydraulic Energy Group, etc. [fig. 1,2] A study of the different approaches to modern domesticity 

presented by these groups reveals a cluster of barely connecting narratives on contemporary living. 

These narratives do not necessary contradict each other, but often focus on different habitation 

issues. Moreover they hardly ever refer to one another or present their approach as part of a more 

complex domestic problem. This paper argues that the totality of these presentations reflects the 

then national debate on domestic life. Although not intended as such, the compound image of the 

modern home projected by the Belgian Section exposes the lack of a coordinating national policy 

and underlines the increasing importance of modern dwelling as a consuming way or ‘style’ of 

living rather than making a substantial contribution to the post-war social and cultural regeneration 

process that many domestic reformers hoped to encourage. 



 3

Although concrete distinctions are often difficult to make, references to domestic issues were made 

for different reasons in the Belgian Section of Expo 58, ranging from a means for education in 

‘good’ living, through tools for the representation of the progress made in the Belgian home, to an 

exhibition or advertisement format for home-related products. In the first two categories - referring 

to Beatriz Colomina - the house is ‘on display’.8 This means that the home is the main exhibit and 

habitation is the central topic. The last category fits Colomina’s description of presentations in 

which ‘the concept of the exhibition’ is stretched into that of the house. Here the home is mainly 

used as a communication framework for other, possibly home-related matters. The first category 

was certainly not the best represented in the Belgian Section of Expo 58. This explains why the 

Belgian design critic Léon-Louis Sosset complained that ‘these elements which contribute to better 

living, to more comfort and hygiene in the domestic interior’ were not given sufficient space at the 

Expo.9 There were only a few home exhibitions of which he, as a ‘taste-educator’, could approve 

and, in relation to the generally entertaining nature of the World’s Fair, they seemed almost to 

vanish. Unlike Sosset’s critique, this paper not only focuses on the domestic references which were 

intended to present the progress in the nation’s homes or to promote ‘good’ living (two goals that 

are closely interrelated). It also discusses the use of model homes as an advertising format for 

consumer products.  

 

Presenting Ideals of Good Homes and the Progress of the Nation’s Homes 

Ideals of good homes and the progress of the nation’s homes at the level of the interior were mainly 

expressed in the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion, the Social Housing Pavilion and the exhibition 

of Belgian interior designers.10 As stated above, the barely interrelating model homes presented on 

these locations reflect the absence of a guiding political programme concerning contemporary 

domestic living and household design in Belgium. It is true that the Ministry of Public Health and 
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the Family - responsible for the realization and supervision of the national housing policy - did 

invest in certain issues of modern domestic living, but its initiatives came late, were limited and 

hardly influential. 

First of all, post-war housing policy in Belgium was in general characterised by the absence of a 

strong overall urban and architectural vision. It was invigorated by two new subsidy acts, which 

were meant to solve the acute housing shortages after the war: the De Taeye act and the Brunfaut 

act. Each of them had a different political orientation: the first being a Catholic-inspired act, 

intended to stimulate private ownership and the construction of single-family houses, preferably on 

separate parcels, the second being a Socialist-oriented act that embraced collective housing.11 But, 

due to an ongoing conflict concerning social housing between the Catholic and Socialist party in 

government, the Brunfaut act was never an accurate translation of the intentions of the original bill. 

Instead of providing the means for CIAM-inspired housing developments with, for example, several 

collective dwelling services, a so-called ‘war of amendments’ following the proposal of the bill 

curtailed the act’s powers so that it could only allow restricted financial support for the 

infrastructure and the layout of public areas in social housing projects.12 As a result it was mainly 

the De Taeye act which, from the fifties on, was an instrumental factor in urban development in 

Belgium. Without the guidance of a structuring urban programme, it became the main reason for the 

nation’s well-known excessive sprawl; a scattered scene of ribbon development and detached 

houses.  

Just as was the case with national housing policy in general, there was no strong guiding political 

vision concerning domestic design in post-war Belgium. Unlike neighbouring countries such as the 

Netherlands and Great Britain, the Belgian government did not take on a coordinating role in terms 

of the development, promotion and distribution of modern household equipment. The activities of 

the Institut National pour la Promotion de l'Habitation (INPH) - a public institution set up in 1949 - 

exemplify this situation.13 This institution was conceived as a study, information and documentation 
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centre by the Ministry of Public Health and the Family. It was meant to conduct scientific research 

at the request of, among other bodies, the national housing societies and credit institutions related to 

the above-mentioned ministry: the Société Nationale des Habitations et Logements à Bon Marché, 

the Société Nationale de la Petite Propriété Terrienne, the Fonds du Logement de la Ligue des 

Familles Nombreuses de Belgique and the Caisse Générale d’Epargne et de Retraite.14 Furthermore 

the INPH had to educate public opinion concerning all home-related problems on a national scale, 

including the problem of the domestic interior.15 In order to do so the institution organised several 

home exhibitions and published brochures explaining post-war housing policy.  

Although the research and conclusions of the INPH concerning the modern home were often 

pertinent and revealing, they never significantly influenced national politics. In 1950, for instance, 

the INPH recorded a distressing shortage of ‘good-quality housing for the common people, in good 

taste and at a moderate price’.16 It came to this conclusion after it had organised fourteen furniture 

exhibitions in new housing projects built by the Société Nationale des Habitations et Logements à 

Bon Marché and the Société Nationale de la Petite Propriété Terrienne. In order to remedy the 

stated ‘problem’, the INPH tried to persuade the Ministry of Economic Affairs to have furniture 

developed specially for the homes built under the new De Taeye and Brunfaut subsidy acts. This 

project yielded few concrete results, however. L’Habitation, the periodical of the INPH, which had 

announced the furniture idea in 1950, never mentioned it again.17 

Lacking strong political guidance, several participants in the Belgian debate on ‘good’ living 

developed their activities individually. Their mutual independence is tellingly illustrated by two 

events that almost simultaneously took place in Brussels in 1950. Within a distance of no more than 

one mile the Office Provincial des Artisanats et des Industries d’Art du Brabant, and the association 

of the French-speaking Catholic workers’ movement both separately organised an exhibition on the 

modern home and the use of inexpensive contemporary furniture, respectively called ‘Logis 

50’/‘Schoner Wonen’ and ‘Le foyer populaire 1950’.18 [fig. 2,3] Although the graphic design of the 
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two exhibition posters both centre on the silhouette of a house with saddle roof, their remaining 

iconography clearly expresses the individuality of the two events. ‘Logis 50’/‘Schoner Wonen’ is 

advertised by an abstract composition of colours and words, referring to a ‘good’ avant-garde ‘taste’ 

for the home. A pattern of brick walls and a bird’s nest on the other hand bring to mind Catholic 

family values and the traditional single-family house as the cornerstone of society. Although the 

two organising institutions meant to reach working-class people, they did not collaborate or 

communicate their ideas. Without referring to one another, ‘Logis 50’/‘Schoner Wonen’ was mainly 

discussed in the avant-garde journals, ‘Le foyer populaire 1950’ in the periodicals of the Catholic 

workers’ movement. Only the INPH noticed the ‘overlap’, but its critique did not go any further 

than the observation that the second exhibition was more popularly oriented than the first.19 

 

The debate on ‘good’ living in Belgium remained severely fragmented during the fifties. Even in 

1958, when the Brussels World’s Fair created an excellent opportunity to promote or influence the 

nation’s home culture on a broad scale, the collaboration between the participants in the debate on 

modern living was rather limited. Again, pertinent remarks and suggestions by the INPH had been 

passed by. As early as 1951 - shortly after the decision to organise a World’s Fair in Belgium - the 

institute claims to have contacted the national government, as well as the Belgian Ministry of 

Economic Affairs and the commissioner general and the secretary general of the World 

Exhibition.20 It had made a plea for preserving a large part of the exhibition area for the Belgian 

housing and building organisations and for the construction of a fully-equipped model-housing 

district, just as had been the case at the World Exhibition in Liège in 1905 and 1930 and in Brussels 

in 1910. In 1955 however the INPH had to conclude that its efforts to organise and structure the 

presentation of national housing issues in the Belgian Section had been in vain.21 The subdivision 

into groups and subgroups, largely imposed by the International Bureau of Exhibitions, implied that 

the housing theme was divided between at least three different groups - the Urbanism Group, the 
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Buildings and Dwellings Group and the Hygiene and Health Group – and was, according to the 

institute, ‘not in keeping with current affairs’.22 Furthermore, due to the large number of 

international participants, there appeared to be no place left on the exhibition site for a high-rise 

model housing district, so a dwelling project outside the expo boundaries had to be considered. The 

Heysel Model District in the near vicinity of the World’s Fair was meant to answer this need, but 

was unfortunately not completed in time.23  

 

The Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion  

The Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion clearly illustrates how even an attempt by a single group to 

draw up an overview of national housing issues turned out to be problematic. The Buildings and 

Dwellings Group (Group 37) intended to devote their pavilion explicitly to ‘a synthesis of the 

problem of the home’ along with the nation’s progress in solving this ‘problem’.24 Nevertheless it 

ended up reducing the issue of the modern interior mainly to a problem of technical equipment. 

Although, in one of its first statements, the committee of Group 37 - led by the modernist architect 

Léon Stynen and mainly comprising representatives of various national societies of architects, 

urban developers and building firms - stressed the importance of the ‘demographic, economic, 

social, technical, moral and cultural’ aspects of habitation, these topics were only discussed on an 

urban and architectural level. The group’s theme ‘Architecture and technical progress serving 

mankind’, subtitled ‘The construction, arrangement and equipment of dwellings’ already indicates 

the emphasis that was put on the architectural and constructive aspects of the home. As far as the 

interior was concerned, only the heating, the lighting, the sanitary and the kitchen appliances - each 

represented as a different subgroup - were paid broad attention, giving the impression that hygiene 

and comfort in the form of technical appliances are the most important prerequisites for a 

contemporary interior. For example, the presentation by the Heating Subgroup consisted primarily 
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of a dense collection of stoves, stacked on shelves and only referring to the domestic sphere by the 

presence of a few houseplants. [fig. 5] 

The Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion, a project by the architect Charles Van Nueten, was 

originally conceived as part of a high-rise apartment block on pilotis containing about twenty fully-

equipped model flats.25 This building was intended to be accompanied by at least one prefabricated 

and fully-furnished detached single-family house. But, due to restrictions caused by the available 

site and probably also due to the pressure exerted by the Urbanism Group, the Public Health Group 

and the organisation of a home exhibition that was planned in the Heysel Model District outside the 

Expo area, this first plan was abandoned.26 Finally the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion was built 

as a genuine exhibition hall, comprising two parts. The first part - a steel construction referred to as 

building A - contained the main entrance and provided space for the presentation of the following 

subgroups: Architecture, Construction Materials and Techniques, Sanitary, Lighting and Insulation 

Techniques. Building B was a concrete structure that was connected to building A by a blind 

footbridge and in which presentations of Kitchen Appliances and Domestic Heating were shown. 

[fig. 6] On the ground floor there was a restaurant and, in accordance with the very first project for 

the pavilion, one prefabricated single-family house was erected next to building B. 

At first the intention was to take up the building and habitation issues presented by the different 

subgroups, in a central exhibition area focusing on the home. Here the more documentary side-

presentations of such items as heating and sanitary installations, would be related to the house by 

means of, among other things, two model interiors and an exhibition of Belgian architecture. This 

central area however was never completed as the Committee of the Group had intended. Instead of 

an additional floor for the so-called ‘synthesis of the home’ this concept was - due to financial 

limitations and at the request of the individual subgroups - absorbed into the presentations of the 

subgroups themselves, creating, according to the Board of Administration, a ‘tiring circuit’ through 

somewhat ‘overloaded’ exhibition spaces.27 
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Almost ironically, it was the detached single-family house that, in the end, provided the most 

convincing synthesis of, according to Group 37, what progress could contribute to the modern 

home. [fig. 7] The popular Flemish magazine Zondagsvriend praised the wooden exhibition 

bungalow as ‘a clear and broadly accessible example of the contemporary art-of-living’ and as ‘a 

humble and realistic dream house’.28 The Francophone newspaper Le Soir also expressed its 

admiration for the model home and reported on the broad public interest it enjoyed: ‘One just has to 

move in: something a fair amount of visitors certainly dream of, most of all the housewives, after 

they admired the electronic devices.’29 In a concluding report the group committee itself described 

the model home as ‘the only remaining trace, albeit a modest one, of an ambitious programme 

which was meant to fully sing the praises of the contemporary home’.30 The exhibition house, made 

by the building firm De Coene, was indeed a simple, colourful, modular construction, made of 

prefabricated wooden building materials and characterised – unlike most its catalogue homes - by 

such clear modernist features as a flat roof, a functional floor plan, wall units, a free-standing 

hearth, etc.31 However, the fully furnished interior of the house had a more complex appearance. 

[fig. 8] Although this interior, just like the group’s exhibition in general, mainly expressed domestic 

progress in terms of equipment - a sophisticated bathroom, a modern kitchen, etc. - it 

simultaneously brought up another issue: that of modern design as an exponent of ‘good’ domestic 

living. To fit out the house, two kinds of furniture were used: Knoll design, produced under licence 

by De Coene, and furniture designed by De Coene itself. In the arrangement of the chairs, tables 

and cupboards a clear distinction was made between the more representative rooms, mainly 

furnished with Knoll, and the more private ones showing the De Coene products. The privileged 

position of the products by the American-based firm – which were unanimously appreciated by 

Belgian modernists - underlined their reputation as international role models of ‘good’ design. 

However, as an exponent of ‘good’ domestic living, Knoll furniture was somewhat ambiguous at 

the time. Contrary to the affordable, so-called ‘social’ furniture many modernists aspired to, Knoll 
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was exclusive and expensive. In 1958 the firm had already developed into a symbol of the new 

administrative establishment, furnishing many lobbies and meeting rooms in exclusive business 

quarters. Simultaneously Knoll had become a symbol of the culturally sound, modern dwelling of 

the upper classes.32 The ‘well furnished interior’33 of the exhibition bungalow therefore did not 

simply display ‘good’ design, but also indirectly referred to the increasingly fashionable side of the 

modern home. 

 

The Social Housing Pavilion 

References to hygiene, comfort and design in relation to the domestic interior were also present in 

the Social Housing Pavilion, albeit in a different way. This pavilion was entirely devoted to the 

presentation of the Family Health Subgroup (Subgroup 2) of the Public Health Group. The 

chairman of this subgroup was Cyrille Crappe, the secretary-general of the Institut National du 

Logement (INL), which was established in 1956 and had taken over the activities of the INPH.34 

Crappe believed, as did the committee of the whole group, that a healthy house was an essential 

prerequisite for a healthy family. Therefore the presentation in the pavilion focused on the theme of 

social housing in Belgium. Next to a central INL exhibition stand, which was intended to deal with 

‘the habitation problem in general’, the national building societies and credit institutions presented 

their recent achievements.35  

The Family Health Subgroup was part of the classification of the Public Health Group, ranging 

from the Health of the Individual up to Collective Health. Although it fulfilled a crucial link in this 

structure, it was the only subgroup whose presentation was situated mainly outside the exhibition 

area provided for the group. Whereas all other subgroups were presented in Exhibition Hall XI - 

one of the remains of the 1935 Brussels World’s Fair - the main Family Health Subgroup display 

was in the abovementioned Social Housing Pavilion: a project by the architects Jacques Dupuis and 

Albert Bontridder which was erected in the grounds of the Urbanism Group.36 [fig. 9] This overlap 
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was of mutual interest to the two groups. As the correspondence between both committees 

indicates, the Urbanism Group was eager to present the post-war modernist social housing projects 

on its own terrain, directly linked - by a footbridge - to its own pavilion and thus underlining the 

importance of social housing as a problem of urban development. The Family Health Subgroup on 

the other hand was pleased to be able to build its own pavilion, thus creating a larger exhibition 

space than it would have had in the exhibition hall.37 As a frontage and invitation to the Social 

Housing Pavilion, Subgroup 2 erected a relatively small exhibition stand in Hall XI, mainly 

focusing on the fight against unhealthy homes, then a crucial theme in the policy of the INL. 

Apart from the housing projects presented by the national housing bodies and the financial 

information supplied by the national credit institutions, a large part of the Social Housing Pavilion 

dealt with the national housing problem in general. In a presentation designed by the graphic 

designer Lou Bertot, the Family Health Subgroup showed, among other things, a collage of aerial 

photos suggesting the negative influences of high housing concentrations in the city, a series of 

pictures of facades and plans presenting the different types of houses from 1800 up to 1958, 

diagrams of national housing activity and a large model and drawings of the Heysel Model District. 

The presentation by the INL, situated strategically near the beginning of the exhibition circuit, 

mainly existed of a series of plywood panels on which the problem of ‘good’ social housing was 

tackled, answering such questions as ‘For whom?’, ‘By whom?’, ‘Where?’, ‘How much?’ and 

‘How?’ in a cartoon-like manner. [fig. 10] The answer to the question ‘How?’ or ‘How to make a 

good dwelling?’ in particular tells us something about the way the INL approached the domestic 

interior. This panel showed four words – ‘security’, ‘beauty’, ‘hygiene’ and ‘comfort’ - combined 

with five pairs of drawings each comparing a ‘good’ with a ‘bad’ situation. The only drawings that 

were related to the interior of the house showed an exemplary modern bathroom next to an old-

fashioned, ‘bad’ example. The other cartoons mainly showed the outside of the home, preferably in 

green surroundings.  
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When it came to the domestic interior, hygiene and bodily comfort were clearly top priorities for the 

INL, just as they were for the Buildings and Dwellings Group. However, contrary to the latter 

group, the emphasis in the exhibition in the Social Housing Pavilion was not laid on hygiene and 

comfort in terms of infrastructure, but in their direct relation to the human body and family life. For 

example, to emphasise the importance of bodily hygiene, the INL did not show an exhaustive 

collection of sanitary equipment, as was the case in the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion. Instead, 

it depicted a child bathing in a contemporary bathroom opposite a photo of a woman washing her 

three children in a pre-modern kitchen. [fig. 11]  The ideal homes presented in the Social Housing 

Pavilion were literally ‘inhabited’ houses, far more than was the case in the Buildings and 

Dwellings Pavilion. As an answer to the question ‘For whom?’ or ‘For whom are social dwellings 

built?’ the INL even gave a survey of the kind of model inhabitants it had in mind, often presenting 

them in a domestic setting. The cartoons showed a boy or a young male in his study, a girl or a 

young woman at her make-up table, a young couple not yet with children, a couple with two 

children looking out from what was, probably, a living room, a couple with three children next to a 

cupboard and two elderly people close to a fire-place. The traditional family structure clearly served 

as a ‘good’ example.  

As mentioned above, the Social Housing Pavilion also referred to modern furniture design as an 

aspect of the modern home. But again, it did so differently from the Buildings and Dwellings 

Pavilion. Eight years after the INPH’s suggestion of stimulating the production of Belgian furniture 

for the post-war houses built with support of the government, the INL organised a national furniture 

contest. In order to support the law of 27th June 1956, which allowed certain national housing 

organisations to grant loans for the furnishing of social dwellings and small country dwellings, the 

intention was to promote the research and the use of so-called ‘social furniture’.38 This term refers 

to cheap, light, modern designs and combinable furniture-elements that were meant to replace the 

old-fashioned and unwieldy ‘suites’ of furniture, especially in the rather compact social dwellings. 
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Due to the slow modernisation of the Belgian furniture industry,39 the INL initiative was supported 

not only by the Ministry of Public Health and the Family, but also by the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Retailing.  

The competitors in the national furniture contest were asked to design furniture for one of the 

following categories: ‘Dining room’, ‘Sitting room’, ‘Room for a boy or a girl’ and ‘Room for the 

parents’.40 This selection of rooms is not surprising as it was mainly in these areas of the interior 

that the classic furniture ‘suites’ were still frequently used. An international jury - including Jaak 

Penraat and Max Bill - awarded prizes to seven entries divided over the four categories.41 The INL 

publicly presented the winning designs in the course of 1958 on several occasions: for example, in 

the Social Housing Pavilion, where the furniture was probably exhibited by means of photographs42 

and in the Exhibition of Urbanism and Dwelling organised by the INL in a new social housing 

project in Liège, where the winning designs were used to furnish several model flats. On both 

occasions the issue of ‘social furniture’ was integrated in the institute’s overall plea for affordable, 

healthy dwellings. In contrast to the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion, where the question of 

modern design was tackled more or less by chance, indirectly referring to upper class living 

standards, the INL incorporated the issue in its social housing policy, mainly underlining the 

practical and financial advantages of contemporary social furniture. 

Although the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion and the Social Housing Pavilion both stressed the 

importance of comfort, hygiene and design for the domestic interior, their approaches concerning 

these issues did not coincide. As stated above, their interpretations of these three terms were quite 

different and more or less complemented each other. In general, one could say that both pavilions 

were intended to exhibit the progress made in Belgian domestic life, but addressed a different 

public. While the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion seemed to aim at a public of builders, architects 

and visitors with a certain financial strength, the Social Housing Pavilion focused on a broader 

social spectrum, hoping to introduce the necessary, supposedly absent cultural knowledge by 
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applying approved educational techniques such as the presentation of opposing good and bad 

examples. The common interests but differing viewpoints of the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion 

and the Social Housing Pavilion did not however lead to fruitful discussion. The only official 

correspondence between the two groups, dating from 1955, concerned the very first project for the 

Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion and mainly expressed the fear of the Family Health Subgroup 

that ‘the Buildings and Dwellings would take it all’ and nothing would be left for them to exhibit.43 

So, instead of taking the opportunity to tackle common questions regarding the home - such as the 

domestic interior - together, both groups ended up avoiding any conflict and reinforcing their 

independence without referring to each other.  

 

The Exhibition of Belgian Interior Designers 

There was only one case in which different presentations concerning ‘good domestic living’ at the 

1958 World’s Fair were clearly interrelated. For the exhibition of the work of Belgian interior 

designers, the Applied Arts Subgroup of the Art and Artistic Techniques Group (Group 2) decided 

to work together with the INL. This presentation was situated in Exhibition Hall VII, together with 

all the other participants of the group. Several model rooms were shown in a gloomy gallery: 

mainly living, sitting and bedrooms. These living areas were completely furnished and among 

others presented designs selected by the national furniture competition. Moreover the affiliation 

with the INL was stressed with a separate exhibition stand for the institute.  

The collaboration between the Applied Arts Subgroup and the INL was not surprising. Research 

concerning ‘social furniture’ had already been a central theme in the work of many Belgian avant-

garde designers between the wars. The Cubex kitchen, designed by Louis-Herman De Koninck and 

the Standax furniture designed by Marcel-Louis Baugniet were designed especially for working-

class people (although they were never used as such). The post-war housing problem, combined 

with rapid industrialisation, led to a vigorous revival of the ‘social furniture’ concept in avant-garde 
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circles. In 1950, the Formes Nouvelles design group in Brussels was the first organisation to pick up 

the idea and develop a programme to encourage contemporary Belgian design, to teach the public 

‘good taste’ and to stimulate the national furniture industry.44 Later, from 1955, the Museum of 

Design in Ghent and its annual ‘Salon voor Modern Sociaal Meubel’ (Exhibition of Modern Social 

Furniture) played a central role as a forum for avant-garde design experiments. Because the events 

organised by this museum were very successful in the years when the Expo was in its preparatory 

stages, the museum’s director, Adelbert Van De Walle, was appointed vice-president of the Applied 

Arts Subgroup.45  

The format for the presentation of the Belgian interior designers at the World’s Fair was similar to 

that of the Ghent Exhibitions. First, Belgian designers and production firms were invited to apply 

for a presentation stand, which, according to the regulations, had to evoke a ‘real’ domestic interior. 

Then entries which showed ‘a modern, original concept’, ‘a strong construction and good-quality 

materials’ and ‘a reasonable price in relation to production costs’ were selected by a team of 

experts.46 As Van De Walle was also a member of the jury of the national furniture competition, it 

is not surprising that the winning designs in this competition were at the same time accepted for 

presentation in the exhibition of the Belgian interior designers. The result was a compilation of 

model rooms furnished with national design products.  

While the INL mainly stressed the practical and financial advantages of social furniture, presenting 

it as part of the national social housing project and the struggle against unhealthy living, the 

exhibition of the Belgian interior designers first and foremost underlined its cultural ambitions, 

linking it directly with the arts by the integration of several paintings and sculptures and thanks to 

the proximity of the fine arts presentation in the same Exhibition Hall. Rather than projecting an 

ideal family life, as was the case in the INL exhibition, the model interiors in Hall VII were stripped 

of any direct suggestion of habitation (e.g. the presence of personal belongings), so as to create an 

unencumbered setting for the presentation of contemporary furniture. Just as in the Ghent 
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Exhibitions of the mid fifties, the domestic realm was thus reduced to a series of severe 

compositions of objects of ‘good taste’. However, the designs in Hall VII themselves clearly 

differed from those shown in Ghent. Compared to the generally playful avant-garde furniture 

experiments of the mid-fifties and, especially in the context of the lively, styled ‘Expo-happening’, 

the chairs, tables, armchairs, cupboards and beds exhibited at the World’s Fair had a quite austere 

and, according to some critics, even excessively stiff appearance.47 The furniture in Pieter De 

Bruyne’s room for a young male or female, for example - awarded a prize by the national furniture 

contest – were characterised by the use of a stern, standard framework of massive ash, with visible 

joints and filled with possibly lacquered panels. [fig. 12]  Apart from the playful use of colours 

(blue, red, grey and white lacquer), there were no similarities to the generally gay character of the 

round-edged and boomerang-shaped furniture design of the early fifties. The combination of the 

overall severe expression of the presentation of the Belgian interior designers and the more socially-

oriented approach of the INL certainly produced one of the most consistent and versatile models of 

‘good domestic living’ in the Belgian Section of Expo 58. But to experience the full picture the 

public had to visit two different sites. Furthermore, according to Sosset, the location of the 

exhibition of Belgian interior designers was very unfortunate: next to the presentation by the art 

schools and in a gallery which was easily passed by.  

 

The House as an Exhibition Format  

The exhibitions in the Belgian Section, which used the concept of the house as a format to advertise 

home-related or other commercial products, generally assigned greater prominence to the theme of 

the domestic interior. The Agriculture, Horticulture and Cattle-breeding Group, for example, opted 

for a model farm as one of their main attractions. The Electric and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion gave 

a central place to a life-size model of an ‘electric’ house. The Five Warehouses Pavilion was 
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devoted to the theme of ‘living in the year 2000’. And so on. As this article will show, a close 

reading of the above-mentioned pavilions clearly reveals the increasingly problematic situation of 

certain anti-commercial, ‘good’ living discourses vis-à-vis the rapid development of powerful 

consumer accounts of contemporary living. 

 

The Model Farm 

The Model Farm shown by the Agriculture, Horticulture and Cattle-breeding Group (Group 16) in 

particular raises questions concerning the involvement of one of the very active contemporary 

‘good home’ advocates outside the Expo site: the Boerinnenbond (Farmers’ Wives’ Union), a 

Flemish, Catholic, socio-cultural organisation of farmer’s wives. [fig. 13]  The farm was meant to 

be one of this group’s most important attractions on the exhibition site. Together with the other 

pavilions in this area - an auction-mart, several exhibition halls, a restaurant, a department store, etc. 

– it was meant to promote Belgian agricultural products and encourage contemporary farming.48 In 

order to achieve this goal, the Agriculture Subgroup - which supervised the design and the 

construction of the Model Farm - considered it as realistic as possible. The farm existed of a one-

storey farmhouse and an adjacent stable, designed by Harry Courtens and Marcel Dams, and was 

surrounded by a vegetable garden and a field with grazing cows. Furthermore the house contained a 

‘real’ household. For the duration of the World’s Fair a farmer, Jan Van Hyfte, his wife and 

children exchanged their home for the dwelling at the Brussels exhibition. Lastly, the realistic 

appearance of the model farmhouse was reinforced by its explicitly private nature: the exhibition 

home was not open to the public. To enter it, one had to ring the doorbell. The inside of the 

exhibition house was only visible through the windows or by means of a few publications in 

magazines.49  

Although it was private, special attention was paid to the interior of the farmhouse. The various 

rooms, defined by a simple architectural layout, were comfortably equipped with light, modern 
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furniture and contemporary sanitary fittings. ‘Modernity’ was present in the open relationship 

between office, living room, dining area and kitchen, as well as in the explicit presence of a new 

medium: television. But one overriding rule had to be followed. As was stipulated in a report of 

July 1955, the design of the farmhouse was not to be ‘beyond the pocket of the manager of a 

medium-sized farm’.50  

 

The stress put on the social correctness and modesty of the Model Farm brings to mind the 

Boerinnenbond’s contemporary plea for good rural living.51 Since 1953 these farmers’ wives had 

built several fully equipped ‘dream houses’ which - on the occasion of the Boerinnendagen (the 

Farmers’ Wives’ Days) - each time received a huge number of visitors. These ideal country homes 

– described as perfect ‘love nests’ for Christian families - were the result of ongoing thorough 

research into contemporary farmers’ housing needs and wishes and cautiously introduced modernity 

into the traditional farmhouse.52 Although the Boerinnenbond was a member of the Committee of 

the Agriculture Subgroup, its participation in the establishment of the Expo farm did not express a 

commitment similar to that of the organisation of their ‘dream houses’. Compared with the series of 

articles on the ‘1958 Dream House’, built by the Boerinnenbond in the Ghent Casino, their 

periodical Bij de haard paid only minimal attention to the model farmhouse at the World’s Fair.53 

Whereas almost every room in the first house was discussed and analysed in relation to the daily 

needs of the ‘Christian family’ and the comfort of the housewife, not one picture of the latter was 

published in this magazine.54 Although the reasons for the moderate enthusiasm of the 

Boerinnenbond were not expressed, it is quite clear why the Expo farmhouse was not part of the 

series of ‘dream houses’. The ideal or ‘dream’ homes of the Boerinnenbond were elaborate 

mixtures of contemporary architectural features – wall units, an open kitchen and living space, etc. 

– and items from the traditional dwelling – e.g. the primacy of the back door entrance, the 

maintenance of the parlour as a ‘multi-functional’ room – as well as so-called home improvements 
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introduced by the members of the organisation such as a hatch between the kitchen and the store 

room. Compared to these houses, the Expo farmhouse was far more the product of an architect with 

just a few smart ‘inventions’, such as the window in the kitchen and the bedroom overlooking the 

stables. Furthermore it is not unthinkable that the enthusiasm of the Boerinnenbond for the Expo in 

general was rather limited. De Boer, the periodical of the Boerenbond (Farmers’ Union), the male 

counterpart of the Boerinnenbond, clearly indicates that a significant number of farmers were of the 

opinion that the World’s Fair was a real ‘fair for adults’, full of misleading attractions. One can 

imagine that the farmers’ wives were troubled by the highly entertaining character of the Expo as a 

setting for their promotion of modest, ‘do-it-yourself’ modern living.  

 

The Electric House 

Most of the other pavilions in the Belgian Section that used the house as an exhibition format 

displayed different messages when it came to modern domesticity. The Electric House in the centre 

of the Electric and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion and the theme ‘living in the year 2000’ expressed by 

the Five Warehouses Pavilion focused mainly on the wonders and joys of a modern consumer 

lifestyle instead of struggling with ‘good homes’ messages. Once again, comfort, hygiene and 

design are key words when describing the references made to domestic issues in these pavilions. 

However, these terms again acquired different meanings.  

The Electric House, for example, was part of the Domestic Appliances Subgroup (Subgroup 5) of 

the Electric Energy Group (Group 11) and was meant to promote the use of electricity and electrical 

household equipment.55 [fig. 14]  It was designed by the abovementioned Jacques Dupuis together 

with Lou Bertot, a duo that was in fact responsible for the entire interior decoration of the Electric 

and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion. On a circular platform with a diameter of sixteen metres, a living 

room, a kitchen, two bedrooms, a bathroom and a laundry room - all equipped with sophisticated 

electric appliances - were arranged around a central patio. The platform rotated slowly in order to 
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let the visitor - who was not allowed to enter the house - enjoy the domestic scenery as if watching 

a roundabout. By taking the escalator to the top floor, this entertaining experience could be 

combined with a panoramic view from above the house. The committee of Subgroup 5 considered 

the Electric House to be the most important part of their exhibition. Their president, D'Hooghe, was 

convinced that ‘more and more of the visitors’ interest (in general) is focused on homes’, a 

statement that was verified by a visit of a delegation from the committee to, amongst other things, 

the 1956 French ‘Salon des Arts Ménagers’ (with La Maison Tout en Plastiques by Lionel Schein) 

and the 1956 ‘Daily Mail Ideal Home Exhibition’ in London (including the Smithsons’ House of 

the Future).56 For this reason the committee decided to give the Electric House a central place in 

their display. Even in the overall layout of the pavilion the model home functioned as a climax that 

could only be reached after passing through the other subgroups: Production, Transportation, 

Distribution and Industrial Applications of Electric Energy. An inquiry into public opinion in 

Belgium regarding the ‘success’ of the World’s Fair illustrates the effectiveness of the 

abovementioned exhibition strategy.57 The Electric Energy Pavilion was mentioned in the list of 

‘preferred pavilions’ specifically because of its model house.  

The Electric House was of course the perfect way to add human scale to the exhibition and to 

express the central theme of the group: ‘Electricity serving mankind’. But it was also one of the few 

means left by which to astonish the public with future or ‘new’ wonders of electricity - a theme that, 

since the invention of electricity, had played an important role in World Exhibitions.58 The 

committee of Subgroup 5 assembled the most recent electric household appliances in the house, 

produced both in Belgium and abroad (especially in America). It was stipulated that this equipment 

had to be ‘avant-garde in its appearance as well as in terms of the applied techniques’.59 One of the 

appliances, greatly admired in the popular press, was an electric oven, which was at the same time a 

deep-freezer with compartments for every day of the week.60 By pushing a few buttons this machine 

would prepare all the necessary meals at the required time. To gain the public’s full attention, 
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Subgroup 5 did not apply educational techniques, nor did it present the electric appliances as 

products of a high culture. Instead all the electric goods were exhibited as the props of a highly 

fashionable theatre scene. In an initial design the show-house was literally part of an amphitheatre. 

Although this plan was never carried out, the final circular platform still resembled a stage. During 

visiting hours three hostesses played the role of inhabitants and even in brochures the ‘dream house’ 

was presented as theatre scenery, watched from the side by several spectators.  

Unlike the approach in the Buildings and Dwellings Pavilion, the Social Housing Pavilion, the 

presentation of the Applied Arts Subgroup and the model farm, the Electric House did not present 

such themes as ‘design’, ‘hygiene’ and ‘comfort’ as social, cultural or building qualities. Instead 

they were used as a set of tools to express the general consumer message propagated by the show-

house. Electricity was applied to the most extraordinary functions: the water supply in the 

bathroom, a video camera to keep an eye on the children’s room, closing doors, etc. The kitchen 

almost freed the inhabitants from cooking but, as it is one of the most substantial rooms when it 

comes to electricity consumption, nevertheless took up a quarter of the living area. The beautifully-

lit bathroom was able to turn the necessary bodily hygiene into a pleasant daily experience. 

Breakfast could be made and consumed without getting out of bed. The highly fashionable, round-

edged objects and often foldable furniture promoted a lifestyle of consumption and leisure. In a 

way, the Electric House resembled the Smithson’s 1956 House of the Future mentioned above. 

Both patio-houses refer explicitly to American design and lifestyle, but they did so for different 

reasons. According to Sarah Williams Goldhagen, the House of the Future, together with other 

contemporary designs by the Smithsons, was first and foremost meant to generate a more 

authentically lived experience of daily life, free from the dominance of social convention. This 

experience was stimulated by the interior organisation of the home. Almost every room of the 

House of the Future was focused on a central glazed patio ‘onto which Mr. and Mrs. John Citizen 

were forced to gaze - and thereby perhaps to reflect - during exhausted daily enactments of 
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domestic ritual: washing dishes, rinsing one’s hands in the master-bedroom washbasin, bathing in 

the house’s only bathtub’.61 The biomorphic design of the House of the Future was mainly the result 

of the Smithsons’ choice of using plastic – then a promising new building material – combined with 

their strong belief that materials should be used and experienced according to their specific 

characteristics. The smooth, round-edged form of the ‘ideal home’ would not only remind the 

viewers of plastic’s ‘fluid’ origins, but also take best advantage of a substance that could be 

moulded into virtually any shape except the right angle.  

Compared to the House of the Future - which according to Reyner Banham had been styled like an 

American car62 - the design and the underlying motivations of the Electric House at the Expo were 

far more moderate. Instead of expressing existential reflections concerning homes in a consumer-

oriented world, the model house by Dupuis and Bertot – a painted wooden construction - was first 

and foremost a modernist exercise in contemporary exhibition architecture and design. A close 

reading of its internal organisation even reveals that the model home could not really function as a 

home. Contrary to the House of the Future, the Electric House developed centrifugally away from 

its internal patio, thus creating ideal show rooms, which were indirectly lit in order to dematerialise 

the architectural surroundings. [fig. 15]  But in unfolding the house, the entrance hall - a feature to 

which Dupuis, in his designs for ‘real’ houses, devoted much attention - was eliminated.63 Added to 

his otherwise crucial concern for the protection of the intimacy of the home, one can conclude that, 

in relation to this project, Dupuis was not primarily engaged with habitational issues. Instead of 

contemplating the way the exhibited electric appliances affect contemporary domestic living, the 

Electric House was a hybrid combination of modernist exhibition architecture and the glorification 

of lifestyle consumption.  
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The Five Warehouses Pavilion 

The Five Warehouses Pavilion revealed a similar double identity. Just as in the Electric House, 

consumer messages related to the domestic sphere were not questioned or discussed, but ended up 

being encased in or linked up with a genuine modernist language. The Five Warehouses Pavilion – 

a project by the architects Jean Petit, Jean Plumier and Jean and André Polak – represented the 

participation of five Belgian department stores: A l’Innovation, Au Bon Marché, Galeries Anspach, 

the Antwerp Grand Bazar and the Grand Bazar in Liège.64 The pavilion consisted of two separate 

parts: a restaurant and an exhibition hall. For the interior design of the exhibition hall, a competition 

was organised in which designers were asked to interpret ‘life in the year 2000’.65 The competition 

was won by the Finnish designer Tapio Wirkkala, whose project was quite exceptional and unusual 

compared to his other work of the period. In four polygonal window displays, Wirkkala presented 

several areas and aspects of future living: a living room, a beauty salon, a new urban development 

and a children’s room. The fifth window display in the exhibition hall was preserved for ‘the eternal 

feminine’: a presentation of women’s fashion in the year 2000 by the French décorateur Olivier 

Adnet. In Wirkkala’s designs for the future, lifestyle promotion was intertwined with references to a 

modernist discourse, but without pointing out the problematic character of this combination. In the 

living room, for example, whose atmosphere was artificially regulated, several design objects by 

Wirkkala - such as the chair of laminated birch and bent plywood, produced in 1957 - were shown 

as part of a fashionable and consumer style of living. [fig. 16] An early form of microwave oven 

prepares all the dishes and shopping is made easier by the installation of a direct railway connection 

through the air to a huge warehouse in the city centre. The luxury of the imagined domestic sphere 

contrasts sharply with the sparse modernity and austerity of the contemporary exhibitions on 

Finnish arts and applied art in Western Europe, many of which were designed by Wirkkala.66 Even 

at the Expo itself this contrast was visible. Apart from the lifestyle promotion in the Five 

Warehouses Pavilion, Wirkkala also designed the exhibition in the Finnish Pavilion: a familiar 
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presentation of Finnish culture characterised by a sharp clair obscur, a prevailing sense of 

emptiness and overwhelming images of the national landscape. 

  

Conclusion 

The presence of the home in the Belgian Section of Expo 58 ranges from an exhibition subject to an 

exhibition format, covering several forms in between. Various aspects of modern habitation were 

tackled, depending on the participant’s motives: presenting national progress and/or educating the 

public and/or advertising home-related products. The resulting compound image of the modern 

home reflects the then fragmented national debate on domestic living. More specifically it reveals 

the increasing conflict between a modernist perspective that very much insisted on the moral 

content of the home, and a consumer perspective, promoting instantly accessible dreams. As the 

presentations by these groups, which were meant to stimulate ‘good’ living, lacked a coherent 

approach, the tempting power of the commercially-oriented participants is not to be underestimated. 

The INL had lost its fight for a well-coordinated presence of the home in the Belgian Section. The 

Buildings and Dwellings Group could only preserve a diluted version of their ‘synthesis’ of all 

national housing problems. In the meantime the promotion of a contemporary lifestyle, on and 

outside the World’s Fair site, outpaced the discourse on the domestic interior. 

Fredie Floré, Mil De Kooning 
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