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Preamble
The between wars middle-class house generatesd a multitude of 
variations, in habitable volume and area, that depend on the owner’s 
social status and the architectural style. Most individual houses are 
large (three rooms in succession, a main floor, two floors of be-
drooms and an attic floor). Some more modest and smaller houses 
are comprised of a ground floor raised a few steps up from the 
street, with one bedroom floor and attics. Other houses only have 
two rooms in succession. The more modest houses usually occupy 
a narrower plot.

Between- wars middle-class houses represent around 35% 
of the pre-1945 Brussels housing stock, according to the 
analysis of residential stock carried out based on the land 
registry table No. 212AM (situation at 01.01.2012) and the 
analysis assumptions given in the methods sheet «Analysis 
of the housing stock». Forty percent of these houses have 
been, since their construction, converted into multi-family 
dwellings. 
Between- wars middle-class houses can be classed in four 
size categories. According to the analysis of the Brussels 
housing stock carried out on the basis of the 2011 land re-
gistry table, the share of houses:
-  from 120 to 170m² represents 11% of the housing stock 

(type 5a);
-  from 171 to 240m² represents 12% of the housing stock 

(type 5b);
-  from 241 to 350m² represents 9% of the housing stock 

(type 5c);
-  more than 351m² represents 3.5% of the housing stock 

(type 5d).  The last category can also be assimilated with 
the private mansions (type 3a).

General description
The middle-class house evolves during the between-two-
wars period, by mainly conserving:
- a plot similar to that of the end of the 19th century;
- an organisation into hermetic enclosed islands; 
- the individual character of the house;
-  an almost identical scale (limited height, fa¬çade width, 

construction between party walls);
-  certain major principles of spatial organisation of the house 

at the end of the 19th century like the succession of the 
living rooms, longitudinal and transversal divisions, etc.

However the middle-class house is influenced by various 
architectural currents (Art Nouveau, Art Deco, Modernism), 
by the disappearance of domestic workers, by the appea-
rance of new technologies, new materials (concrete, steel) 
and construction processes and the appearance of the auto-
mobile. Garage construction spreads, either on the ground 
floor, or in a semi-basement.
The kitchen migrates from the cellars (end of the 19th centu-
ry) to the main or ground floor, adjacent to the dining room.

Main characteristics
Based on a plot and scale identical or similar to those of the 

Figure 1a:  Representation of between-wars middle-class houses in the Brussels 
dwellings stock before 1945

Figure 2: Urban distribution of between-wars middle-class houses

Figure 3: 
Setback area: blue stone base and wrought iron railing 
General Eisenhower Avenue, 41 in Schaerbeek
© www.irismonument.be

Figure 1b:  Distribution of between-war middle-class houses, into subtypes
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19th century middle-class house, the between- wars middle-
class house and its spatial organisation are conditioned 
by several factors: the gradual disappearance of domestic 
workers, the appearance of the automobile, the appearance 
of new construction techniques (reinforced concrete, steel, 
etc.) and the appearance of new technologies (fitted kitchen, 
central heating, toilets and bathroom, etc.).
They are also influenced by several movements of thinking 
about the city and architecture as from 1890 with Art Nou-
veau.
The spatial objective of the between- wars middle-class 
house amounts to designing a dwelling that is practical, 
comfortable, hygienic and well lit. 

Urban situation
This housing type is located in still little urbanised areas 
situated close to Brussels (Uccle, Ixelles, Forest, Boitsfort, 
Auderghem, Koekelberg, Ganshoren, Anderlecht, etc.), thus 
speeding the urbanisation of the second suburban belt.

The layout of the between- wars middle-class house in rela-
tion to the public space is conditioned by the appearance of 
a setback area separating the house from the public street. 
This setback area results from the law of 28 May 1914, aimed 
at organising Brussels to clearly separate the public from the 
private. This setback area appears in some quarters, along 
grand tree-lined avenues or promenades. It is mostly en-
closed by ironwork grills and bluestone plinth.

Two layouts should be envisaged according to the type of 
street or avenue it is set in:
-  the middle-class house is located along the public space 

(pavement), fronting the street, with no setback area. In this 
case, the garage area is on the ground floor, on the same 
level as the entrance of the house;

-  the middle-class house is set back from the public space 
and separated from it by a setback area. In this case, the 
garage area is either at the ground floor, or in the semi-¬ba-
sement.

Scale
In terms of scale, the houses built for the lower and upper 
middle classes are differentiated:
• Individual house for the lower middle classes
The scale of this housing type is the following:

- width between party walls 6 metres;
- garage in basement, under the living rooms;
- number of storeys: ground floor + first floor + attics;
- cornice height: between 6.5 and 7.5 metres; 
-  depth: between 9 and 13 metres, according to the num-

ber of rooms in succession.

Figure 4: 
Location along the public space, ga-
rage at the street level - Crown Avenue 
in Ixelles
© www.irismonument.be

Figure 5: 
Setback area between public space 
and private house - Avenue des Capu-
cines in Schaerbeek

Figure 6: 
Section of middle class house located Rue du Roi-Soldat 8 in Anderlecht - house in 
Art-Deco style built in1926 - lower middle class
© V.Heymans

Figure 7: 
Section of middle class house located Avenue Albert Elizabeth 46 in Woluwé-St-Lam-
bert, Modernist style, built in1929 by E. Claessens
© www.irismonument.be
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• Individual house for the upper middle classes
The scale of this housing type is the following:

- width between party walls 6 to 10 metres;
-  the main floor is often raised by one full floor in relation 

to the street;
-  garage, if any, is found on the ground floor, beside the 

entrance area;
-  number of storeys: ground floor + 2 upper floors + at-

tics;
- cornice height: between 9 and 12 metres;
- depth: between 14 and 16 metres. 
 

Spatial organisation
While the house scale and its plot evolve little compared with 
those of the pre-1914 middle-class house, certain changes 
are nevertheless significant:  
-  installation of a garage on the ground floor or semi-base-

ment;
-  installation of a roof lantern above the stairwell to light the 

centre of the house;
-  gradual installation of flat roofs (pseudo-¬man¬sard) 

rather than slopes, by keeping the cornice and one or se-
veral fanlights;

-  installation of the kitchen either at the main floor level di-
rectly connected to the dining room, or on the ground floor 
connected to the scullery (thanks to the installation of a 
dumb waiter);

-  installation of different toilet spaces, both at the entrance 
level and on the upper floors where these are often connec-
ted to the bedrooms or installed in the bedrooms;

-  gradual disappearance of spaces uniquely dedicated to 
reception; 

-  gradual disappearance of spaces for the domestic workers.
Two spatial organisations can be described according to the 
owner’s social status: lower middle or upper middle classes.

• Individual house for the lower middle classes
The spatial design of this housing type does not differ much 
from that of the pre1914 middle-class house. There is a fa-
çade width between party walls of around 6 metres, a suc-
cession of two or three rooms and division into spans with 
the circulation span along one of the two party walls.
The ground floor, slightly raised, is organised around living 
spaces, including the kitchen which is located in the small 
span, directly connected to the dining room and the garden 
or court. Usually a toilet is installed annexed to the kitchen, 
on the garden side.
The interior plan is organised with two or three rooms in suc-
cession with depth of 4 to 4.5 metres. The main rooms have 
lower ceiling height than the pre-1914 middle-class house, 
between 3 and 3.5 metres, width around 3.5 metres and are 
mainly lit by large glazed bays. 
Each living room, including the bedrooms, is still provided 
with a fireplace.
The garage is located in the semi-basement, on the street 

Figure 11:
Plans of middle class house located Avenue Albert Elizabeth 46 in Woluwé-St-Lam-
bert, Modernist style house built in 1929 by E. Claessens
© www.irismonument.be

Figures 8 et 9: 
Plan and frontage of middle class house located Avenue Général Eisenhower 173 
in Schaerbeek
© www.irismonument.be

Figures 10: 
Plans of middle class house located Rue du Roi-Soldat 8 in Anderlecht - Art-Deco 
style house built in1926.
© V.Heymans
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side, beside the coal and provision cellars, or the laundry. 
The garden side cellars are lit naturally.

• Individual house for the upper middle classes
The spatial organisation of this housing type is more in-
fluenced by the different architectural currents and new tech-
nologies. 
The width between party walls of the house is greater, 
between 6.5 and 7.5 metres. The main floor is raised by a full 
storey with height from 3 to 3.5 metres. While the succession 
of the three rooms is kept, the central room of the succession 
is, in most cases, dedicated completely or partly to the circu-
lation space. It then includes a stairway, often monumental, 
made of wood or marble with overhead lighting. This space 
serves the salon on the street side and the dining room on 
the garden side. The salon and the dining room are well lit 
rooms separate from one another. These rooms are used 
both by the family on a daily basis and for the organisation 
of reception. The level of finishes and decoration is high and 
influenced by different artistic currents. Adjoining the dining 
room, there is the scullery, which is directly connected to the 
kitchen located on the ground floor thanks to a dumb waiter.
The ground floor is the entrance level. It is organised around 
the entrance (at the centre or along a party wall), the garage 
and services (kitchen, toilet, hallway and possibly an office 
where the head of the house can carry out business). The 
upper floors are organised around the bedrooms (master 
and mistress of the house each have their own room) and 
the washroom spaces. 
The toilet spaces are usually located above the scullery or 
kitchen spaces, at the back or on the garden side.
The attic floor houses children’s bedrooms (and toilets), 
some services (laundry, etc.) and sometimes spaces dedi-
cated to domestic workers.
The main living rooms and bedrooms are generously sized 
(minimum 4 x 4 metres) with ceiling height between 3 and 
3.5 metres.
Each living room, including the main bedrooms, is provided 
with a fireplace.
The basement, completely buried and unlit, takes up the 
whole or part of the ground floor area. Here are cellars for 
coal, provisions, wine, meters (water, gas, electricity), laun-
dry and in some cases, the boiler.

Circulation and stairs
• Individual house for the lower middle classes 
Circulation takes place in the narrower secondary span. 
The house is accessed by a porch with one or two steps 
outside in front of the entrance door, that is after crossing a 
setback area and a porch (raised around 1 metre above the 
street).
The stairs leading to the upper floors are wooden and also 
located in the narrow span. They usually have two quarter 
turns.
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The stairs leading to the cellars are located under the main 
staircase. They are usually wooden and less expensive than 
the main staircase.

• Individual house for the upper middle classes
The circulation space is located in the centre of the house 
and is lit naturally from overhead through a lantern. 
The house is accessed (in the centre or along a party wall) by 
a porch with one or two steps outside in front of the entrance 
door, that is after crossing a setback area and a porch.
The entrance hall leads directly to the cloakroom and toilet 
and to the circulation space then serving the other rooms.
The main staircase, leading to the main floor and upper 
floors is usually monumental, wooden or marble (just from 
the ground floor to the main floor), covered with a carpet and 
having two quarter turns. 
The first steps, the hand and guard rails are usually richly 
decorated.
The stairs leading to the cellars are located in the circulation 
space, usually hidden behind a partition or built-in cupboard. 
They are usually wooden and less expensive than the main 
staircase.

Construction system
The construction methods are identical for both types of 
between- wars middle-class houses.
The appearance of new construction techniques and ma-
terials influences their construction system even if some 
construction methods of the 16th century wooden house are 
still retained:
-  use of hollow concrete blocks for making the ground floor 

and sometimes the main and upper floors. The blocks are 
supported perpendicularly to the street on façades and 
shear walls (like the wooden joists of the pre-1914 middle-
class house);

-  the upper and attic floors have wooden structure (joists 
8/23 or 7/18 according to the span);

-  use of reinforced concrete or steel supporting beams, also 
in the façades;

- use of reinforced concrete columns.
The party walls, bearing walls and interior partitions are ne-
vertheless still made of terracotta bricks and their thickness 
is still codified by the 1857 (article 58 ) regulations which 
specify:
-  the minimum thickness of shear walls and gables is 28cm, 

(in basement: 38cm) plaster not included;
-  the thickness of the façades along the public street is de-

termined by their elevation. Façades less than 15 metres 
high have minimum thickness of 36cm at the ground floor 
and 28cm at the upper floors. Façades of 15 metres high 
and above have minimum thickness of 46cm at the ground 
floor; 36cm at the first floor and 28cm at the upper floors.

The loads of the floors and the stability of the walls are ca-
tered for by a combination of metal lintels and reinforced 
concrete beams, distributed in the façade and bearing walls.

Figures 12: 
Buildings details of middle class house located Rue de l’Abbaye 75 in Ixelles - 
Beaux-Arts style house built in 1924 by brothers Hamesse:
- in green on the drawing: concrete slabs and girders
- in red on the drawing: works in masonry
© www.irismonument.be



B³RetroTool - pre-assessment webtool

Explanatory sheet (types 5a, 5b, 5c & 5d)
Between-wars middle-class house

Explanatory sheet «between-two-wars middle-class house» - page 6

The ground floors are partly made with hard materials. 
They are tiled or coated with marble.
The main and bedroom floors are planked, usually on bitu-
men.

Façades and materials
The party walls are always blind since the turnover of roofs at 
the start of the 18th century. 
The two façades, street façade and back façade are largely 
pierced with bays.
There is still a great difference in the composition between 
the street façade and the back façade. Not intended to be 
seen, the back façade is the object of very little research. The 
bonding in brick is sober, plane and rendered. There are vi-
sible metal lintels and thresholds. Some decorative elements 
occasionally relieve its composition somewhat: balcony with 
ironwork and bluestone, quarry stones, etc.
The main materials used for the street façade are:
- clay brick;
-  natural stone for some façade elements: windowsills, porch, 

window surround, etc.
- oak window frames and sometimes metal;
- finish coating and cementing;
- ironwork elements.
The compositions of the street façades as well as the ma-
terials evolve according to the different styles: from 1920 to 
1930 mainly the styles of Beaux Arts, Eclecticism and Art 
Deco and after 1930, the Modernist style.
However, in almost all street façade compositions there are 
two or three spans, a bluestone plinth, brick composition 
(different colours), natural stone and rendering, the presence 
of bow-window at the main floor or at the main bedroom le-
vel, decorative elements in ironwork and wooden cornices.
The roof shape and materials also evolve: the two-slope roof 
gives way to a mansard or flat roof. Use of terracotta tile and 
slate according to the roof slope.

Equipment and technologies
Most Brussels houses built after 1920 are equipped with 
central heating, drinking water system, gas and electricity 
supplies, a drainage system and a rainwater tank. 
Heat is produced using a coal boiler or coal-burning stove 
placed in the main rooms.
Coal is also used for cooking (coal cooker).

Reminder, in Brussels:
- 1819-1825 : Appearance of urban gas lighting 
- 1840-1850 : Installation of first drainage systems 
- 1857 : Installation of drinking water supplies to houses 
- 1860 : Oil lamp lighting
- 1870 : Installation of gas piping in houses 
- 1870 : Completion of the complete drainage system 
-  1880 : Installation of electricity network in the city and to 

houses
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Example No. 1 - a lower middle-class house

This middle-class house, with Art Deco style, was built in 
1926. It retains many original elements, both structural and 
decorative. 

Address: Avenue du Roi Soldat, 8 (formerly Avenue Bizet) - 1070 
Anderlecht
Year of construction: 1926
Architect: A. Brunet
Classified building: no
Considerable renovation since construction: no

Location:
- between party walls (width 6m)
- beyond the second crown
- residential quarter

Scale:
- 2 storeys (cornice height 7.7 metres)
- flat street roof and slope on garden side (tiled)
- setback area (house access + garage ramp) 
- 2 spans (ratio 1/3-2/3 in plan)

Street façade:
- oriented north-west
- Art Deco style 
- in clay brick and natural stone for some ele¬ments
-  largely glazed: upper floor bow-window, large dormer at attic 

level, glazed impost above the entrance door
- lattice frames, made of painted wood (oak)
-  much more worked than the back façade, very sober, plane 

and rendered

Construction system: 
The construction methods of the pre-wars main floor middle-
class house are retained despite the appearance of new ma-
terials.
- hollow concrete blocks for the ground floor
- wooden upper floors and attics
- bearing façades and shear walls in solid bricks
-  the loads are handled by a combination of metal lintels and 

reinforced concrete beams, distributed in the fa¬çade and 
bearing walls

Composition: 
Basement: garage (in semi-basement, with sloped access in 
setback area), coal cellar, provisions cellar, laundry, natural 
lighting of garden side rooms and direct access to the garden/
court equipped with a rainwater tank
Ground floor: kitchen, dining room, salon
Upper floor: 3 bedrooms, 1 bathroom adjoining one of the 
bedrooms
Attics: 1 loft, 1 attic room

Figure 13: Middle class house, Avenue du Roi Soldat 8 in Anderlecht. Location in 
Brussels

Figure 14: Middle class house, Avenue du Roi Soldat 8 in Anderlecht. Implantation

Figure 15: Middle class house, Avenue du Roi Soldat 8 in Anderlecht. Frontage
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Description:
The spatial organisation of the between- wars middle-class 
house was conditioned by several factors: the gradual disappea-
rance of domestic workers, the appearance of the automobile, 
the appearance of new construction techniques and new tech-
nologies (fitted kitchen, central heating, toilets and bathroom, 
etc.). It nevertheless differs little from that of the pre-wars 
middle-class house
- succession of two rooms 3 to 3.5m wide and 4 to 4.5m deep
-  division in 2 spans (ratio 1/3-2/3: 1 single span for circulation, 1 

double span for living rooms)
- stairs, circulation and wash rooms in the narrow span 
-  setback area + porch raised around 1 metre above the street
- garage in the widest span
- interior layout and finishes according to owner’s social status

Hallway and circulations:
- in the narrow span
-  access to cellars under wooden stairs (beech) lit by roof lan-

tern
- tiled floor

Bathroom:
- accessible from one of the bedrooms

Toilets:
- toilets annexed to the kitchen

Kitchen:
-  in the narrow span, directly connected to the dining room and the 

garden/court
- coal-burning cooker
- wooden floor

Bedrooms: 
-  3 upper floor bedrooms, with one main bedroom originally equip-

ped with bathroom
- fireplace in each bedroom
- wooden floor

Living room:
-  ceiling height 3 to 3.5m (lower height than in the pre-wars middle-

class house)
- wide glazed bays
- coal stove 

Remark on renovation:
The original state of the house was mostly conserved while 
some modifications were made. Many Art Deco elements are 
still present. 
The spatial organisation of the house enables division into apart-
ments but the habitable area is not sufficient. The house can ea-
sily be equipped with new heating and ventilation technologies.

Figure 16: Plans, section, façades. Documents drawn by the architect.
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Example No. 2 - an upper middle-class house

Address: Rue Camille Lemonnier, 61 - 1050 Ixelles
Year of construction: 1936-37
Architect: Jean Hendrickx
Classified building: no
Considerable renovation since construction: no

Location:
- between party walls (width 7.2m)
- beyond the second crown 
- highly residential quarter

Scale:
- 4 storeys (cornice height 10.6 metres)
- main floor
-  succession of 3 spaces with central housing mo¬numental 

staircase lit by lantern 

Street façade:
-  almost symmetrical composition with highlighting of the main 

floor (surrounds and false pilasters in white stone, balcony)
- entrance set back from the street alignment
- ground floor treated as sub-basement
- attic floor slightly set back from alignment, scratch coat
- flat roof with large lantern 
-  much more worked than the back façade, very sober, plane 

and rendered
- clay brick, white limestone for some elements
- painted wooden windows, single glazing
- balcony on stone brackets

Construction system: 
The construction methods of the pre-¬wars main floor middle-
class house are retained despite the appearance of new mate-
rials and more impressive scale.
- bearing façades and shear walls in solid bricks
- concrete slabs and beams for ground and main floors
- wooden upper floors and attics
-  the loads are handled by a combination of metal lintels and 

reinforced concrete beams, distributed in the fa¬çade and 
bearing walls

- interior partitions not load-bearing, in solid brick 9cm

Composition: 
Basement: provisions cellar, coal cellar, boiler (coal-fired cen-
tral system for heating and hot water production with cast iron 
radiators on feet), laundry
Ground floor: entrance hall, cloakroom (with 1 WC), garage, 
office, kitchen, access to garden from kitchen and office
Main floor: salon, dining room, scullery
Upper floors: 2 bedrooms, 1 bathroom, 1 office
Attics: 1 bedroom + bathroom, 2 bedrooms for domestic wor-
kers, 1 storeroom

Figure 19: Middle class house, Rue Camille Lemonnier, 61 in Ixelles. Frontage.

Figure 18: Middle class house, Rue Camille Lemonnier, 61 in Ixelles. Implantation.

Figure 17: Middle class house, Rue Camille Lemonnier, 61 in Ixelles. Location in 
Brussels.
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Figure 19: Plans and section. Documents drawn by the architect.

Description:
The spatial organisation of the between- wars middle-class 
house is conditioned by several factors: the gradual disappea-
rance of domestic workers, the appearance of the automobile, 
the appearance of new construction techniques and new tech-
nologies (fitted kitchen, central heating, toilets and bathroom, 
etc.). It nevertheless differs little from that of the pre-wars middle-
class house.
The design of the house here is influenced by Art Nouveau: main 
and secondary spans are no longer seen but a clear division 
between the front and the back of the house on either side of 
the monumental staircase and circulations. The interior arrange-
ment is globally luxurious.

Entrance hall:
- after going through a porch 
-  leads to the circulation space and monumental staircase (luxu-

rious and lit by a roof lantern) located in the centre of the house
 - tiled floor, walls plastered or covered with wallpaper
Bathroom:
-  on the first floor, equipped with bath, shower, WC, bidet and 

two pedestal basins
- in the attics, equipped with bath, WC and basin
Toilets:
- in the cloakroom and in the bathrooms
Kitchen:
-  on the ground floor, directly connected to the basement cellars 

and the first floor scullery, by service stairs
- tiled
Bedrooms: 
- on the first floor, 1 bedroom + office, 1 bedroom + bathroom 
-  in the attics, accessible from the service stairs, 1 large be-

droom over the garden and equipped with private bathroom, 2 
domestic worker bedrooms 

- ceiling height 3m and depth 4.7m
- equipped with fireplace
- wooden floor (oak)
Living room:
- ceiling height 3.35m and depth 4.7m
- equipped with highly decorated fireplace
-  wooden floor (oak), walls plastered and/or covered with wallpa-

per, ceilings decorated with mouldings

Remark on renovation:
The original state of the house was mostly conserved while 
some modifications were made. 
The area would enable the house to be divided into apartments. 
However the spatial organisation and more particularly the cen-
tral staircase doesn’t make this easy. The house could easily be 
equipped with new heating and ventilation technologies.


