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 The monastic landscape – carrier of memory  
and potential catalyst in conservation and adaptive 

reuse processes of material and immaterial heritage 

Karen Lens and Nikolaas Vande Keere 
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Monasteries are a challenging architectural typology to 
study conservation because of their indissoluble connec-
tion to their environment. Different monastic rules define 
their spiritual and daily life, visualised in rituals during 
a permanent and repeated quest for spiritual and spatial 
perfection. Despite their seemingly secluded life of con-
templation, the inhabitants of monasteries not only care 
for their own welfare. They spatially and socially shape 
the surrounding landscape and vice versa. This complex 
interdependence results in a hybrid and progressive bal-
ance, which evolved to their current state with trial and 
error through time. Currently in Western Europe, mon-
asteries are going through a process of secularisation 
and ageing. To conserve our monastic heritage today, we 
also have to deal with the resulting fragile equilibrium. 
Therefore, every spatial intervention is catalogued as 
an adaptation. Experiencing their shrinking population 
as a threat, the religious communities turn to different 
stakeholders, including (interior and landscape) archi-
tects and designers, to develop a process and methodol-
ogy of adaptive reuse.1 The research group TRACE of the 
Faculty of Architecture and Arts at the University of Has-
selt, studies several cases of religious heritage in a PhD 
thesis and projects funded by the Flanders Heritage 
Agency to reflect on the matter. The faculty also involves 
the various design studios of interior architecture (includ-
ing the recently created International Master Adaptive 
Reuse2) as “laboratories” for research by design. 

1. Hypothesis

Central in our current research of the monastic sites is 
the returning role of the cloister garden. The cloister 
garden forms a prominent feature of the Western-Euro-
pean monastic typology, and can be defined as a spatial 
void functioning as both the religious and secular heart 
around which various rituals revolve. As a conceptual 

1  Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2013.
2  Adapative reuse, exploring spatial potentialities & the poetics of the 

existing; International Master of Interior Architecture, since 2016.

space within a space this inner garden forms a “nega-
tive interior”. The courtyard has a very versatile nature, 
whose flexible typology allows multiple use and provides 
light and air into the monastic centre. Only a fine line 
exists between the flexible cloister and secular archi-
tecture like the yard of a farm or housing estate. The 
typical vacuum even has the potential to obtain a public 
quality as a bustling urban square in a dense city centre. 
Throughout history, monasteries developed as a multi-
plication of different embedded courtyards, because of 
their essential versatility. We therefore define the mo-
nastic landscape as the layered group of (inner) gardens 
and courtyards, their rituals and connections, and the 
(cultivated) surroundings of the monastery – again as the 
“negative” of the built corpus. 

In this paper we would like to argue that this monas-
tic landscape can function, beyond its role as carrier of 
memory, as a historically experimental and mediating 
catalyst in conservation and adaptive reuse. The mo-
nastic landscape is a continuous breeding ground for 
the transformation of old into new rituals. Therefore, 
its different gardens are “building stones” for the fu-
ture. After briefly introducing three specific cases, we 
will address our thesis with an empirical approach, 
namely the research by design projects developed in 
the design studios, and from a historical point of view, 
referring to the origin of Christian monastic life in West-
ern Europe.

2. Cases

The past academic years, we thoroughly studied three 
monastic sites as examples, highlighting the possibili-
ties of the complex tangible an intangible relationship 
of monastic, ritualised heritage with its gardens and 
surrounding landscape throughout time. We selected 
specific cases from different religious orders and rep-
resentative for the larger region, both rural and urban, 
using an inventory of monastic sites in the Belgian Prov-
ince of Limburg, the province in which the University of 
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Hasselt is located.3 These include the former Augustin-
ian but currently Cistercian abbey “Marienlof”, Trappist 
Abbey “Vault of Achel”, and Franciscan monastery of 
Sint-Truiden (Fig. 1). They are typically combined places 
of pilgrimage and repose, worship and labour, and are 
often middle ground for political conflicts and ownership 
challenges. Notwithstanding a rich, turbulent history and 
various transformations (Fig. 2), all three are at a turning 
point in an effort to maintain traces of their strong ritual 
traditions. Like rituals which go beyond the walls of the 
monastery, these traces are meaningful beyond their re-
ligious origin and leave their marks in time.4

In 1822, the Abbey of Colen or Marienlof was found-
ed by an Order of noblemen called the “Kruisheren”. 
As rich gentlemen farmers, they developed the site as 
a beacon for pilgrims. The monastery was built on a hill-
top surrounded by orchards, meadows and fishponds 
in the undulating and now idyllic rural landscape of 
Haspengouw. Throughout time, it has retained its unique 
architectural quality and almost mystical appearance in 
the landscape. The members based their way of life on 
the rule of Saint-Augustine, dealing with the monastic 
morale and collective life in a flexible and general way. 

3  K. Lens developed this list as part of her PhD research on the adap-
tive reuse of this particular heritage in the same region. 

4  See also Coomans et al. (eds) 2012. This is a collection of texts writ-
ten for a colloquium on the complexity of sacred places. 

The current Cistercian residents of the Marienlof fol-
low the stricter monastic rule of Saint-Benedict, with its 
detailed do’s and don’ts. Inspired by one of their found-
ers, namely Saint-Bernard of Clairvaux, this 900 year old 
order specifically renounces all ornaments.5 They care-
fully (re)modelled the building to their rule finishing the 
typical cloister in the 19th century, and immuring the 
monastery. This happened, however, with respect for 
the original decorations which remain present in Ma-
rienlof. Furthermore, the monastery of the Kruisheren is 
oriented differently than traditional Cistercian monaster-
ies based on the quite strict ideas of Saint-Bernard. Nor-
mally, spaces are identically arranged around a cloister to 
the south side of the church on a west to east axis. Still, 
the modest contemporary sisters have found peace with 
the surroundings. Rather than adapting the monastery 
to their needs, they adjusted themselves to Marienlof. 
As educated women with a moderate agenda, they con-
sciously never implemented a strict clausura.6 So the flu-
ent and layered sequence of open areas, implemented 
by its founders, has been maintained, projecting their 
motto ora et labora or praying and working on the site’s 
inner courtyards. As a continuation of a historical ritual 
they still welcome pilgrims visiting the monasteries relics, 
in order to remedy fertility and eye problems in these 
secular times.

5  Coomans 2013.
6  Borrowed from Late Latin clausūra – a cloistered life.

Fig. 1. Monastic locations: the Vault of Achel in Hamont-Achel; the Abbey of Marienlof in Borgloon; and the Minderbroeders or 
Franciscan Monastery in Sint-Truiden; Belgium

Fig. 2. Monastic locations: the Vault of Achel in Hamont-Achel; the Abbey of Marienlof in Borgloon; and the Minderbroeders or 
Franciscan Monastery in Sint-Truiden; Belgium at the Ferraris map 1771–1778
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The remote Vault of Achel, which is located at the 
border between Belgium and the Netherlands, has ap-
proximately the same orientation as Marienlof. In the 
17th century, the site was founded as an emergency 
church during the Eighty Years’ War. Afterwards it was 
reused as a hermitage, whose character was preserved 
by becoming a Trappist monastery after the French Revo-
lution. The original chapel is integrated in the 100 year 
old larger church, while isolation is secured both by long 
boundery walls and its remote location. The Trappists or 
Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance has its roots 
in a long tradition based on the Benedictine Rule, which 
they try to interpretate as strict as possible. According to 
the aforementioned motto ora et labora the goal of their 
labour is to make their residence autarkic in order to be 
able to live the secluded life they want.7 To reinforce this, 
they also swear an oath of allegiance to the monastic 
site itself. To achieve independence the Trappists devel-
oped agricultural activities and crafts like beer brewing, 
which have a considerable impact on the surroundings. 
Planting is adapted several times from heath and mead-
ow to arboriculture and woodland; both roads and wa-
terways have been shifted. The pragmatic approach of 
the landscape also applies to the monastery itself in in 
a never-ending struggle to create the perfect monastic 
site modelled to their needs. The private cloister at the 
centre is surrounded by several layers, which represent 
successive degrees of accessibility. Visitors only enter the 
outer courtyard to taste the famous Trappist beer at this 
now almost dormant heritage site. 

Like the Cistercian community of Marienlof, the Fran-
ciscan Friars of Sint-Truiden have a contradictory rela-
tionship to their monastery. Inspired by their founder 
Saint-Francis, they are not supposed to seek or care 
for worldly goods. Even though they pursue poverty 
and modesty, the need for a roof above their head and 
a place to secure their way of life temper these ideals.8 
For more than 800 years, their monastery defines the 
skyline of the town. Not only did the nave of their church 
rise up to dominate the view of Sint-Truiden, the Fran-
ciscan community also shaped its society. As confessors, 
healers and fire fighters they were very much a part of 
city life. As political mediators during elections their gar-
den became neutral ground for negotiations between 
the two parties ruling Sint-Truiden: the Benedictine ab-
bey and the Prince-Bishop of Liege. Even today, with 
their gardens and the buildings the Franciscans are open 
to everybody who wants to overcome loneliness, physi-
cal or spiritual poverty, and to connect people in an in-
terreligious way. A frequently visited museum tells their 
story and motivations to future generations, while it in-
cludes the monastic gardens into their narrative because 
of their meaning in the Franciscan ideas. However, the 
community donated its property to the church adminis-

7  Krüger and Toman 2007.
8  Lawrence 2001.

tration 150 years ago. Present financial pressure on re-
ligious heritage endangers this site, which will ironically 
be cut in two: dividing the central and essential cloister 
into different parts. 

3. Research by design

The three cases and their transformations indicate an 
instinct for survival which is typical for inhabitants of 
monastic sites and landscapes. Through spatial and so-
cial adaptation in time, their resilent nature became an 
essential aspect and a key in the search for continuity 
of this religious patrimony. Their current adaptive reuse 
can thus simply be seen as the next step in an ongoing 
process. In this context the rich historical complexity of 
these three monasteries and the subsequent possibilities 
of their developement offer a compelling starting point 
for several design studios in Interior Architecture at Has-
selt University. The monasteries of Achel and Sint-Tru-
iden are the subject of an exercise during twelve weeks 
in the 3rd bachelor year. A joint master studio studied 
the abbey of Marienlof in a workshop during two inten-
sive weeks. The students were challenged to look beyond 
the material history; both to the monastic landscape and 
to the valuable social and spiritual network surrounding 
it. The fact that in all cases a smaller community of sisters 
or brothers was to remain, strenghenend the approach 
to not discard the religious past but to interprete this 
as a metaphor for future use. The students were asked 
to find a contemporary translation for the rituals, which 
connects the cloister and subsequent courtyards and 
therefore all monastic characteristics. Research by de-
sign, group work and guided discussions stimulated the 
young designers to detect the potentials of the monastic 
landscape and to use them to reinforce their proposals 
and the heritage itself. 

The design studio, on the adaptive reuse of Marienlof 
took the lower court as a starting point. After the 19th 
century reorganisation of the Cistercian Sisters, this 
courtyard and the agrucultural activities surrounding it 
became the first link to the outside world. It forms the 
counterbalance to the enclosed and spiritual cloister. 

One team was specifically inspired by the seclusion of 
the cloister and created an alternative cloister or exter-
nal road of contemplation connecting the gardens and 
paths that originally functioned independently, using the 
buildings as a backdrop for the surrounding landscape. 
Based on the narratives of the present Prioress Myriam, 
the students wanted to transfer the ritualistic essence 
of the cloister by the religious community to the world 
outside. Their outward intervention invites inhabitants, 
users and visitors to contemplate the spiritually charged 
scenography of the environment, emphasised on the val-
ley side by a cut or incision towards the village (Fig. 3). 

Likewise, the next group transformed the lower court-
yard into a parallel cloister. For their intervention they 
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Fig. 3. Road of contemplation by Annelien Swennen, Lize Vanhoof, Dieter Vernijns and Elene Vernijns 2016 – schematic draw-
ing and photograph of the model 

Fig. 4. Modern devotion by Melissa Algarrada, Igor Duelen, Carlo Swerts and Jeroen Mattheus 2016 – model and drawing of 
the corridor and the Saint Odilia shrine 

were inspired by the ancient legend and relic of Odilia, 
who was the patron saint of the Kruisheren and partially-
blind. Her remains are held at Marienlof in a peculiar 
painted wooden shrine from 1292. Their proposal incor-
porates a similar chest shaped wooden corridor, edged 

with movable panels. The project is also referring to the 
artwork Untitled #158 of Aeneas Wilder next to the ab-
bey – a circle of wooden boards, in its turn, an abstract 
interpretation of a cloister. They create a playful ritual, 
of light and movement as a form of modern devotion: 
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a daring challenge for persons with limited eyesight, who 
need a recognisable and tactile rhythm to cross an open 
space fluently. Changed rituals breach our daily patterns 
and make us reflect upon the proposition that there is 
more than meets the eye (Fig. 4).

The last Marienlof design we describe was inspired 
by the isolated location and the walled in quality of the 
monastery on the one side and the female inhabitants 
and relics on the other. It proposes a shelter for women 
and their children referring to a monk’s enveloping habit 
and hood with an important interrelatedness between 
the refuge and the religious community. Both communi-
ties have their own place and time, though they inte-
grate several social and spatial points of contact in their 
design. The students applied the layered character of the 
monastic landscape as a chain of open spaces to express 
the different degrees of protection or permeability of 
the shelter. They respected the historical nature of the 
site by limiting their interventions and by strengthening 
existing borders and buffer zones between the outside 
world, the landscape and the abbey (Fig. 5).

The design studio for the Vault of Achel focused on 
the adaptive reuse of the outer buildings and courtyards. 
In this monastery, the gardens are an ubiquitous feature 
in a  confusing succession of outdoor spaces. Pragmatic 
interventions have changed the site into an at first sight 
indecipherable whole. The abbey is organised as an iso-
lating cochlea and its different courtyards and surround-
ing gardens and fields again show us the way. In the 
1950s, a unfinished modern cloister was established at 
its core by architect Jos Ritzen based on the typical plan 

of Clairvaux. As both a physical and spiritual connection 
of daily life and contemplation, the unfinished plan and 
specifically the closing of this U-shaped open space be-
came the starting point for the students. Two examples 
illustrate their approach. 

The first suggestion defines a place for reflection 
and mourning. It delicately juxtaposes a centre for pal-
liative care with individual rooms for contemplation and 
a meeting place to remember the deceased. The group 
formulates the adaptive reuse of a part of the monas-
tery to answer the call of Richard Sennett for “places in 
which we can also engage in acts of mourning” (Fig. 6). 
A second project develops a so-called school of life, 
which is devoted to physical and mental wellbeing. This 
in combination with spaces for treatment of people suf-
fering from a severe burn out (Fig. 7). Both interpreta-
tions try to create opportunities for new contemporary 
rituals in order to integrate difficult moments of life into 
everyday existance. Both projects actively envolve most 
of the existing collective spaces of the monastery (i.e., 
the church, chapter hall and refectory) and activate the 
monastic landscape (including the agricultural activities) 
as part of their design. Again, the different open areas 
of the site are kept in a gradual transition between the 
outside world and the clausura or the protected heart 
of the site and community. Consistently, the visitor’s 
part is made more welcoming to tourists by bike or by 
foot. The area for study and contemplation is organised 
as a buffer between the original cloister and the sur-
roundings, using the existing settlement patterns and 
buildings. During circulation one experiences the chang-

Fig. 5. Shelter for women by Jonah 
Veestraeten, Bram Neuteleers, Mich Mermans 
and Tom Clijsters 2016 – a fixed outdoor table 
defines a meeting place for the two communi-
ties 
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ing atmospheres and adapts his or her behaviour to cus-
toms and rituals around the green vacuums. However, 
by creating clear but permeable borders, the relation-
ship of the monastery with its context has intensified. 

Not surprisingly, we perceive variations on the same 
theme in the student designs for the Franciscan monas-
tery in Sint-Truiden. However, the original cloister with 
several floors and links to neighbouring courtyards ap-
peared to be more difficult because of its denser built 
up and urban context. Also here, the teams proposed 
nuanced programs with the potential to maintain the 

layered connection to the outside world in a spatial and 
social way. In the rooms around the cloister they suggest 
inter-generational shelters, guidance for ex-detainees, 
a protected environment for children with learning dis-
abilities, etc. 

4. Comparative literature study

In the cases studied above the cloister appears to play 
an inseparable, essential role to organise the monaster-

Fig. 6. A place for reflection and mourning by Michiel Houben and Sven Labie 2016 – stillness, palliative care and mourning 
rituals in three areas linked by three gardens 
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Fig. 7. School of life by Turelinckx Tahnee 
and Sieben Theresa 2016 – from agricultural 
activity and stillness towards a school of life 
and reflection; the new green house next to 
an orchard is inspired by the original refectory 
designed by Jos Ritzen 

ies both on a spatial and social level. However, the origin 
and rise of this typical monastic space is far from clear. 
Through literature study, we want to uncover its  histori-
cal meaning(s) in order to fathom its nature and the con-
ceptual role the monastic landscape can play as a medium 
to approach the design of adaptive reuse projects. Der 
Mittelalterliche Kreuzgang (The Medieval cloister) written 
by Peter Klein and 14 colleagues9 zooms in on this rectan-
gular corridor, which possibly best reflects the complex 
nature of a monastery. Paradoxically, the Kreuzgang or 
cloister was considered a secondary element in religious 
architecture, because of its practical nature. Therefore, 
it remained nameless for more than 500 years. It is not 
mentioned for centuries in editions of monastic rules or 
analogous texts like the famous Corpus Consuetudinum 
Monasticarum of Saint-Benedict or the regula mixta (8th 
century). In the second volume based on the rule of Eyn-
sham of England of 1300, the claustrum is still referred 
to as “passim”. Although the latter rule described how 
the religious community should walk through the monas-
tic corridors is an expression of how we think. It is only 
in the 14th century indexes of contributions to monastic 
rules refer to the claustrum.10 Although several influential 

  9  Klein 2004.
10  Rule of Saint Benedict uses claustra (neutral plural) twice: 
• Officina uero ubi haec Omnia diligenter operemur claustra sunt 

monasterii et stabilitas in congregatione – or the different places 
which define the structure of monastic life. 

• Idem 2e time: qui praesumpserit claustra monasterii ingredi uel 
quocumque ire  – or who is presumed  to enter the enclosure of 
the monastery, or to any other place.

thinkers like Eugene Viollet-le-Duc reflect on the matter, 
a clear definition of a cloister does not exist. 

Therefore, different conceptual interpretations exist 
based on archaeological studies. Rolf Legers describes 
the clausura as Klausurhof including the actual cloister, 
which links uninterruptedly the surrounding clausura 
buildings and rooms. On the other hand, Werner Jacobs 
questions whether the building form of the Klausurhof 
and cloister have the same origin or are the result of 
a parallel evolution. 

One argument states that the cloister is a reinterpre-
tation of the atrium or porticus as a practical corollary 
of the Roman patrimonial heritage or as a reference to 
Roman monuments. Jean-Pierre Caillet quotes a written 
testimony of Abbot Eigil in 817–822 about the Abbey of 
Fulda, which refers to the assimilation of a new atrium at 
the south side of the church as claustrum monasterii. The 
peristilium or courtyard is another plausible more coin-
cidental point of origin. These private areas of Roman 
villas were used by Roman Christians to gather and to 
celebrate mass. Occupying these buildings with a small 
group of like-minded people would be only a small and 
logical step towards the Medieval cloister.

However, the genesis theory concerning the Lau-
renkonglomerat or Lauren organisation starts from the 
open space rather than from the surrounding colonnade. 
Like historical Greek temple sites as the Olympia with 
its Gymnasion (gym) and Leonidaion (lodging place for 
athletes), the oldest monastic buildings or lauren were 
arranged around an open area with multiple functions. 
They prospered in Near Eastern desserts situated in what 
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is now Syria, Palestine and Egypt. Until today their organ-
isation is preserved in Orthodox and even Buddhist mon-
asteries. Their implantation principles arrived in Western 
Europe thanks to early missionaries in Ireland and Britain 
from which it spread to the mainland. After 800 these 
sites became more organised and demonstrated a coher-
ent narrative through Ordo und Ordnung or shape and 
function as the start of a monastic Western-European 
building tradition. 

During this process, the old and new are inextricably 
linked. Various interpretations initiate gradual transi-
tions, which never appear in a uniform way. However, 
only the cloister combines all the described aspects in 
an innovative manner. The use of the cloister is much 
more heterogeneous than its roots. The collection of 
studies in Michel Lauwers’ Monastères et espace social11 
defines the cloister principally as a social space, which 
facilitated all daily and sacred circulations. A long list of 
activities occurred in this, often beautifully adorned cor-
ridor12 with a never-ending circulation. The liturgical or 
spiritual part comprises processions, meditations, con-
fessions, the Maundy (or the ritual washing of the feet), 
funerals, little chapels, etc. More prosaic actions include 
teaching, haircutting, shoemaking, tailoring, reading rec-
reation and conversation. Even jurisdiction or arbitration 
was organised in the supposedly enclosed cloisters. Not 
only when the open space was linked to a more public 
cathedral but also as the centre of an abbey. The list with 
random functions shows the cloister as a micro cosmos, 
reflecting the actions occurring behind the monastic 
walls. Therefore, a hybrid program characterises both 
cloister and monasteries. 

In the emblematic proposal for the abbey of Saint-
Gallen from 830, the cloister forms the heart of a het-
erogeneous combination of diverse religious and secular 
spaces. Recognisable puzzle pieces define this relatively 
new typology, which became a reference throughout 
monastic history. The line drawing on five attached 
parchements (112 cm x 77.5 cm) is one of the oldest 
witnesses of this building type. Still, it is referred to as 
a porticus instead of a cloister or claustrum on the map. 
The plan is supposedly made on behalf of abbot Goze-
bert for the Saint-Gallen in the scriptorium of Reichenau. 
From the 9th to the 10th century, religious orders material-
ised as reformed authorities by imitating antique forms, 
and moreover, by giving these classic formal elements 
a new meaning. It symbolised a perfect Cenobitic system 
and was never intended to be executed. For instance, 
the scale of the drawing elements and the mentioned 
dimensions do not correspond to each other. The plan 
was rather an ideal image meant to inspire the evolution 
of monasteries. It strongly influenced European architec-
ture and art in general. When theoreticians or historians 

11  Lauwers 2014.
12  Uggé 2014.

like Nikolaus Pevsner13 and Christian Norberg-Schulz14 
treat monastic examples, they always refer to this design. 
The first tried to emphazise the typological importance 
of Saint-Gallen as a specific combination known typologi-
cal elements; while the latter wanted to mark the genius 
loci or natural atmosphere as a strength: the whole be-
coming more than the sum of its parts. 

Their detailed descriptions point out that the inner 
and outer space have the same value on the parchments. 
The central figure is the cloister, which is a private en-
closed garden, exclusively used by the residing religious 
community. All the other quarters are arranged around 
this open rectangular space in an uncluttered manner 
including the church, the living quarters and workshops. 
It is possible to perceive puzzle or pattern pieces, which 
reoccur in actually constructed monasteries depending 
on the monastic rules used by the established order or 
congregation.15 This depended on whether they empha-
sise spirituality, habitation by a religious community, 
hospitality, the delivery of services, the facilitation of lo-
gistics or the cultivation of the site.16 The cloister and the 
surrounding inner gardens, reappear in most monastic 
sites. Moreover, these green zones have different mean-
ings, which can be both of a physical and philosophical 
or daily and sacred nature. From courtyard to cemetery, 
they have gone through various interpretations through 
time. We presume that these hybrid elements play an 
important role in the historical development of monas-
teries and that they are essential for the future of these 
places at moments of change or doubt. Therefore, the 
monastic landscape has become a conceptual carrier of 
adaptive reuse and helps to transcend functional needs.

The typical cloister is an example of the hortus con-
clusus, which has been a source of inspiration itself to 
designers of enclosed layered spaces until today.17 The 
archetypical and therefore conceptual hortus conclusus 
literally means enclosed garden. Like the perfect plan of 
Saint-Gallen it is a utopian figure in literature. Therefore, 
it can only function as a metaphor. The term hortus con-
clusus is derived from the Bible and is charged with spiri-
ual meaning and sacred symbolism. It forms a model for 
the design of the monastery garden that isolates itself 
from the outside world and invites introspection and 
prayer. It is characterised by the typical surrounding cor-
ridor or cloister and the four paths leading to the central 
fountain of life mirror the Garden of Eden from the Book 
of Genesis. Together with to the various horti conclusi 
other monastery’s gardens are the connecting factors 
of the sites. These areas form a smooth transition be-
tween the surroundings and the monastery’s quiet heart, 
which is only accessible to the religious community. At 

13  Pevsner 1977.
14  Norberg-Schulz 1980.
15  Bales 2001.
16  Lens 2015.
17  Aben and de Wit 2000.
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the same time, these zones are the places to experiment 
with new ways of spatial and social organisation to sup-
port an independent monastic nature. They make it pos-
sible to develop a site in a flexible and capable way to 
survive the volatility of life. The spot, which combines all 
these potentials, is the central cloister. This rectangular 
open space is empty and encircled by a colonnade. But 
most of all, it is a hybrid hub for both daily and sacred 
life typical to monastic life and visualised in the diverse 
rituals performed in the corridors. The monastic typology 
has a flexible nature. The cloister is a metaphor of its 
relativity and of the potential of the landscape as a cata-
lyst to preserve heritage. 

Strikingly, all these theories and descriptions deal 
with the colonnade while ignoring the empty square at 

its centre. This central void or architecturally negative 
space is almost never entered, where the embracing hall-
way is the busiest place of a monastery often filled with 
religious objects, art or utensils for the resident commu-
nity as a whole. Greens, a division in four quarters by 
gravel paths and a fountain, which visualises the source 
of eternal life or the Holy Cross18, accentuate the vacu-
um. Nothing should distract during working and praying. 
At the UCSIA workshop The critical role of religious com-
munity life Carmelite Sister Anne-Marie Bos described 
this area as an intentional hiatus, which can represent 
various meanings. “This empty spot leaves room for God 
in the middle of our life and therefore it provides mean-
ing and possibilities”. 

18  Laenen and van Meer 2012.
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