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Places\COLOGNE

The second life of 
a Cologne Forge

BL+
A hundred years ago this was a place where ornamental 
iron was forged. Now the home of a Cologne family. 
BeL Societät für Architektur office turned the old brick 
building with its dilapidated production hall into an 
bright, open and very comfortable place in which to 
live and work.  
photos Christian Schaulin
production & Text Kristina Raderschad
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The brick exterior 
walls of the 
gatehouse, which 
dates from 1902, 
have been preserved 
and repaired where 
necessary. The oak 
window frames 
kept their original 
light-green colour. 
The building was 
insulated on the 
inside in order to 
meet current energy 
standards. 

View from the kitchen 
- once the shower area 
of the forge -  into the 

hallway. Bernhardt 
and Leeser came 

across many different 
‘time layers’ and 

materials during the 
renovation. They have 
been preserved where 

possible, including 
the sky-blue shower 
tiles, the black-and-

white floor tiles in 
the stairwell and the 

wrought iron cellar 
door. 
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Above the large 
aluminium framed 
pivot window, the 
original arched lintel 
has been preserved. 
The minimalist, 
handle-free kitchen 
both the ceiling-high 
greige wall units and 
the free-standing 
‘Cologne’-green 
kitchen island – was 
custom-made by 
the architects and 
covered in High 
Pressure Laminate 
(HPL). 
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Architects Anne-
Julchen Bernhardt 

(1971) and Jörg Leeser 
(1967) founded their 

design office BeL 
Sozietät für Architektur 

in Cologne in 2000. In 
their private lives, they 

are a couple as well. 
BeL’s contribution 

to the ongoing 
Venice Biennale of 

Architecture is a 
progressive project 

called NEUBAU. 

The yellow HPL-covered round work 
island was custom-made by the 
architects. It is just high enough to 
give someone working at it the feeling 
they are in a space of their own. At 
the same time, it is still possible to 
look over the top of the work island 
into the courtyard garden. 

Bottom Left The 9 x 27 m2 column-free production hall 
with shed roofs prior to the renovation. Bottom Right: The 
exterior of the monument brick building was not changed, 
except for the replacement of the kitchen window. 

Anne-Julchen Bernhardt (1971) and 
Jörg Leeser (1967) of design office BeL 
Societät für Architektur are known for 
their innovative approach to spaces 
and surfaces. Whether it is a fancy 

glass penthouse, a 1970s skyscraper or a small 
working-class house in a post-war neighbourhood, 
the way they combine existing structures with new 
elements betrays an eye as well as great respect 
for the original form and function of objects. This 
extensive residential project, the complete makeover 
of a monumental ornamental forge in Cologne’s 
former working-class neighbourhood Ehrenfeld 
into a contemporary dwelling of 335 m2, is a shining 
example of the methods they employ. Anne-Julchen 
Bernhardt calls finding the right modus for this type 
of project ‘thrilling’. ‘If you only want to add a new 
layer to a building, rather than make everything anew, 
it means that you have to take yourself, as an architect 
as a designer, out of the equation and continue to 
write an existing story.’  It is as if they pick up the 
thread of the original architect’s story and elaborate 
on it. This method, typical of Bernhardt and Leeser, is 
more appropriate than ever now that our inner cities 
suffer a lack of properties and space since just about 
everything has already been renovated and converted 
into residential space.  
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The courtyard garden 
was created when 
the rear section of 
the production hall, 
which was not part of 
the listed monument, 
could not be renovated 
and had to be 
demolished. In the 
summer, with the glass 
sliding doors wide 
open, the distinction 
between inside 
and outside almost 
disappears. 
Red sofa by Moroso 
Grey pillows by Habitat

The former 
production hall 

functions as a 
living, eating and 

working space. The 
dilapidated trusses 

in the shed roof 
were restoredd in 

accordance with 
the original design. 
The hanging lights 

are industrial 
French lamps. 

The bookcase is 
by Dieter Rams. 
The vases are by 

Isabel Hamm. The 
table was designed 

by the architects 
and built by a 

cabinetmaker. The 
chairs are vintage.
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In the refurbished 1902 forge, the approach taken by 
BeL Sozietät für Architektur becomes most apparent 

in the new kitchen, formerly the workers’ shower 
area. Here, all of the ‘growth rings’ of the building 
are still visible. The sky-blue tiles for instance, which 
date from the 1950s according to the architects, were 
cleaned and shine like never before. BeL restored 
the original white-washed brick walls and preserved 
the forged basement door. In addition, a huge new 
aluminium window was installed to create optimal 
lighting conditions. The bespoke kitchen that the 
architects designed was covered in High Pressure 
Laminate or HPL. This highly durable material is 
available in all sorts of textures and colours. The sum 
total of all these apparently separate components is a 
beautifully harmonious interior. 

The colours of the built-in furniture – greige for 
the ceiling-high block containing the worktop 

and the wall units, light green for the freestanding 
kitchen island – in combination with the original blue 
tiles create a warm and friendly atmosphere. ‘ The 
new colours we have added to this space are of course 
part of the overall concept and based on the original 
colours,’ explains Bernhardt. On the outside, the old 
window frames were painted green in an industrial 
metallic paint that is strongly present in the Cologne 
cityscape – for instance on the bridges across the 
Rhine. ‘ We’ve called this light shade of green 
“Kölner Brückengrün” (Cologne Bridge Green),’  says 
Bernhardt. In contrast to its original use, which is as 
an exterior paint, it was added to the interior spaces 
as a supporting colour. 

The architect: ‘We’ve used this green, for example, 
as the colour of the HPL on the kitchen island.’ 

The characteristic light-green colour dominates the 
first floor of the gatehouse, where the bedrooms and 
a bathroom have been built in the former location of 
the forge’s office and drawing rooms. It was applied 
to floors, walls and ceilings and to the steps and 
handrails of the stairs. The monochrome colouring 
visually unites the separate elements and this makes 
the rather narrow, small rooms look more spacious 
than they are.
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T he architects converted the former 
production hall into a loft-like place in 
which to live and work. The impressive 9 

x 27 m2 column-free space is spanned by a timber 
shed roof with skylights supported by six trusses. 
‘Home office, seating area, long dining table – each 
living space smoothly runs into the next and none 
has a fixed location in the space,’  says Bernhardt. 
‘This way, the space forms itself to the various living 
situations. It functions equally well as a family home 
and as a space for parties or exhibitions.’  A neutral 
main structure that can be adapted by users and 
residents and can be used flexibly is one of BeL’s 
fundamental interests. It is also the theme of their 
installation NEUBAU, currently on show at the Venice 
Biennale of Architecture. The biggest architectural 
change in the monumental Cologne building was 
the demolition of the dilapidated rear section of the 
production hall. ‘ The listed status didn’t apply here. 
The intervention allowed us to create a courtyard 
garden with an outdoor shower, kitchen and pond 
inside the building complex,’ says Bernhardt. Three 
large glass sliding doors that can be opened in warm 
weather ensure the connection between inside and 
out. in the enclosed grounds you can sunbathe, play, 
splash about and barbecue in the middle of the city, it 
is almost like being inside.
bel.cx


