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A renovated convention centre and a warehouse turned theatre:

the Mies van der Rohe Awards celebrate responsible architecture
The awards, which recognise the best European projects, highlight the ability to give new life to existing buildings

Image of the winning project: the Exhibition Palace in Charleroi, Wallonia (Belgium).

Anatxu Zabalbeascoa

Barcelona — 16 April 2026 — 17:00 CEST

None of the projects awarded the European Union Prize for Contemporary Architecture —Mies van der
Rohe Awards, announced this Thursday, is new. Yet both are transformative. This was emphasised by
the jury of this edition — chaired by the latest Pritzker Prize winner, Chilean architect Smiljan Radi¢
— in recognising the winning proposal: the Exhibition Palace in Charleroi, Wallonia (Belgium). The
jury praised its intelligence and precision in transforming a large piece of infrastructure —a 1950s

convention centre — rather than demolishing it.

Designed by Brussels-based architects AgwA and the Ghent studio Jan de Vylder and Inge Vinck, the
building is now open to the city. It has become a porous and accessible space, partly reclaimed by

vegetation. In other words, it has been transformed while preserving its character — and its materials.
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For the jury, this intervention demonstrates how architecture can generate not only new spaces but also

new social relationships by working with what already exists.

In this approach — opposed to the blank-slate model — the role of the architect becomes that of a
custodian of what must not be lost, and what must be cared for. This is not only about preserving form
or history. The award promotes a responsible architectural practice — a civic and grounded way of
engaging with the world: recognising what came before, repairing, maintaining or updating that legacy,

and in doing so creating a new legacy for future generations.

The award, announced in Oulu — the Finnish city designated European Capital of Culture 2026 — was
presented at AaltoSiilo, a former timber warehouse built in 1931 by Alvar and Aino Aalto, now
transformed into a centre for the preservation of industrial architecture. This nearly century-old
concrete building, like many industrial structures, has a cathedral-like scale. Through its history of
adaptation and transformation, it has become an emblem of this year’s cultural programme. It is an icon
defined more by references than by style. Announcing the Mies van der Rohe Award in this setting
sends a clear message: Europe is a built continent — and caring for it is as urgent as avoiding turning it
into a museum relic. This is where the imagination and ambition of the finalists — and the winners —

are focused.
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View of the Exhibition Palace in Charleroi.

In the emerging architecture category, reuse and recovery are also central. The temporary space for the
Slovenian National Theatre, designed by Vidic Grohar Architekti in Ljubljana, transforms a 1960s
industrial hall into a theatre. This was achieved through low-cost, rapidly executed interventions. For

this combination of boldness and pragmatism, the project was awarded in the emerging category,
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“transforming an ephemeral condition into a powerful architectural statement: activating abandoned

industrial spaces and converting them into cultural infrastructure.”

The jury also highlighted an aspect rarely addressed in discussions of architecture: money. Low-cost
interventions stand out when they achieve flexibility and inclusivity. In this case, the theatre
demonstrates adaptability as an architectural resource — and budget control as a form of social

resp onsibility.

The quality of an award is often measured by the boldness of its winners. In architecture, however,
more is at stake: the direction in which cities evolve, and a complex web of relationships — between
tradition and innovation, craftsmanship and industry, education and practice, economy and the welfare

state.
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The temporary space for the Slovenian National Theatre.

Aware of this broader context, the awards are also understood as messages — as conclusions, and even
as corrections. When the Mies van der Rohe Award became the European Union Prize, its perspective
shifted. Rather than celebrating radical and unquestionable architecture, it began to seck radicality

beyond the image of buildings —— in their connection to their time and social context.

Repair, recovery and reuse have thus become defining features of contemporary architecture. The

remaining finalists of this edition follow this direction, using constraints as a starting point for
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transformation. “Architectural intelligence transforms and adapts what exists to support coexistence on
the planet,” the jury stated. Its president, Smiljan Radi¢, added that to transform inherited structures
and give them new life, architecture must learn to engage with uncertainty. “Repairing, replacing,

adapting and reconfiguring reveal architecture’s potential to operate between permanence and change.”

In a world defined by uncertainty, the architecture recognised by the European Union speaks from a

position of humility — but also from knowledge and respect for what already exists.

As tradition dictates, the award ceremony will take place at the Mies van der Rohe Pavilion in
Barcelona, designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich for the 1929 International Exhibition
— itself a building that embodies reuse, innovation and reconstruction. The ceremony will be held on

12 May, as part of Barcelona’s programme as World Capital of Architecture.
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