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Buitink Technology fabricates and
installs transparent inflatable globe
and giant lightweight mirrors in the
atrium of the Justus Lipsius Building
in Brussels (Belgium)

Since July 2008, France has the
Presidency of the Council of the
European Union. For the design of
the interior of the EU building
Justus Lipsius in Brussels, the French
government contracted the well
known French architect agency
‘’Dubuisson Architectes’’ in
Courbevoie (France).

An important part of the design is a
huge transparent globe (15m
diameter) in the middle of the
atrium that is printed with the
different flags of the members of
the European Union. This globe is
hanging in the middle of the atrium,
with at both sides a giant mirror
with a size of 12m x 10m.

The transparent exterior features
28 coloured strips which reflect the
flags of the Member States and the
European Union. These suspended
strips, which twist in spirals around

the globe, have been printed in
translucent inks (except the white
which, for technical purposes, is
more opaque) to enhance the
globe's transparency and heighten
the overlay effects. They not only
reflect the individuality of each
country, but also create an overall
harmony through the combination
and juxtaposition of the colours in
an upward movement.
The reason for placing the two huge
inclining mirrors on either side of
the globe becomes apparent at a
key point at the very heart of the
foyer. Anyone crossing the foyer
who stands at this point under the
globe, can glance up and see the
logo of the French Presidency

reflected in the mirrors against the
coloured strips. From this focal
point, the globe fills the whole
space of each mirror.

In the top of the globe, a ring with
LED lighting is installed, that lights
the different flags in different
colours.

The globe is made from a strong
and transparent ETFE film. The
globe is kept under pressure by an
automatic air system.

The two mirrors of 10m x 12m are
made of aluminium frameworks,
which are cladded with a
lightweight (80g/m2) mirror film.

Rienk de Vries
info@buitink-technology.com

Originally there was a metal
amphitheatre that was destroyed 
in a storm wind. 
The idea was to rebuild it with 
a more functional roof for the scope.
The new construction is a
membrane tensioned over 
2 longitudinal reticulate arches, 
with 28m span each one, 
stabilized by 3 structural lines
anchored to the floor and giving
stability to the entire roof. 
The membrane is attached to the
structure with ropes.

The objectives of the new roof are
the following:

1. The need for a special design 
that is more suitable for the
amphitheatre, that works better
acoustically and that achieves 
best visual effects of the show,
either day or night through the
lighting of the shows;

2. Low building costs;

3. Rain protection;

4. Easy installation and the need for
a demountable structure.

Finally was chosen for a prestressed
PVC-membrane on the basis of
following two reasons: 
1. It strictly complies with all the
objectives;
2. When compared to other
traditional systems such as metal or
concrete construction, these
traditional systems do not meet all
the requirements, not offering the
aesthetic and formal opportunities
PVC membranes can offer.
The roof has been designed
respecting the minimum height to 

develop shows, and generating a
membrane with double curvature to
encourage the good diffusion of the
sound for the spectators. 
The structure and the membrane
were designed at the same time. 
The metal structure is made of
arches in round pipes 5" and 2" and
the anchorage in Platinum in 1". 
The membranes are made of
polyester fabric (PES HT 1100dtex,
5x5 threads per cm (12 threads per
inch) with PVC coating, UV
protection on the outside, a weight 

Figure 1. Inflatable globe

BUITINK TECHNOLOGY FABRICATES AND INSTALLS

TRANSPARENT INFLATABLE GLOBE 
AND GIANT LIGHTWEIGHT MIRRORS
IN THE ATRIUM OF THE JUSTUS LIPSIUS BUILDING 
IN BRUSSELS (BELGIUM)

AMPHITHEATRE OLIMAR

Figure 3. Installation of the globe and mirrors
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In 1992, on the occasion of
an international exposition
commemorating the 500th

anniversary of the
discovery of the Americas
by Columbus, the old
harbour of Genova and the
historical city district
(which had long been
separated) were rejoined
through redevelopment. 
Old 16th century buildings
were restored and an
aquarium and the Bigo
(bigo is the old Genovese
word for a ship's crane)
were newly reconstructed.
After the exposition ended,
the facilities were turned
into a large waterfront
park and have since been
administered by the city.

The tent roof (60m long 
by 40m) covers a multi-
functional space: after the exposition, it has served as a skating rink in
winter and a place where miniature soccer games for children or outdoor
concerts are held in summer. The Bigo consists of 2 independent sets of
cigar-shaped booms forming out from a small island located within the
water of the dock. One set of booms supports the membrane roof and the
other carries a vertical cable-car passenger lift from the quayside. Both sets
are anchored down with tie bars to foundations beneath the harbour water. 

Radiating out from the tip of each of the booms supporting the canopy are
fans of 16 cables which support slender arch ribs from which in turn the
membrane canopy (made of PTFE-coated glass fibre) is suspended. 
The canopy consists of 5 discrete membrane panels each of which has ‘edge
cables’. Glass lenses close off the gaps between the membranes while a
pantograph mechanism automatically synchronises the position of the glass
with that of the membrane roof under changing loads.The Bigo, built 
16 years ago with a PTFE-coated glass fibre fabric, is still a nicely tensioned,
clean white, impressive free span cover and one can  feel that this precisely
engineered structure performs well. Roberto Canobbio would just prefer
that the steel structure could be painted to ensure an extended life time of
the whole structure. 

Marijke Mollaert
Marijke.Mollaert@vub.ac.be

of 800gr/m2 (230oz/sqyd) and a breaking load limit of 30daN/cm.
(167lbs/inch). 
The prestressing of the membrane has being done manually with 
a rope tied to the structure.
Everything was manufactured
in the workshop in 30 days
and the assembly took place
in 10 days.

The objective sought after by
the roof was achieved to
perfection, accomplishing an
enjoyable space for holding
shows.

Roberto Santomauro
tenso@sobresaliente.com

www.sobresaliente.com

Name of the project: transparent inflatable globe 
and giant lightweight mirrors

Location address: EU building Justus Lipsius, Brussels, Belgium
Client: Secrétariat Général de la Présidence Française 

de l’Union Européenne
Year of construction: 2008
Architects: Dubuisson Architectes (Sylvain Dubuisson), 

Courbevoie, France (www.dubuisson.fr)
Engineer for the globe: Tentech BV, Utrecht, 

The Netherlands (www.tentech.nl)
Manufacture and installation  Buitink Technology, Duiven, 
globe and mirrors: The Netherlands (www.buitink-technology.com)
LED Lighting: Preview Lighting, France
Material inflatable globe: transparent ETFE film 

(from Nowofol, Germany)
Materials mirrors: Aluminium frameworks and tensioned mirror film
Dimension of the globe: 15m diameter
Dimension of the mirror: 10m x 12m

Name of the project: Amphitheatre Olimar
Location address: Treinta y Tres, Uruguay
Function of building: amphitheatre
Year of construction: 2008
Architect: Susana Martinez
Design & project roof: Roberto Santomauro & arch. Patricia Pinto
Structural engineers: Marella & Pedoja
Tensile membrane contractor: Sobresaliente ltda.(www.sobresaliente.com)
Material membrane: PVC-coated polyester
Covered surface: 355m²

Name of the project: Bigo
Location address: Genova, Italy
Function of building: covering multi-functional space 

(skating rink, miniature soccer games, concerts, etc.)
Year of construction: 1992
Architects: Renzo Piano Building Workshop
Engineers: Ove Arup & Partners; form TL ingenieure für tragwerk 

und leichtbau gmbh
Tensile membrane contractor: Canobbio S.P.A. (www.canobbio.com), Italy
Supplier of the membrane material: Verseidag-Indutex gmbh
Material membrane: PTFE-coated glass fibre
Covered surface: 40m x 60m

VISITING THE BIGO 

Figure 2. Reflection of the globe in lightweight mirror


