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CONSTRUCTION HISTORY IN BELGIUM

Dirk Van de Vijver 

For this profile of the state of research in Construction History in Belgium, 
we proceed in two steps. First, some actors and their basic orientation are 
introduced through an overview of some new tendencies in the research, 
conservation and restoration practice of the last fifty years (§1). Second, we 
propose a systematic state of research structured on four thematic aspects: ‘the 
building context’, ‘building materials and techniques’, the ‘building site’ and 
‘technical equipment’ (§2-5).1

1 New tendencies  

Since A.L.J. VANDEWALLE’s (Universiteit Gent) synthesis on the ‘building 
world of the Middle Ages in the Low Countries’,2 some new approaches have 
broadened the field of Construction history in Belgium and multiplied 
considerably the number of actors involved. Nowadays, a wide range of 
persons and organizations is directly involved in the scope of Belgian 
Construction History, as defined by the call for papers of the Madrid 
Congress.  

With the arrival of a new generation of architectural historians, the 
dominant interest in Gothic (and rural) architecture shifted primarily to 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century architecture, and, only secondarily, to the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth century. Actually, this concentration 
on the last two centuries is de facto institutionalized by the research profile of 
the Belgian university chairs in architectural history, theory and urbanism. 
With the exception of KRISTA DE JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, 
Department of Architecture), a specialist on Gothic, Renaissance and 
Baroque architecture,3 PHILIPPE BRAGARD (Université Catholique de 
Louvain, Department of Art History), a specialist on military architecture, 
and PATRIC HOFFSUMMER (Université de Liège), a professor of mediaeval 
archaeology and archaeometry,4 all are specialized in nineteenth- and/or 
twentieth-century architecture: ANNA BERGMANS and LINDA VAN 
SANTVOORT (Universiteit Gent, Department of Art History), MIL DE
KOONING, RONNY DE MEYER, FRANCIS STRAUVEN and PIETER 
UYTTENHOVE5 (Universiteit Gent, Department of Architecture), BRUNO DE
MEULDER, HILDE HEYNEN, MARCEL SMETS, and LUC VERPOEST
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Department of Architecture), DAVID 
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VANDENBURGH (Université Catholique de Louvain) and VINCENT
HEYMANS (Université Libre de Bruxelles).  

The research community Cultural Identities, World Views and 
Architecture in Western-Europe 1815-1940, founded and directed by JAN 
DE MAEYER (Documentatie- en Onderzoekscentrum voor Religie, Cultuur 
en Samenleving (KADOC) Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) unites most of 
the Belgian researchers on nineteenth- and twentieth-century architecture, 
and some renowned foreign colleagues. 

Also architectural archives, such as the Archives d’Architecture Moderne 
Archives D’architecture Moderne (Brussels),6 the Sint-Lucasarchief directed 
by JOS VANDENBREEDEN (Sint-Lucas Brussels),7 the Architectuurarchief van 
de Provincie Antwerp,8 the Documentatie- en Onderzoekscentrum voor 
Religie, Cultuur en Samenleving  (KADOC), directed by JAN DE MAEYER
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven),9 the Archives of the Royal Commission on 
Monuments and Sites (Commission royale des Monuments et Sites, Région 
Wallonne, Wallonia),10 the Archives of the Flemish Monuments and Sites 
Administration (Flemish Administration of Monuments And Sites) and, 
formerly, the Bethunianum,11 concentrate primarily on the acquirement, 
archiving and study of documents relating to this recent patrimony.12 In 
Flanders, the Centrum Vlaamse Architectuur Archieven (Antwerp) was 
erected in november 2003; it intends to become an information, 
coordination, and expertise centre for Flemish architectural archives. Also, the 
architectural expositions, organized by Archives d’Architecture Moderne 
(Brussels), CIVA (Centre International pour la Ville, l’Architecture et le 
Paysage, Brussels), De Singel, now Vlaams Architectuur Instituut (Antwerp), 
Sint-Lucasarchief (Brussels), Documentatie- en Onderzoekscentrum voor 
Religie, Cultuur en Samenleving  (KADOC) (Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven)13 concentrate almost exclusively on (nineteenth and) twentieth 
century.

Important for the history of construction are also the collections of old 
samples of construction materials, technical documentation and construction 
courses as for instance conserved by the ISA Saint-Luc de Bruxelles 
(Matériauthèque and Musée des techniques constructives, MICHEL PROCÈS,
GENEVIÈVE BLONDIAU), and the important ‘musée des techniques 
constructives’ compiled by YVES CASTIAUX, former professor of the ISA 
Saint-Luc de Tournai.

At the university level, the continuity with the strong archaeological 
tradition, especially within the field of mediaeval architecture, seems to be 
broken. THOMAS COOMANS’ monumental Ph.D. thesis (Université 
Catholique de Louvain 1997) on the abbey of Villers-en-Brabant14 was the 
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last highlight of this university tradition, in the line of the work of FIRMIN
DE SMIDT (Universiteit Gent)15 or LUC FRANCIS GENICOT (Université 
Catholique de Louvain).16 The Centre d’Histoire de l’Architecture et du 
Bâtiment (CHAB) directed from 1971 to 2001 by GENICOT (Université 
Catholique de Louvain), Coomans’s Ph.D. director, produced innovative 
work and important collections on the rural patrimony of Wallonia,17 on the 
medieval keeps in Southern Belgium,18 and building investigation in several 
buildings, notably the cathedral of Tournai.19 Outside the universities, this 
tradition is continued by numerous graduates active in the administration or 
by independent researchers such as FRANS DOPERÉ.20 Paradoxically, while the 
discipline of ‘building archaeology’—now labeled Bauforschung—lost its 
professors, ‘the preliminary investigation prior to the conservation and 
restoration of historical buildings’ became the key-element of the professional 
education of the ‘restoration and conservation specialist’.21 Only a few 
decades separate the academic discipline on Gothic and rural architecture 
from the (administration and) private enterprise, essentially used for ‘younger 
patrimony’.

All over the country, the discipline of ‘building archaeology’ acquired 
interesting results, as illustrated by the work of DIRK VAN EENHOOGHE and
MARIE-CHRISTINE LALEMAN,22 publication series and periodicals such as the 
Ghent Stadsarcheologie,23 the Antwerp Antwerpse Vereniging voor Bodem- 
en Grondonderzoek,24 the Brussels Archéologie à Bruxelles 25 or the Wallon 
monuments and sites monographs.26 Recent overviews are found in Les
cahiers de l’urbanisme by PHILIPPE MIGNOT (for Wallonia)27 and in the 
1998 Jahrbuch für Hausforschung, consecrated to Hausbau in Belgiën.28

‘Bouwhistorie vzw’, a young association founded in 2003, wants to create a 
forum for this professional discipline.  

The professionalization of the administration of historic monuments and 
sites is another tendency of the last decades. The three independent regional 
administrations of the Flemish, Brussels, and Walloon Region all publish 
modern working instruments, such as a series of inventories of the built 
patrimony,29 series on thematic or monographic subjects (Monumenten en 
Landschappen Cahiers (1982--), Inventaires thématiques (1995-) and Etudes
et documents, série Monuments et sites (1995-)),30 and periodicals 
(Monumenten en Landschappen (1982-), Les cahiers de l’Urbanisme: revue 
de l’administration wallonne de l’aménagement du territoire (1987-). They 
also decide independently on their policy, accents, and internal organization.  

The realization of the ‘modernist dream’ of white cathedral interiors as the 
replacement of the traditional stone, as for instance in the Antwerp Cathedral, 
provoked the awareness of a new generation within the administration for 
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historical interior and exterior finishing. (At almost the same time, the 
Department of Art History of the Universiteit Gent started its sessions on the 
History of the Interior.) 

In 1976, RAYMOND LEMAIRE (1921-1997) founded a pioneering 
postgraduate centre, the Raymond Lemaire Centre of Conservation, at the 
College of Europe in Bruges, transferred in 1981 to the Faculty of Applied 
sciences of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven. It offers a two-year degree in 
conservation and restoration of monuments and sites, and is unique in its 
multidisciplinary and international vocation (both staff and students are 
recruited internationally). The postgraduate centre is hosted both by the 
Department of Architecture and the Department of Civil Engineering 
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven). The Lemaire Centre hosted two 
international colloquia, one on the stability of historical construction31 and 
the one already mentioned on Bauforschung. Recently, the Documentatie- en 
Onderzoekscentrum voor Religie, Cultuur en Samenleving (KADOC) 
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) hosted three colloquia on historical 
restoration practices in relation to actual restoration problems: two focused 
on the nineteenth century,32 one on the problems of restoration and 
reconstruction after the war.33

Another evolution is the huizenonderzoek (literally ‘house research’) 
developed for Leuven by LEO VAN BUYTEN (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) 
and for Ghent by the Dienst Gentse Stadsarcheologie and the Ghent City 
Archives in collaboration with the historian DANIEL LIÉVOIS. They 
developed a methodology to combine historical sources, to relate them to 
material evidence, all imbedded in a multidisciplinary and diachronical 
approach. The intention is to write the history of a dwelling in terms of its 
building history, occupants and direct physical environment.34

With the rising popularity of ‘industrial archaeology’, interest grew in 
building typologies, materials and techniques, which had not been studied 
before. It fundamentally broadened the scope of Construction History to 
include the industrial heritage. GEORGES VANDENABEELE, ROLAND 
BAETENS (University of Antwerp), ADRIAAN LINTERS (Vlaamse Vereniging 
voor Industriële Archeologie), PATRICK VIAENE (Hogeschool-Gent, 
Departement Architectuur, Audiovisuele en Beeldende Kunsten, Steunpunt 
Industrieel en Wetenschappelijk Erfgoed vzw), GUIDO DESEYN (Museum 
voor Industriële Archeologie en Textiel, Ghent), RENÉ DEHERDT (Museum 
voor Industriële Archeologie en Textiel, Ghent), PETER SCHOLLIERS (Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel), and LUC FRANCIS GENICOT (Patrimoine Industriel 
Wallonie-Bruxelles) are pioneering scholars of these ‘relics of material 
industrial culture’ in Flanders, Brussels, and Wallonia.35 Two museums, the 
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Stedelijk Museum voor Industriële Archeologie en Textiel (Museum voor 
Industriële Archeologie en Textiel, Ghent) in Ghent and La Fonderie, Musée 
d’Histoire sociale et industrielle de la Région Bruxelloise, each with their own 
periodical;36 institutionalized some experts of this new discipline. The 
Vlaamse Vereniging voor Industriële Archeologie (Vlaamse Vereniging voor 
Industriële Archeologie, 1978) survives without governmental subsidy. The 
association Patrimoine Industriel Wallonie-Bruxelles (Patrimoine Industriel 
Wallonie-Bruxelles) was founded in 1984; the Flemish sister association 
Stichting Industrieel en Wetenschappelijk Erfgoed vzw (Steunpunt 
Industrieel En Wetenschappelijk Erfgoed vzw) in 1996. The most important 
link on the universitary level is the Centre d’Histoire des Science and 
Techniques (CHST) at the University of Liège, directed by ROBERT
HALLEUX.

Although there is still an active interest in Construction History in civil 
engineering circles, the historical written production of eminent civil 
engineers of the first half of the twentieth century (ARTHUR VIERENDEEL,
LOUIS BAES, ALBERT DE MARNEFFE37) is only continued by DANIËL 
VANDEPITTE (Universiteit Gent)38 and PIERRE HALLEUX (Université Libre 
de Bruxelles).39 Their approach is essentially these of the structural analysis of 
historical structures. Some interesting developments in the field are the work 
of PATRICIA RADELET-DE GRAVE (Université Catholique de Louvain, 
Institut de Physique Théorique et Mathématique, Unité FYMA, Groupe 
d’Histoire des Sciences). She is a leading member of the international research 
group “Between Mechanics and Architecture”,40 which studies the history of 
the calculus of vaulted structures through the analysis of pioneering texts and 
manuscripts in successive sessions of international colloquia and specialized 
seminars.41 PIERRE SMARS’s Ph.D. thesis on the calculus of historic Gothic 
vaulted structures renewed the understanding of the structure of Gothic 
vaults in Brabant, and reflected on the notion of accuracy of the calculus of 
those structures.42

2 The Building Context 

The design and realization of a building is also the fruit of its specific 
context. In this brief outline we sketch the state of research on some ‘design 
and construction constraints’: the knowledge and status of architects, 
engineers and other building professions; the economical, legislative and 
administrative culture;  and building typologies. 

Belgian architectural historical research remains almost exclusively 
concentrated on the architect and patron, and on the stylistic analysis of the 
fruit of their relationship.43 In this approach, the architectural monograph on 
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buildings or architects, ideally published in a deluxe edition, is the 
dominating genre.44 Engineers or surveyors rarely receive the same 
treatment,45 individual contractors or members of building guilds are hardly 
studied at all.46

Besides the study of the individual architects, some researchers focused on 
the changing professional status of the architect and engineer: KRISTA DE
JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) re-evaluated the role of the court 
architect and the military engineer of the Renaissance.47 This implied a re-
evaluation of already old but fundamental articles by MULLER (1881), 
GENARD (1888) and RYLANTS (1940) on famous sixteenth-century processes 
between painters, goldsmiths, sculptors and masons regarding their role in the 
‘design’.48 PHILIPPE BRAGARD (Université Catholique de Louvain) wrote his 
Ph.D. thesis on the military engineer of the southern Low Countries (1504-
1713).49 DIRK VAN DE VIJVER (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Ph.D. 2000) 
studied the rise of the ‘new architect’ (academically trained) and the ‘new 
engineer’ (the civil engineer in service of the state) in the second half of the 
eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century.50 By studying the 
institutional aspects of the education of architects and engineers in the 
nineteenth century, the 1984 Ph.D. thesis of LUC VERPOEST (Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven) constructed a fundamental instrument for the 
understanding of the nineteenth-century architect and engineer.51 Detailed 
studies on architectural and engineering schools52 and on the engineers of the 
neo-Gothic movement add colours to this canvas.53

The last decades, ‘corporations’ regained the attention of the social 
historians, both at the universities of Louvain-la-Neuve, Leuven, Brussels and 
Ghent54—with some effects on the study of the building guilds. The graduate 
students of LEON VAN BUYTEN (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) made 
detailed case-studies limited both in time (usually eighteenth century) and 
place (the cities of Leuven or Mechelen), such as the studies on the guild of 
the ‘Quatuor Coronati’ (masons, glaziers and stonecutters) in Mechelen,55

and those of the ceilers and thatchers,56 of the carpenters,57 and of the masons 
and stonecutters58 in Leuven. JOHAN DAMBRUYNE’s Ph.D. thesis 
(Universiteit Gent) on Ghent corporations studied from a socio-economic 
perspective, includes much information on the building guilds corporations 
in Ghent at the sixteenth century.59

The stone trade in the Low Countries was studied by HANS JANSE60 and, 
recently, by GABRY VAN TUSSENBROEK61 in his Ph.D. thesis, realized within 
the context of a joint Dutch-Belgian research project entitled Unity and 
discontinuity in the architecture of the Low Countries 1530-1700, directed 
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by KRISTA DE JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) and Koen A. 
Ottenheim (University of Utrecht). 

During the New Regime, the building professions are structured in the 
form of contractor organizations. JAN VENSTERMANS, the former Directeur 
administratif à la Confédération nationale de la Construction, studied the 
history of the national, Antwerp and Mechelen organizations of contractors.62

PIET LOMBAERDE (Henry van de Velde-instituut, Antwerp) studied the 
national organization of contractors in the period 1946-1996.63

For an economic approach to the built environment some Belgian socio-
economic historians achieved interesting research results. JEAN-PIERRE 
SOSSON studied the public works of the cities of Brugge, Ghent, Damme, 
Mons, and Ieper in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in a socio-economic 
perspective;64 HUGO SOLY and HERMAN VAN DER WEE studied sixteenth-
century Antwerp.65 The studies on the residential building sector concentrate 
mostly on one city (cf. JOHAN DAMBRUYNE for Ghent,66 JULES HANNES
(Vrije Universiteit Brussel) and CATHARINA LIS (Vrije Universiteit Brussel) 
for Antwerp,67 E. DESLE for Brussels68). For the New Regime, the Ph.D. 
theses of VINCENT DUCHÊNE and ERIC BUYST (Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven), realized within the project context of the reconstruction of the 
national accounts, ambition to cover the whole of Belgium.69 JULES HANNES
(Vrije Universiteit Brussel) wrote an article on the economy of public works 
from 1830 till the present.70

For a study of the salaries/fees in the building sector we refer to the articles 
by JEAN-PIERRE SOSSON71 for the fourteenth and fifteenth century and those 
by PETER SCHOLLIERS (Vrije Universiteit Brussel) and PATRICIA VAN DEN 
EECKHOUT (Vrije Universiteit Brussel) for the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.72

Also in the domain of the history of building regulation, the historians first 
concentrated on the Middle Ages. VERPLAATSEN studied eleventh- and 
twelfth-century building permits and regulations in Flanders.73 Architectural 
historians were especially interested in the impact of the regulation on the 
‘petrification’ of the city; see for instance the study for Aardenburg (1232) by 
WILLY P. DEZUTTER,74 for Ghent by JOHAN DAMBRUYNE (Universiteit 
Gent),75 for Mechelen by JOHAN GROOTAERS,76 and the summary for the 
Ancien Régime by KRISTA DE JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven).77

For an overview of the ‘servitudes’ we refer to PHILIPPE GODDING’s
(Université Catholique de Louvain) manual on civil law in the Southern Low 
Countries during the Ancien Régime.78 A general study of the history of 
Belgian ‘building law’ is still not available.79
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While RUTGER TIJS (Ph.D., Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) studied the 
building regulation in the city of Antwerp up to the present,80 municipal 
building regulations are in general not considered by the architectural 
historians. For the general problem of the nineteenth century, see the 
overview of PHILIPPE GODDING,81 and the exemplary article on the 1865 
building regulation of Mons by LAURENT HONNORÉ.82

In Belgium, the study of the architectural production is rarely embedded in 
its administrative or institutional context. Such an approach is however 
necessary for a full understanding of the functional, aesthetic, and technical 
aspects of the realized design.  

On the administration of the national government in the Ancien Régime, 
we have at our disposal some studies on the building administration of the 
court. ANNEMIE DEVOS studied this administration in the time of the 
archdukes Albert and Isabella.83 Some studies also situate the demolition of 
the municipal fortifications by the ordinance of 1784 by Joseph II within 
their administrative context.84 DIRK VAN DE VIJVER reconstructed the 
institutional and administrative context for public building of the period 
1750-1830 in his Ph.D. thesis; and studied in detail the impact of the first 
national professional architectural administration: the French Conseil des 
Bâtiments civils.85

For the nineteenth century, the impact of the Hygiene Movement on the 
development of the city, building typologies, building technology, and 
technical equipment (heating and ventilation) can hardly be over-estimated. 
For the role of the national administration for public hygiene, the Conseil 
supérieur d’Hygiène publique,86 founded in 1849, see the studies on social 
housing87 and on hospitals.88 HERMAN STYNEN devoted his Ph.D. thesis to 
the history of the national administration of historical monuments and sites.89

For the twentieth century, the Commissariat pour la Reconstruction du Pays 
is studied in detail by PIETER UYTTENHOVE.90 For the Belgian 
Administration des Ponts et Chaussées, we refer to KAREL VELLE’s
monumental overview of the administrative legislation,91 several anniversary 
publications,92 and MARCEL WATELET’s research on the first years of the 
Belgian public works administration.93

For the architectural administration of the provinces, VEERLE MEUL
renewed the study of the position of ‘provincial architect’ through two case-
studies: one for the province of Antwerp and one for the province of 
Limburg.94 LAURENT HONNORÉ dedicated his Ph.D. thesis (Université 
Catholique de Louvain) to the impact of the provincial and municipal 
administration of public hygiene on the city of Mons.95
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Many authors mention the impact of municipal administrations on the 
conception of public buildings, but rare are those who study this 
phenomenon in a systematic way. The two-volume book on Ghent, Gent. 
Een stad in Opbouw aims to do exactly that.96 The public works of the city of 
Antwerp are treated within their administrative context in the Ph.D. project 
of Inge Bertels, to be realized within the research project Building in the 
Belgian city, 1815-1879 (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven). 

‘Building typologies’ constitute an important reference background for 
design. Besides a functional category, they imply a certain technological (and 
often also administrative) culture. The book Le patrimoine civil public de la 
Wallonie offers an interesting introduction (and bibliography).97 The 
expansion of the field of architectural history (especially to the nineteenth and 
twentieth century) has made studies available on an ever growing number of 
typologies. The literature on different typologies extended from the 
‘traditional’ churches,98 castles and urban houses99 to workers’ housing,100

town halls,101 ‘maisons du peuple’,102 theatre buildings,103 libraries,104

schools,105 ice-houses,106 warehouses,107 glasshouses,108 garages,109 shop 
fronts,110 inns and pubs,111 airport buildings,112 fire-stations,113 sport 
infrastructure,114 swimming pools and bathhouses,115 hospitals,116

sanatoria,117 bridges,118 hydraulic constructions,119 hydraulic press houses,120

abattoirs or slaughterhouses,121 movie theatres,122 theatre buildings,123 railway
stations,124 water towers,125 synagogues,126 etc. But also on less contemporary 
building types, innovative research goes on: THOMAS COOMANS renews the 
history of the mediaeval monastic architecture by combining building and 
architectural history in an international setting.127 KRISTA DE JONGE studies 
the impact of the court ceremonies on the spatial disposition of the 
Burgundian and Habsburg court residences.128

Some societies which focus on the study and protection of a certain genre 
of architecture or typology must be mentioned here; most of them publish a 
periodical or newsletter. The society and periodical Molenecho’s, one of 
several societies which work on mills, published already special issues on 
Drainage mills (1984), Oil mills (1996), Treadmills (2002), Shipmills (2003) 
and Pumping mills (2004). The Simon Stevinstichting (Antwerp), with 
members of the likes of ROBERT GILS and PIET LOMBAERDE (Henri van de 
Velde-instituut, Antwerp),129 concentrates on military architecture. 

3 Building materials  and techniques 

The specific Belgian construction culture was a traditional topic of research 
in medieval architecture (cf. the 1959 publication of VANDEWALLE cited 
previously and §4 of this paper, “building site”). Through the research on the 
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building accounts of the court residences of the early modern period, KRISTA
DE JONGE started a new line of research.130 The confrontation of (local) 
treatises and other written sources with (archeological or other evidence of) 
built fortification projects is the key methodology for the study of building 
techniques in early modern times by PIET GELEYNS (Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven)131 and of early fortification design (genesis of the bastion system in 
the Southern Netherlands) by PIETER MARTENS.132 Their current Ph.D. 
research is embedded in the project Architecture from the Habsburg-Valois 
Conflict Zone. Tradition and Innovation in military architectural practice in 
the Low Countries and the Rhineland (sixteenth-seventeenth centuries) 
(1999-2003), directed by KRISTA DE JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven). The same research group (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) also 
focuses on the ‘local’ history of the Belgian building sciences of the eighteenth 
to twentieth century, with special attention to educational and research 
institutions, courses, manuals and periodicals.133

Besides the previously mentioned syntheses of technical culture, a wide 
range of detailed research exists on specific materials and techniques; it 
represents the majority of the scientific activity in the field of Belgian 
Construction History. 

For the use of wood and other vegetal building materials and techniques, 
the literature on rural architecture is of course crucial. Authors such as 
CLEMENS V. TREFOIS could still document (and photograph) living 
construction practices, such as the construction of thatched roofs, before the 
craftsmanship and most of the patrimony was lost.134 For Wallonia, we refer 
to the previously mentioned publications on rural architecture by the research 
group of LUC FRANCIS GENICOT (Université Catholique de Louvain).  

HANS JANSE and LUC DEVLIEGHER (1962) published a pioneering study 
on the mediaeval wooden trusses of the ancient county of Flanders;135 LÉON
DELFERIÈRE studied the extravagant decoration of certain trusses in the 
Hainaut province.136 One generation later, systematic measurements/records 
of trusses, in the manner of the Paris CRMH, were drawn under the direction 
of LUC FRANCIS GENICOT (Université Catholique de Louvain).137

Introduced by ANDRÉ-VALENTIN MUNAUT (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) 
into dendrochronology, PATRICK HOFFSUMMER (Université de Liège) 
developed from 1981 onwards the procedure in its application to archaeology 
and historical monuments.138 His Ph.D. thesis (Université de Liège 1989) 
treats the methodological aspects and applied dendrochronology on the study 
of the trusses of the Meuse region. He recently edited a book on trusses in 
Belgium and the North of France.139 Hoffsummer leads a research centre at 
the University of Liège, where DAVID HOUBRECHTS (Université de Liège) is 
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preparing a Ph.D. thesis on “Le pan-de-bois en Principauté de Liège (1450-
1650).” 

GUIDO EVERAERT of the Stedelijke Dienst Monumentenzorg (Ghent) 
studies, in collaboration with MARIE CHRISTINE LALEMAN of the Ghent 
administration of municipal archaeology and DANIËL LIEVOIS, the technical 
aspects of historical windows, doors and porches from mediaeval times till the 
nineteenth century.140 INGRID VAN CAUWENBERGH published a detailed 
article on the Belgian parquet flooring industry in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century141 and is preparing a Ph.D. thesis on ‘Belgian furniture and 
joiner’s work in the nineteenth century’ (Universiteit Gent).

The literature on local brick production is vast and diverse,142 but a standard 
summary still lacks. LUC DEVLIEGHER wrote on the first mediaeval bricks in 
Flanders,143 GIOVANNI PEIRS (National Brick Confederation) published a 
general overview on bricks and brick masonry.144 The Rupel region was 
Belgium’s most important production centre. ROLAND BAETENS produced 
an interesting article on this centre.145 Nowadays, this region has even three 
brick museums: the Steenbakkerijmuseum ‘t Geleeg, the 
Steenbakkerijmuseum Rupelklei and the Ecomuseum and Archief van de 
Boomse Baksteen. PAUL DE NIEL, curator and cofounder of the last 
institution, studies the technical and social history of brick production in the 
Rupel region.146 After the strong collectors interest for tiles of the Ancien 
Régime, MARIO BAECK paid attention to the nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century tiles.147

Currently, the most eminent specialists on Belgian stone building materials 
are JEAN-LOUIS VAN BELLE, FRANCIS TOURNEUR and FRANS DOPERÉ.
Jean-Louis Van Belle founded the International Centre for Glyptographic 
Research (Comblain-au-Pont), which organizes international biannual 
colloquia since 1979 (with crucial proceedings on the subject).148 He edited a 
dictionary on ‘signes lapidaires’ in Belgium and the North of France149 and 
published numerous books on the subject. Francis Tourneur (Pierres et 
Marbres de Wallonie) applies his geological and technical knowledge to the 
identification of stones and the study of their use in historical buildings.150

Together with ERIC GROESSENS (Université Catholique de Louvain), he is 
the expert on Belgian marbles.151 FRANS DOPERÉ’s bibliography concentrates 
on the mediaeval stonecutting and surface treatment of stones and their use 
for dating construction phases.152 For general summaries on natural building 
stones in the Southern Netherlands, one can rely on authors as CAMERMAN,
DELCOURT, DUJARDIN, GROESSENS and GULINCK.153 Currently, there are 
reference works on stones in Wallonia,154 Limburg,155 and on Gobertange156

and on Tournai stone.157 PETER VAN DER WEE studied the use of 
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prefabricated elements in white stone in Antwerp porches and windows 
(sixteenth-seventeenth centuries).158

Recently (brick and stone) masonry structures such as mediaeval cellars159

and vaults (PIERRE SMARS) were studied. KOEN VAN BALEN (Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven) is the Belgian expert on the use of lime in historical 
monuments.160

The chapter on glass can be kept very short by referring to the 
monumental summary Le verre en Belgique, des origines à nos jours,161 which
synthesizes the history of (window) glass production in Belgium, with an 
excellent bibliographical compendium. The book equally contains chapters 
on stained glass (for the Middle Ages and modern times written by YVETTE 
VANDEN BEMDEN (Faculté Notre Dame De La Paix, Université De Namur), 
the leading specialist162) and on glass in contemporary architecture (MARC 
DUBOIS). JULES HELBIG and Yvette Vanden Bemden compiled the 
monumental Corpus vitrearum,163 an inventory of the conserved stained glass 
windows in Belgium up to the first half of the sixteenth century.
Monumenten en Landschappen Cahier 1 offers a recent synthesis on stained 
glass in Flanders.164 ALETTA RAMBAUTS is preparing a Ph.D. thesis on 
stained glass at the Universiteit Gent.165

For the history of metal production we refer to the recent book by 
ROBERT HALLEUX (Université de Liège) on the Liège production of 
Cockerill.166 See also the same author on the nineteenth century of zinc 
production.167  The use of metal in architecture during the Ancien Régime 
was the subject of two Ph.D. theses. AIMÉ STROOBANTS (Ph.D. Universiteit 
Gent, 1978) made a comparative study of the use of wrought iron in the 
architecture of Ghent, Bruges, and Antwerp from the thirteenth century to 
the beginning of the nineteenth century.168 His Ph.D. thesis remained 
unpublished, but he produced numerous articles on the subject.169 Also, 
BERNARD WODON’s Ph.D. thesis on the serrurerie monumentale in the old 
prince-bishopric of Liège during the eighteenth century (Université 
Catholique de Louvain, 1986) is an exemplary study.170 He is the expert on 
the serrurerie monumentale in Wallonia.171

After the syntheses of ARTHUR VIERENDEEL172 and A. DE MARNEFFE,173

industrial archaeology breathed new life into the history of metallic structures, 
with the pioneering studies by RICHARD VANDENDAELE,174 JOHAN 
BAELE,175 and GUIDO JAN BRAL.176 INE WOUTERS (Vrije Universiteit 
Brussel, Vakgroep Architectuur) directs a research project which ambitions to 
compose a restoration guide for metal structures (1860-1920), which will be 
executed by MICHAEL DE BOUW (2004-2010).177
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No one followed LOUIS BAES’s 200 pages on Belgian concrete history 
written in 1930.178 In fact, one had to wait for the fashion for industrial 
archaeology,179 world expositions,180 and Modern Movement architecture.181

The Ghent Research Group Theory and History of Architecture and 
Urbanism (Universiteit Gent) currently has a project on concrete architecture 
in Belgium.182 LEEN MEGANCK183 (Universiteit Gent) and PATRICIA 
RADELET-DE GRAVE (Université Catholique de Louvain) work on GUSTAVE 
MAGNEL.

A ‘Belgian’ history on almost any new material is still lacking. Almost by 
accident, some aspects are studied, as for instance the ‘roofing paper’ 
production in Ghent.184

After JOSEPH PHILIPPE’s Ph.D. thesis (Université de Liège, 1948) on mural 
paintings from the pre-Romanesque period to the sixteenth century,185

interior finishing regained attention in the 1970s as a critique on the 
dominant restoration policy, which preferred ‘naked’ stones. In Flanders, 
studies by MIEK GOOSSENS (Flemish Administration on Monuments And 
Sites),186 MARJAN BUYLE (Flemish Administration on Monuments and 
Sites),187 ANNA BERGMANS (Ph.D. Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Flemish 
Administration On Monuments And Sites, Universiteit Gent)188 and, more 
recently, MAXIMILIAAN P.J. MARTENS,189 LINDA VAN DIJCK,190 and H.
VANDENBORRE191 re-evaluated the mediaeval painted interior finishing 
(mostly of churches). BUYLE and BERGMANS published a state of the research 
in Flanders in 1994.192 PAUL PHILIPPOT (Université Libre de Bruxelles) 
concentrated on the technical aspects.193 At the same time, independent 
specialists, active in the field of preliminary research, conservation and 
restoration, acquired considerable expertise: PETRA MACLOT researched and 
published numerous articles on Renaissance mural paintings in Antwerp;194

LODE DECLERCQ established his reputation in the finishing techniques from 
the Middle Ages up to the twentieth century.195 In Wallonie, FOLVILLE is the 
leading expert.196

Also, other historical interior finishing materials and techniques, such as 
gilded leather, wallpapers or stucco, received renewed attention in the 1990s. 
GEERT WISSE specialized in historical wallpapers in Belgium; besides his 
activity as a restorer of historic wallpapers, he produced 1991 onwards almost 
the entire scientific output on the subject.197 The eighteenth-century 
wallpapers of imported from China were studied by ANNA BERGMANS and 
NICOLE DE BISSCOP.198 A 1992 special issue of Monumenten en 
Landschappen was dedicated to gilded leather in Flanders. ANNA BERGMANS,
the Dutch gilded leather specialist ELOOI KOLDEWEIJ and the restorer J.
WOUTERS present a state of the art of the research, inventory and restoration 
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problems.199 Together with the Dutch gilded leather specialist E. KOLDEWEY
and ANNA BERGMANS presented an inventory of the conserved historic 
Flemish gilded leather in Flanders. FABRICE GIOT is preparing a Ph.D. thesis 
(Université Catholique de Louvain) on eighteenth-century stucco 
decoration.200

As a result, the world of historical interiors in Belgium—documented from 
1969 in the periodical Maisons d’hier et d’aujourd’hui—became a 
multidisciplinary field of specialists which display a mastery of the material 
and technical diversity. To get an idea of the multidisciplinarity of the field 
one can consult Rijke vorm en bonte kleur in ‘t Antwerps burgerinterieur 
omstreeks 1585,201 Gentse wooncultuur in Mozarts tijd,202 the building 
monographs in the series Monuments et sites (Namur 2001) or Hôtels de 
maître à Namur du style Louis XIV au premier Empire (Namur 2001). The
start of a two new publication series, the Gentse bijdragen tot de 
interieurgeschiedenis (2003-), proceedings of an annual colloquium, and 
Décors intérieurs en Wallonie,203 directed by NATHALIE DE HARLEZ DE 
DEULIN and which will comprise three volumes, is the latest contribution to 
the field.  

At the same time, historical exterior finishing became an increasingly 
important topic within the restoration profession. In Wallonia, the 
colloquium on the ‘colours of the city’ posed the problem explicitly (1989).204

In the research project Restauratie van Buitenmuren: historisch onderzoek 
naar bepleisterde 18de-eeuwse en vroeg 19de-eeuwse gevels in Vlaanderen 
(1700-1830),205 under the direction of KOEN VAN BALEN (Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven), a methodological approach for the study of exterior 
finishings and mortars was developed.206 Also the jointing of brick masonry 
received attention.207 The finishings used in the reconstruction around 1700 
of the Brussels Grote Markt were studied by ERIC HENNAUT;208 the 
buildings’ nineteenth-century restoration was studied in a book directed by 
VINCENT HEYMANS.209 Also, the graffiti 210 and other special late nineteenth-
century techniques were rediscovered.211 In 1999, GUIDO EVERAERT
published a summary on historical finishing techniques applied in Ghent.212

In this cultural climate of general interest for finishing, the colourfulness of 
Modern Movement architecture was equally discovered. An International 
DOCOMOMO seminar on texture, color schemes and composition of 
renders and paint layers in the international modern movement was held in 
Leuven and Antwerp in 2000.213 The seminar presented also a series of 
Belgian case-studies, which had been researched in the previous years by 
MARJAN BUYLE, JO BRAEKEN and TOM LENAERTS, MIMI DEBRUYN and 
VEERLE DE HOUWER.214 This seminar was organized in the context of the 
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Research project Monumentenzorg Moderne Architectuur (1997-2000), 
directed by LUC VERPOEST (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven), and elaborated 
by ELS CLAESSENS and JEAN-MARC BASYN.

4 The building site 

Of all historical periods, only the building site of the Middle Ages was the 
object of the constant attention of the Belgian architectural historian. 
VANDEWALLE’s synthesis of 1950 was complemented in 1966 by FRIEDA 
VAN TYGHEM’s (Universiteit Gent) methodologically innovative Ph.D. thesis 
on the tools and devices used at the building site, based on iconographical 
sources.215 For more recent synthesis on the subject see Gent. Een Stad in 
Opbouw,216 JAN ESTHER,217 and PIET GELEYNS218. The Belgian Musea for 
old techniques collected interesting objects.219

The study of the building site for modern ages (especially the eighteenth 
century), was methodologically renewed by a series of undergraduate studies 
directed by LUC FRANCIS GENICOT (Université Catholique de Louvain) and 
published as Etudes sur des constructions du XVIIIe siècle en Wallonie.220 In 
a series of building monographs, a method is elaborated in which aspects such 
as the origin of materials, the involved artisans, building cost and salaries, 
construction chronology, etc. were taken into account. A number of the 
students involved continued to use this method in their further career in the 
administration of historical monuments and sites (cf. JEAN-LOUIS 
JAVAUX221).

Recently, RAF MEERT wrote an exemplary master thesis on the building 
site of the present Belgium federal parliament222. This master thesis was 
realized within the context of the research projects directed by KRISTA DE
JONGE (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) : Builders, Architects and Patrons: 
From Contracts to Final Acceptance. Building in the Southern Low 
Countries, 1750-1880 (2002-2005), executed by DIRK VAN DE VIJVER, and 
Building in the Belgian City, 1815-1879 (2002-2005), executed by Dirk Van 
de Vijver and INGE BERTELS). They both focus on the ever-widening 
influence of the public works administration (city, province and state) on the 
building site. The building administration, the building professions and the 
nineteenth-century building contractors (and their organizations) stand in the 
centre of the attention. Often neglected sources such as building legislation 
and regulation, building permits, contracts, estimates, building 
specifications,223 surveys, final acceptance reports, iconography (paintings, 
drawings and old photographs) and process papers, are exploited in this 
project. The case of Antwerp is studied in particular (Ph.D. thesis by INGE
BERTELS).  
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5 Technical equipment  

Even if as early as 1948 and 1969 SIEGFRIED GIEDION and REYNER 
BANHAM considered the technical equipment of buildings to be an essential 
artifice of modern architecture,224 in Belgium, attention to the subject is of a 
very recent date.

Recent research on the ‘dwelling’ in Belgian late nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century architecture shares a common interest with industrial 
archaeologists for the technical equipment of the home.225 VINCENT
HEYMANS (Université Libre de Bruxelles) enumerates in his Ph.D. thesis on 
the Belgian house around 1900 all these technological innovations: kitchen, 
glasshouses, toilets, electricity, lighting, heating, ventilation.226 Recent 
university research in Leuven and Ghent analyses the kitchen—a key element 
of Belgian modernism with for instance the ‘cubex’-kitchen of LOUIS 
HERMAN DE KONINCK227—more in depth. A research project led by HILDE
HEYNEN (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) and LEEN VAN MOLLE
(Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) approaches the transformation of the 
kitchen through the eyes of women’s organizations; it focuses on the period 
between the wars228 and the 1960s and 1970s.229 Interiors and modernity in 
postwar-Belgium is the subject of the Ph.D. research of FREDIE FLORÉ 
(Universiteit Gent).230 The technical equipment of the interwar kitchen is 
also treated in the Ph.D. thesis of LEEN MEGANCK (Universiteit Gent) on 
housing in Ghent in the 1930s.231

The industrial archaeologists were also among the first to study the heating 
of constructions (especially greenhouses232). Recently, the restoration expert 
LODE DE CLERCQ published an innovative summary on heating systems in 
nineteenth-century civil architecture233 and BERNARO Y GARCIA studied the 
Belgian industry of domestic heating devices.234

In the recent restoration campaigns of theatre buildings, the old theatre 
machinery got some attention (but was still often removed).235

Conclusion 

In the last fifty years, ‘traditional’ building materials and techniques 
became the object of specialized research. Sometimes research was even 
developed in an international context (International Centre for Glyptographic 
Research, Between mechanics and architecture). A same systematic approach 
or ‘local history’ is still lacking for almost all aspects of Construction History 
from the industrial revolution on (new building materials, technical 
knowledge, building organization, technical equipment, etc.). The chapters 
on ‘Construction History’ in the forthcoming History of Techniques in 
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Belgium, a complement to the History of Science in Belgium,236 both series 
directed by ROBERT HALLEUX, promises a synthesis, but can of course not 
wipe out in one operation the significant blanks which still exist in this field. 
Perhaps a specialized society with annual national colloquia, inspired by the 
Spanish Sociedad Española de Historia de la Construcción, the English 
Construction History Society, or the Italian Associazione Edoardo 
Benvenuto, could play a stimulating role.
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