Ellen Van Impe

fig.1 Temple-shaped aedicule, from Majeroux, Belgium.
Gallo-Roman. Royal Museums of Art and History, Brussels,
B000014-001.

Touring Belgium: A Nation'’s Patrimony in Print (1830-1920),
ed. by Maarten Delbeke and Maarten Liefooghe,
Architectural Crossroads, 11 (Turnhout, 2024), pp. 37-45.

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS
DOI10.1484/M.ACSHA-EB.5.151006

This is an open access chapter made available
under a CC BY-NC 4.0 International Licence.

fig.1

Printing and Collecting
Architectural History in Belgium
(1830-1860)

Antoine Schayes and
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Unearthed Aedicula

In 1843, a small temple-shaped altar was excavated in Majeroux,
near the city of Virton, in the southernmost part of the Kingdom of
Belgium. This excavation yielded a series of objects and indications
of an important Roman settlement that was much larger than the
minor army camp it was initially thought to be. These findings were
part of one of the first state-organized archaeological excavation
campaigns of the young nation. In the 1840s and 1850s, objects
were also regularly excavated during road, railroad, or canal works.
The Majeroux excavation brings together two prominent strands
in the image-building of the young Belgian nation, one being its
spirit of industry, technological progress, and entrepreneurship,
and the other its rich artistic and cultural history.'
The altar, carved out of white limestone and measuring
50 centimetres in height, consists of the figure of a naked man
holding what seems to be a veil above his head. This aedicula
joined the first collection of national antiquities in the newly
founded nation. The collection was part of the new national histor-
ical infrastructure, which Belgium quickly set about organizing
after having declared its independence from the Netherlands in
1830. The museum holding this collection, founded in Brussels in
1835, was initially called the Musée d’armes anciennes, d’armures,
d’objets d’art et de numismatique. Over the next decade, its collec-
tions grew under the impetus of its energetic director comie (Louis
Léopold Marie) Amédée de Beauffort (1806-1858), but it was only
in 1847 that a fulltime conservator was appointed to take charge of
the collection’s inventory and catalogue. The aedicula appears in
the first museum catalogue, Cafalogue et description du musée ropal
darmures, dantiquités et d'ethnologie, of 1854, as item 241, where it
is briefly described:
Autel votif en pierre de sable de 50 c. de hauteur 28 c. de
profondeur et 20 c. de largeur; il a la forme d’une aedicule
ou petit temple 77 antis, orné€ aux angles de quatre pilastres
doriques et a la partie antérieure d’une figure en bas-relief
représentant un homme nu qui tient un voile levé au-dessus
de sa téte.?

The museum’s first conservator, who was also the author of that
first catalogue, was Antoine Schayes (1808-1859). While de Beauf-
fort, who issued from a French-Belgian noble family, had acquired
his position through his largely inherited family network among
the nobility and had his own financial resources, Schayes’ back-
ground was rather more humble. He became the conservator
through hard work and networking, study, and travel. He was
thirty-nine by the time he was appointed conservator, a position of
some importance in the developing historical infrastructure of the
new nation. By comparison, de Beauffort was already an admin-
istrator by the age of twenty-seven, in 1835. He became president
of the Commission royale des monuments in 1836, a member of
the board of the Bibliothéque royale in 1837, and the director
of the national Administration des beaux-arts in 1841. In 1846 he
was appointed both “Inspecteur général des Beaux-Arts, lettres
et sciences” and director of the museum for painting and sculp-
ture in Brussels.®
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The journey of the Majeroux aedicula is just one example of
the way archaeological and art historical objects traveled in early
mid-nineteenth century Belgium as part of the nation-building
process. The objects were being unearthed, transported, included
in collections, exhibited, described in catalogues, and made part
of historical narratives. The travels of Antoine Schayes—both
literally, in his search for architecture, objects, and traditions
related to national history, and symbolically, in traveling through
national bureaucracy—in turn reveal much about this mobility
of objects and persons, part of the unfolding of an infrastructure
for national architectural history.

Navigating new national institutions

The newly organized historical infrastructure that appeared in the
first decades of the Belgian nation has been studied at some length
by several scholars.* Its institutes included, among others, the afore-
mentioned Commission royale des monuments and the Académie
royale. Institutions concerned with the nation’s general and artistic
history moreover included the Royal Library, the state archives, and
museums of fine arts and “antiquities.” An international “archae-
ological movement” and a general “historicization of the world
view” around 1830 coincided with Belgium’s independence and
the forging of a national project, in which history and archaeology
served to give the fragile nation a serious pedigree and prehistory.®

When the Belgian Commission royale des monuments
was founded in 1835, a mere five years after Belgium declared its
independence from the Netherlands, Schayes quickly articulated
his views on the commission’s tasks. Schayes, a graduate of the
Lettres et philosophie faculty at Leuven University, was trying
hard to forge a career after he left his job at the Dutch Konink-
lijke Bibliotheek in 1832. He considered the detailed inventory and
study of monumental remnants spread over the Belgian territory
to be crucial to all further endeavours of the commission, which
mainly consisted of architects with no particular historical or
archaeological background. The commission was founded as an
advisory body in all matters architectural—both concerning new
buildings and the restoration of historical monuments, many of
these restorations executed by its own appointed architects.®

Undoubtedly, Schayes saw himself as the perfect person
to fill the position of the commission’s secretary. That secretary,
he believed, should be “une personne trés versée dans I'archéo-
logie et passionnée pour les Beaux-Arts, et qui, par conséquent,
ne s’épargnerait ni peines ni travail pour connaitre tout ce qui
concerne l’'architecture ancienne et du moyen-age en Belgique.”
Travel, in situ study, and the registration and reporting on these
architectural remnants at the heart of the secretary’s tasks, he
says. The right secretary would not confine his journey to the cities
and the well-known places, but would also visit small villages or
hamlets, which often conceal very old buildings, of great interest
to the history of the arts. He would visit all provinces, one after the
other, not leaving a province before having explored it in every
possible direction.”

Schayes included this piece of self-promotion in one of his
many articles on Belgian historical buildings, in this case on the
abbey and church of the Walloon village of Lobbes, some twenty
kilometres southwest of the city of Charleroi. Charleroi would
only be connected by rail to Brussels in 1874, so in the 1830s,
the fifty kilometres (as the crow flies) had to be covered quite
more laboriously, with diligences or on horseback. The inclusion
of this self-promotion in his article about Lobbes demonstrates
the trouble Schayes took to scrutinize “les plus petits villages
ou hameaux” and to explore old buildings that possessed some
special significance.

Although much of his historical account of the abbey is
based on written sources—early chronicles as well as more recent
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travel accounts, such as the one by the Jesuit Francois-Xavier de
Feller (published in 1820)8—Schayes actually visited the ruins of
Lobbes in 1834, the year before his article was published. Their
derelict state, a consequence of the destruction wrought by the
French in the 1790s, prompted Schayes to formulate his opinion
on the tasks of the Commission royale des monuments: consoli-
dating or restoring important buildings that are a witness to the
nation’s past. To establish priorities, Schayes talks about the need
for a history of architecture in Belgium, after the example of France
or England, where excellent work on the history of mediaeval
architecture had already appeared. He expressed the hope that
Belgium, with its many mediaeval buildings, would have its own
histoire monumentale, an enterprise he considered a worthy task for
the Commission royale des monuments.

Schayes’ appeal had no direct result. The commission would
in fact only engage its first “archéologue” after Schayes’ untimely
death in 1850; his good friend Charles Piot (1812-1899) joined
the commission in that capacity in 186o0. Moreover, compiling
an “histoire de I'architecture en Belgique” was, as it turned out,
not a central concern of the early commission. It was Schayes
himself who first attempted to fill the vacuum by submitting an
essay on Gothic architecture in Belgium to the Académie royale
des sciences et des belles-lettres in 1838. This “mémoire” or “essai
sur l'architecture ogivale,” which was instantly recognized as a
pioneering study, was awarded a gold medal and published in
one of the academy’s series.®

Meanwhile, Schayes continued to watch the work of the
Commission royale des monuments with a critical eye, for instance
in his role as the secretary and driving force of an organization
called the Société belge pour la conservation des monuments
historiques. This private organization, founded in 1846, was
discussed in and supported by the periodical La Renaissance:
Chronique des arts et de la littérature.’® The society’s aims were
formulated as not in competition with the Commission royale
but as complementing it and making up for its shortcomings: “On
devrait au contraire se féliciter de voir s’élever une société civile,
dont la mission est de prendre I'initiative de certaines questions
archéologiques, initiative que la Commission rgyale des Monuments
ne peut pas prendre, emprisonnée qu’elle est dans la bureaucratie
et arrétée par les formalité€s administratives.” This situation is
compared with that of the (private) Société francaise d’archéo-
logie (1833), founded by Arcisse de Caumont (1801-1873), which,
according to the unsigned article in La Renaissance of 1847, worked
well with the committees of the Ministry of Public Education and
the Ministry of the Interior."

After Schayes entered the Académie royale des sciences et
des belles-lettres in 1838, he continued his crusade for the nation
to acknowledge that writing about (architectural) history was a
worthy task. Initially, he was a corresponding member of the acad-
emy; he became a full member in 1847 (by which time the academy
had been renamed the Académie royale des sciences, des lettres et
des beaux-arts). He supported the academy’s project of a Belgian
history of its art, launched in 1846 and mainly focused on “objets
d’art” rather than buildings, but in which architectural history
would later be included, with Schayes serving as “rapporteur” for
the architecture section.” As this project was just as unsuccess-
ful as his attempt to turn the attention of the Commission royale
des monuments to writing about Belgium’s architectural history,
or perhaps because it did not proceed as quickly as Schayes had
hoped, he eventually published his own Histoire de larchitecture en
Belgique, in 1849, in a pocketsize edition as part of the Bibliotheque
nationale series by the editor Jamar."
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fig. 2 lllustration by Antoine Schayes of the abbey church
of Villers, in Antoine Schayes, Histoire de l'architecture
en Belgique, vol. 3, p. 45. It is based on a drawing, which
Schayes says he drew on-site, that is now housed in

the Royal Library of Belgium.

fig.2

Private and official study tours

Schayes was involved with several new or newly organized Belgian
institutions dealing with the past. He worked at the Koninklijke
Bibliotheek in Den Hague (from 1830, before the Belgian revolu-
tion, until 1832) and submitted in the 1830s several historical essays
to the Académie royale’s essay competitions. Beginning in 1835,
he was employed at the Archives de I'état. He was also a member
of the Académie royale des sciences, des lettres et des beaux-arts,
and he was eventually appointed conservator of the Musée royal
d’armures, d’antiquités et d’artillerie. Schayes’ career yields inter-
esting insights into the dealings with material remnants of the
national past in the interplay between institutions, collections,
and publications as well as between the private and the collective.

Schayes appears to have achieved on his own all of the
traveling and research that went into the preparation of his
many publications on Belgian architectural history, with his own
resources and in his own spare time. He mentions several “croquis
sur place” (on-site sketches) in his Histire, some of which have
been identified in his private collection of prints and drawings
(now in the Prints Department of the Royal Library of Belgium)."
As a graduate of the Faculté de philosophie et des lettres, Schayes
was undoubtedly encouraged to study the field of architectural
history and archaeology by his mentor de Reiffenberg.”® Hence,
Schayes’ appointment as conservator can be read as a professional-
ization (and institutionalization) of his study of material remnants,
since he attained this position on the strength of his knowledge
and expertise, rather than because of any family pedigree, title, or
fortune. Before his appointment in 1847, the procedure to evaluate
archaeological findings appears to have been that the government
appointed one or two “rapporteurs” from among the members of
the Académie royale and send them to the excavation site about
which they had to write a report.’® After Schayes began working
as conservator, appointments were no longer ad hoc; instead, one
designated and qualified person would inspect and evaluate all
objects found on the territory.

While the collection at the museum for antiquities continued to
grow after its inception in 1835, it was only in 1847 that a full-time
conservator was employed, with the appointment of Schayes,
someone who would give some structure to the mass of objects,
organize a new public display, and edit the first catalogue to the
collection.” As was the case with other European archaeological
museums at the time, such as the British Museum in London
(1753) and the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden in Leiden (1818), the
collection at the Belgian antiquities museum was not sharply
delineated.’ Although rarely explicitly stated, the Musée royal de
peinture et de sculpture was understood to focus on objects of
artistic value, while the archaeological museum mainly included
items of documentary interest.'

From the collection’s beginning, artillery, armoury, and
weapons had an important place. They comprised a historic
core of remnants from the time of the Burgundian dukes and
the Habsburg empire, previously on display in the royal arsenal
near the Coudenberg royal palace, where the reputation of the
collection drew international visitors, including Albrecht Diirer in
1520.29 At the museum’s foundation in 1835, a set of weapons and
armour, purchased from the Comte de Hompesch (1800-1853), was
added to the this “arsenal,” and two years later the artillery reserve
of the Ministry of War further enriched the collection.?' In 1847, in
keeping with this partially military background, the directorship
of the new museum became a shared position, with de Beauffort
representing the Ministry of the Interior and a Major Donny (1807-
1884) representing the Ministry of War. Donations and bequests
continued to play a significant role in the growth of the collection,
including many miscellaneous sets of objects amassed by Belgian
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fig.4 The Porte de Hal, exterior and interior, from Antoine
Schayes, Histoire de l'architecture en Belgique, 1849-1850,
vol. 4,116-117.
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representatives abroad, such as consuls and diplomats.?? It is clear,
therefore, that even after Schayes’ concerted efforts to structure
the collection more rationally, it would remain a composite set,
as most of the objects were not necessarily of national value but
collected by Belgian officials and (noble) citizens.

Schayes himself was a collector of all kinds of antiqui-
ties—books, prints, drawings, objects—which he apparently
bought at auctions and in antiquarian bookshops.?® Some of
his private collection, of which an auction catalogue exists from
1859, eventually made its way into national museums or insti-
tutions.?* Schayes’ intentions with this collection are not clear;
perhaps he had intended to donate, sell, or bequeath it to his own
museum or the other institutes to which he had been attached
before his early death prevented him from doing so. What is clear,
however, is that his private collection was no less diverse than
many of the donations arriving at the antiquities museum before,
during, and after his time as conservator—including, among other
things, two sarcophagi purchased at the famous Paris auction of
Giovanni Anastasi’s collection in 1857, one of which ended up in
the museum’s collection in 1874.2°

The antiquities museum also became the central depot for
“accidental” archaeological findings made during canal and road
works, as well as for those from state-organized archaeological
excavations, such as the one of 1843, yielding the aforementioned
aedicule. Parallel to his nomination as “conservateur,” Schayes
would, therefore, be charged with making excursions and inspec-
tions by the Minister of the Interior, for scientific or archeological
purposes.?® Henceforth, Schayes’ travels to study remnants of
the national past became institutionalized—at last. As such, the
museum institutionalized and nationalized existing practices of
traveling and collecting, rather than setting up a new framework
or initiating new practices.

Architecture, between collection
catalogue and history

Collecting, studying, and classifying objects is one way of dealing
with architectural history; Schayes complemented this (official)
part of his job with his (private) writing and publishing of a history
of architecture in Belgium. Although not an architectural history
museum as such, the collection of the Musée royal d’armures,
d’antiquités et d’artillerie was housed in a major historic building:
the Porte de Hal. Schayes appreciated this location and high-
lighted it in both the catalogue’s introduction and in his Histire.
In the catalogue, he relates the history of the museum and how the
growth of its collections required a more scientific and methodical
presentation and thus a larger building. To this end, the govern-
ment chose the Porte de Hal—described as a great, solid building
of the fourtheenth century, a remarkable example of military
construction from that period—and moved the collection there
between 1847 and 1848. In a footnote, Schayes adds further histor-
ical data on the building:
La construction de cette porte, qui contient trois vastes
salles superposées, remonte a I'année 1379. Elle figure
comme type d’architecture militaire dans les Instructions
du comité historique des arts et monuments de France. Les
fenétres ogivales qui éclairent les salles, sont de construc-
tion moderne. D’autres modifications ont été€ projetées pour
la décoration extérieure du batiment.?’

The description in Schayes’ Histoire is less succinct, with more
details of the constructive and material elements and more special-
ized terminology:
Bruxelles ne conserve plus qu'une seule de ses anciennes
portes, la porte de Hal, construite en 1381. L'épaisseur extraor-
dinaire de ses murs en grandes briques, avec revétement en
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fig. 3 Title page and frontispiece of Antoine Schayes, Catalogue et description du musée royal d’armures, d'antiquités et d'ethnologie (1854).
This print depicts one of the three exhibition rooms of the Porte de Hal.
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fig.5 The Majeroux aedicula, drawn by Schayes, in Antoine
Schayes, Histoire de l'architecture en Belgique, 1849-1850,
vol.1,63.
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pierres de taille de moyen appareil, et ses trois vastes salles
superposées au-dessous desquelles se trouvaient des sou-
terrains comblés récemment, prouvent que cette porte €tait
plutdt un chateau-fort ou un arsenal qu'une simple entrée
de ville.

He goes on to refer to a drawing that shows “la belle salle du
premier étage avec sa volite ogivale et a nervures croisées, dont
les retombées posent sur deux rangs de grosses colonnes cylin-
driques sans chapiteaux, qui partagent cette vaste piéce en trois
larges nefs.” In a footnote, Schayes notes that this room, “on ne
peut mieux appropriée a sa nouvelle destination, renferme depuis
1847, les armures et armes anciennes et modernes qui composent
la premiére section du Musée royale d’antiquités, d’armures et
d’artillerie.”?® This is only the start of an interesting dialogue
between Schayes’ catalogue and his Hisfoire. Beginning in 1847,
he must have worked simultaneously on both texts. Not only is the
museum building itself present in both texts, but other instances
also illustrate how both texts (and their illustrations) work together,
each from their respective function, to forge an overarching insight
into Belgian architectural history.

The catalogue entries for items 251 to 258, on page 96, for
instance, reveal that the objects were discovered in 1835 during the
excavation of a Gallo-Roman villa in Villy-Sommerain, in Luxem-
bourg. In an additional note, Schayes says that the results of that
excavation can be found in the first volume of his Histoire.?® Mean-
while, in the text, illustrations, and footnotes of his Hisfoire, he
refers regularly to items in “notre musée d’antiquités.”3° A Roman
villa excavated in ’s Gravenvoeren (Fouron-le-Comte, a village in
the province of Limburg) is represented in the museum catalogue
as a series of objects, whereas the Histire complements this infor-
mation by providing a ground plan and by contextualizing the
villa as part of the historical evolution of architecture in Belgium
in Roman times. Likewise, the Majeroux aedicule found in 1843
is listed in the catalogue as part of a series of excavated objects,
with brief references to its provenance, while the Histoire provides
a visual representation of it and includes it in a discussion on
elements of Roman architecture.

Schayes thus highlights architectural history in the museum’s
miscellaneous collection and makes it more legible as a (national)
historical narrative, while the tangible “proof” of the museum’s
objects corroborates the Histoire’s narrative, which also provides
the reader or visitor with an additional “historic experience” by
describing the museum’s setting within an ancient city tower. This
notion of “historic experience” was, in fact, referred to in an article
in the periodical La Renaissance in 1839, in a plea for the use of the
then dilapidated Porte de Hal as a historical museum. The article
includes an interior view to illustrate the effect of the armoury
and weaponry displayed there (a view that closely anticipates the
actual interior of the museum when the renovation was complete,
eight years later). The “magic” thus created would transport the
visitor to the Middle Ages—and at little expense.®'

Conclusion

In the figure and career of Antoine Schayes, several evolutions in
dealing with national architectural history in the first decades of
the Belgian nation can be observed, in particular the mobility of
different kinds, of persons as well as of objects. Schayes traveled
throughout the country in search of yet undiscovered treasures of
national architecture. On the strength of the knowledge he gath-
ered, he earned upward social mobility: he managed to acquire
an official occupation as museum conservator, in which his core
business was not only more traveling but also the continuation of
his research, describing, discussing, and publishing architectural

43 Ellen Van Impe



history. The mobility of objects can equally be perceived from this
double perspective: On the one hand is the literal movement of
archaeological objects, dug up in far-flung corners of the kingdom
and brought to either private collections or a public museum of
antiquities. At the same time, their symbolic transformation takes
place, from the mere debris of infrastructure works into objects
of learned attention, described and classified in collection cata-
logues, incorporated within histories, drawn and engraved and
discussed in archaeological societies and periodicals. All in all,
Schayes’ career and circle exemplify the many negotiations and
dialogues at work, between word and image, between collecting
and describing architectural history, between one-man actions
and collective efforts.

S ///'///// O /,,’ VZ3 /--/)"////7/(‘//

fig. 6 lllustration of what the Porte de Hal might look like if it were used as a museum, from La Renaissance 3, no. 6 (1839): 10.
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